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PREFACE
In today’s global economy, innovative companies face 
competition from low-cost countries and are constantly looking 
to upsell, shifting their strategy from a purely transactional 
approach to one based on systems and services. This 
leads them to focus on their clients’ businesses and adopt 
a more customer-centric approach. Meanwhile, the digital 
transformation, initiated over 10 years ago, is reshaping 
business organizations.

There have been significant changes in purchasing processes, driven by growing 
use of digital resources and increasingly demanding markets due to more global 
competition. Clients are more inquiring, better informed, interconnected and 
more proactive, all of which is changing the face of business relations. Clients are 
working with fewer suppliers but are looking to unlock more value by collaborating 
with them, which will deliver more balanced benefits on both sides.
To keep pace with their customers, suppliers must position themselves as partners 
able to boost business performance. That requires a threefold client-centric 
strategy underpinned by trust, proximity and insight.

This is where Key Account Management comes in, focusing less on negotiating 
prices and more on consulting and expertise. Companies who look to innovate 
must leverage their value proposition and prove they are actively committed to their 
clients’ success.

Key Account Managers are a cornerstone of this strategy, with the goal of building 
a long-term relationship between clients and suppliers. A KAM is more a business 
advisor than a salesperson; analyzing, anticipating, interpreting and responding to 
the often complex needs of key clients, irrespective of whether those needs are 
actively expressed. The goal is to “co-create” value!
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KEY ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT :
A STRATEGIC NECESSITY

THE FIGURES SPEAK FOR THEMSELVES…

Digital solutions like EDI, e-sourcing, e-procurement and purchase-to-pay have all leveled the playing field 
in business relations. At the same time, B2B e-commerce has now overtaken its B2C counterpart in terms of 
value. Against this backdrop, conventional sales approaches are no longer enough to generate value or ensure 
long-term relationships with high-potential clients.

ACCORDING TO XERFI, MARKETPLACES COULD ACCOUNT FOR 33% OF ONLINE SALES 
WORLDWIDE IN 2021.

B2B BUYERS HAVE

MORE FREEDOM...*

DEMAND FOR PROXIMITY

AND EXPERTISE*

61 65 91% % %

of professional buyers look 
for products on their phone

plan to make more than half 
of their business purchases 

online in 2022

To create more value, you need to anticipate clients’ real expectations.
Several key factors affect senior-level buyers’ ultimate purchase decision in the B2B market:

* Top Performance in Sales Prospecting, RAIN Group Center for Sales Research

* Top Performance in Sales Prospecting, RAIN Group Center for Sales Research

prefer to buy online 
after deciding what they want 

to purchase

say providers should 
provide valuable insight 

into their industry or 
market 

want the provider to 
educate them with new 
ideas and perspectives

expect the provider to 
collaborate with them

of buyers cite the 
provider’s ability to focus 

on the value they can 
deliver to their company

92%92%93%96%
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THE THREE KAM PROGRAM

PROMISES

20%
PROFIT

70%
CLIENT SATISFACTION

x2
REVENUE GROWTH
“Key account” programs double 

a company’s average growth
Mature KAM programs 

generate average profit at least 
20% higher than that obtained 
from conventional programs

THREE KEY CRITERIA

TO DETERMINE WHETHER 
YOU NEED A KAM APPROACH

70% of companies that have 
a KAM program significantly 
improve client satisfaction

YOUR COMPANY IS INNOVATIVE

YOU HAVE HIGH-POTENTIAL CLIENTS IN YOUR PORTFOLIO

YOUR CLIENTS INCLUDE OPINION LEADERS

Because your strategy is primarily based on innovation, you need to prove these innovations can make 
a real difference in your market. KAM is the best way to embody that value proposition and set yourself 
apart from competition by looking beyond prices and costs to focus on how your innovation can create 

value for your clients.

Look beyond the amount of business you do with a client at a given point in time. Think about the potential 
business you could unlock by “co-creating” value and building a special, long-term relationship with the 

client. You should be aiming to move forward and grow together through a focus on Relevance and Appeal 
that will allow you to determine the current and future scope of business with the client.

By developing relations with opinion leaders and becoming an integral part of their performance, you can 
make yourself a key player in the relevant market. The value you create for these opinion leaders will be 

seen by the market as a whole and will give you the credibility needed to open up new opportunities.
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COMPARING NOTES

KEY ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT IN TIMES OF CRISIS 
USA vs EUROPE: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES

Denise Freier
Companies are experiencing this crisis in different ways depending 
on their industry and business model. Some are faced with 
unprecedented demand, while others have been nearly devastated. But 
we are seeing some similar actions.  

First and foremost, nearly every company has sent its SAMs - and 
their extended teams - home indefinitely and are not allowing them 
to see their customers in person. This causes new challenges 
in communicating the value proposition. We hear as well that 
procurement is not meeting suppliers in person and are becoming 
more risk averse. Many previously “brand-conscious” purchases 
are becoming commodities, causing our members/clients to find 
new ways to differentiate themselves.  Amazingly, thanks to Zoom, 
Microsoft Teams, etc., business continues to be conducted with some 
interactions. Since demand, of course, has shifted -- in some cases 
dramatically – it has forced suppliers to become much more agile in 
managing inventory and supply. Suppliers also must be cognizant of 
not only their direct strategic customers but also those customers’ 
customers; given social distancing, lack of long-distance travel, etc., 
suppliers must be hyper-aware of their entire ecosystem, both up- and 
downstream. 

Lastly, we hear that many customers are asking suppliers to extend 
payment terms by weeks or even months, leading to an explosion of 
uncomfortable, “extreme” negotiations.

“NEARLY ALL COMPANIES HAVE ASKED THEIR STRATEGIC ACCOUNT MANAGERS... 
TO WORK FROM HOME... WHICH HAS GIVEN RISE TO NEW CHALLENGES IN CONVEYING 

VALUE PROPOSITIONS.”

Nearly all companies 
have asked their 
Strategic Account 
Managers... 
to work from home... 
which has given rise 
to new challenges 
in conveying value 
propositions.

DENISE FREIER
CEO of SAMA

FRÉDÉRIC VENDEUVRE
Co-founder of Halifax Consulting
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Frédéric Vendeuvre
I totally agree. We have seen a similar situations* in Europe, though 
this has been offset by government support and welfare programs. We 
have seen some significant developments. 

There has been a devastating long-term effect on sectors such as 
air transport and events, which are sadly only two of many affected. 
At the same time, others have benefited from the crisis, though few 
are willing to broadcast the fact in the current climate. Big Tech is 
the obvious example but it doesn’t end there: there have been gains 
across the board in digital products and services, telecom and internet 
infrastructure, drug companies and even the automotive industry in 
some aspects. This will usher in huge changes for some markets, 
including new customer segmentation and target sectors.

A lot of our clients also foresee changes in the way they do business 
with their customers. Distance selling is a trend that is here to stay and 
will affect all aspects of sales organizations. Companies in the US—
given the size of the continent and the influence of tech firms—were 
better equipped and much more used to distance selling, which was 
already an integral part of the economy in many areas.
Here in Europe, with the exception of a few startups, it was virtually 
unheard of among Key Account Managers and sales forces. A lot of 
companies simply weren’t ready in France. There were no electronic 
signatures for contracts, no online meetings, no team preparation, etc. 
For instance, some of our clients simply happened to give their teams 
laptops in November as a precaution against strike action in Paris... 
We have to thank the unions for that!

Covid has forced companies to adapt, at least in Southern Europe, 
and most of our clients are expecting a long-term impact on their 
organization and their business relationships.

Denise Freier
We have been surprised (although, in retrospect, maybe we should 
not have been) by the demand for virtual training. It’s not just that 
suddenly people have time for upskilling during a time of restricted 
travel; I think there has been a real recognition on the part of many 
organizations that their strategic account managers (and their teams) 
will need to adapt in order to thrive in this “new normal.” Deeper and 
more substantial learning that improves the SAM’s business relevance 
is needed. Also, topics like virtual selling, account planning, C-suite 
communication and negotiation -- all these topics have taken on a new 
importance in this age of disruption, uncertainty and travel restrictions. 
In addition to personal development, we’ve seen a few successes 
in virtual “joint” account planning.  It is more important than ever to 
revisit your customer’s objectives – with the customer -- and SAMs 
have found ways to do just that.

There has been a 
devastating long-
term effect on some 
sectors... others 
have benefited... 
This will lead to 
huge changes in 
some markets, 
including new client 
segmentation and 
target sectors.

WHAT ARE THE RECENT SAM/KAM RELATED INITIATIVES IN RECENT MONTHS, 
WHICH YOU FEEL ARE THE MOST REMARKABLE?

There is a new 
dimension to 
issues such as 
distance selling, 
strategic account 
planning, C-level 
communication and 
negotiations...”
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Frédéric Vendeuvre
There is undoubtedly strong demand for distance learning.

Admittedly, this was unexpected, even for us. It feels like there is a 
real need to get back to basics in times of crisis. People are the key 
to performance! Imagine having sales teams that lack motivation 
or are not ready for today’s environment as a result of lackluster 
management, or those that are not really committed to the current 
sales transformation who suddenly find themselves working from 
home... All of that gives real cause for concern…

We have seen a lot of requests related to this kind of situation. It is 
also clear that companies that were already more sophisticated and 
better educated in this respect are the ones who invest the most.  The 
crisis has clearly emphasized the gap in sales performance between 
the best and the rest.
We have also seen differences from one country to another. There has 
been booming demand for training in France, Canada and Germany. 
Relief programs have no doubt played their part. This is far from the 
case in Italy and Spain, for example.

Denise Freier
There are probably many more, but I will point to a few: I’ve already 
mentioned training -- with an elevated focus on business relevance. 
Selling in a virtual world is different. It’s not just using Zoom… it’s 
creating energetic and pinpointed discussions. Value propositions 
have to be concise, concrete and financially quantified. Customer 
attention is limited, so unless your value is articulated along these 
lines, customers - especially those with actual decision-making 
power - just won’t have the time to listen. 

With speed and agility absolutely paramount, adopting technology that 
helps suppliers understand their customer through the lens of data, 
and then making good decisions based on that data, is imperative. 
This isn’t necessarily new, but it’s moved from the realm of “nice to 
have’’ to the realm of business necessity. In fact, McKinsey says it 
has found that in just the last 12 months, adoption of technology has 
moved 11x faster than in the last 15 years!

This crisis will 
increase the gap in 
sales performance 
between the best 
and the average.

IN YOUR VIEW, WHAT ARE THE MOST PROMISING INNOVATIONS IN RELATION 
TO STRATEGIC / KEY ACCOUNTS, OBSERVED IN THE US?

Sales is different in 
today’s world. It’s 
about more than just 
using Zoom.
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Frédéric Vendeuvre
It is still too soon to measure the extent of all these innovations. 
That is something we will see over the coming months as the current 
changes unfold. However, things will move in the direction Denise has 
described.

We’ll see increasingly well-trained KAM teams, widespread use of 
distance selling, and a lot more data and tech available to sales teams, 
especially key/strategic account managers. I think we will also see 
more digital transformation in all aspects of business relations with 
key clients, including the development of B2B e-commerce.

Frédéric Vendeuvre
We are delighted to collaborate with SAMA. KAMs naturally evolve and 
most of the time they do so in an international environment, so having 
the benefit of SAMA’s North American perspective is really helpful. At 
the same time, geographic, linguistic and cultural proximity are equally 
important when talking about client relations and improving sales 
performance. That is one of the things we aim to offer our members 
through this French-speaking club.

Denise Freier
First and foremost, by sharing best practices. We feel that at this 
moment, when so many companies are in uncharted terrain, it is more 
important than ever to bring together the community to share what’s 
working and what isn’t. There isn’t - and can never be - one single right 
answer for any challenge. But the more people can hear from others 
facing similar situations, the better they can use others’ lessons 
learned by adapting them to their own individual situations. 

We are asked all the time some variation of, “How are other companies 
handling a particular situation?” Only method-agnostic communities 
like SAMA and your kay account management club can bring together 
these knowledgeable experts to learn, share and grow.  
We should also add that becoming “essential” to your client requires 
business insight that the SAMs/KAMs may or may not have.  

Expanding the use of your company’s senior management and 
manufacturing and resource facilities can bring that needed insight.  
And virtually… it has become easier to do so!

I think we will also 
see more digital 
transformation in all 
aspects of business 
relations with key 
clients, including the 
development of B2B 
e-commerce.

IN WHAT WAY CAN THE HALIFAX CONSULTING/SAMA KEY ACCOUNT 
MANAGEMENT CLUB HELP ITS MEMBERS IMPROVE THEIR 

RELATIONSHIP WITH THEIR OWN CLIENTS?

Right now, with so 
many companies 
in uncharted 
territory, it is more 
important than ever 
to bring together the 
community to share 
what works and what 
doesn’t.
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Frédéric Vendeuvre
As Denise has pointed out, Key Account Management is a key issue 
for companies. It is also a relatively new area that is still being tried 
and tested, with relatively few training opportunities.

The current crisis will give rise to a lot more initiatives and experience. 
Sharing lessons learned directly and transparently between companies 
can lead to real time savings and a significant competitive advantage.
Joining the Club also means being part of a network of Europe’s 
leading companies.

Denise Freier
Being a member of a knowledge-sharing organization has many 
benefits. Of course, it is about sharing best practices.  With new client 
acquisition grinding to a stop, serving existing strategic customers has 
taken on an even greater importance.

Simply put, strategic accounts are THE path forward. So learning 
about the successes and failures of others increases the speed of 
your ultimate actions significantly.

There is also a financial benefit.  Speed is one way to achieve quicker 
financial results. But also, we have learned from our SAMA members 
that a good SAM program focus yields at least 2x the revenue and 
a much higher customer loyalty index. Optimizing your program by 
having the right people, processes and tools in place is mission critical 
right now.

Using the club helps you optimize your program and client focus. 
I learned in a recent client study by one of our SAMA partners that 
clients found only 7% of their relationships worth their time!  We need 
to do everything we can to be a part of that 7%.
Customers will remember who helped open a path forward during 
these chaotic times, and they will reward those companies for years 
(even decades) to come.  

Key Account 
Management… is a 
relatively new area 
that is still being 
tried and tested, 
with relatively 
few training 
opportunities.

WHY CAN BEING A MEMBER OF THE HALIFAX SAMA KEY 
ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT CLUB BE A DECISIVE BUSINESS 

ADVANTAGE?

We have learned… 
that a properly 
targeted SAM 
program generates 
at least twice as 
much sales growth 
and creates a much 
higher client loyalty 
rate.
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Frédéric Vendeuvre
The change is already underway and the crisis will accelerate things, 
with a degree of extra demand from leading clients seeking to gain a 
competitive edge. Companies do not need sellers; they need business 
advisors.

Denise Freier
In general, companies will have to master customer-listening, 
innovation and the art of agility. And SAMs/KAMs need to be human 
listeners first. Companies that aren’t agile enough to pivot will be left 
out of the recovery that WILL happen. 

Whether demand goes way up or way down, companies need different 
strategies today. They need co-innovation and ecosystem support and 
a long-term vision and patience.  So yes, this will accelerate the need 
for SAM/KAM in your organization.

DO YOU THINK THAT THE CURRENT CRISIS WILL 
ACCELERATE THE GENERALIZATION OF THE SAM/KAM 

MOVEMENT IN CORPORATION?

Companies… need 
co-innovation and a 
long-term outlook. 
So yes, that will 
increase demand for 
SAMs/KAMs.



CASTING :

THE KAM AS A “BUSINESS ORCHESTRATOR”
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Less is more… These three words neatly capture the KAM approach, which involves pooling energy, know-how 
and expertise among a smaller pool of clients to provide greater proximity and generate value.

Focusing strategic resources on clients that offer the greatest business potential while managing other 
customers using a broad range of digital resources means:
• Reconciling short-term needs with long-term considerations;
• Managing today’s business while pursuing tomorrow’s opportunities.

CRUCIAL KAM CHARACTERISTICS
KAMs focus on bringing unique experience to every key 
account they manage. They must consider all aspects 
of the company, with respect to location, offering and 
market.
KAMs work with their account team to orchestrate this 
unique experience. They wear several hats: visionary, 
diplomat, challenger, networker, planner and, of course, 
salesperson.

AN ADVISOR MORE THAN A SELLER…
KAMs must look beyond purely transactional 
approaches. They are not there to demonstrate or book 
orders. They leverage their understanding of the client’s 
main (financial, technical and human) challenges to 
anticipate needs and ensure they work together to create 
a solution tailored to any situation. KAMs are advisors. 
They partner companies to help clients create new 
business opportunities, avoid risks and unlock savings.

A PROACTIVE APPROACH
A key trait for KAMs is an ability to venture off the 
beaten path and foster a close relationship with clients. 
This sense of closeness allows them to understand 
and anticipate emerging trends and organizational 
limitations to pursue initiatives aimed at boosting 
growth.
Their strategic perspective allows them to look beyond 
cookie-cutter approach to constantly build and reshape...

THREE KEY KAM QUALITIES

QUALITY #1

QUALITY #2

QUALITY #3

LEAD AND NEGOTIATE

UNIFY

CHALLENGE

With no direct authority over the different 
areas of the business, Key Account 
Managers must provide cohesion through 
conviction.

To reach their full potential, KAMs must 
create the right conditions to align all 
aspects of the value chain in their company, 
right up to C-Level.

KAMs never see things as set in stone; they 
constantly challenge accepted ways of 
thinking and acting; they are entrepreneurs at 
heart.
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BUILDING & ROLLING OUT 
A  K A M  P R O G R A M

To commit to KAM and SAM, companies need to think about their goals. Developing and rolling out a KAM 
program can involve additional sales costs representing 1-2% of overall sales costs in the most complex 
cases. It is important to take time considerations into account: even if a KAM program is able to produce 
instant results by promoting cross-selling, for example, the tangible impact on strategic initiatives will come 
in the medium term (two to three years).

Once you have established and accepted this, it’s time to take action, step by step!

ALIGN KAM PROGRAMS WITH YOUR COMPANY’S MAIN 
CHALLENGES
Growth, profitability, innovation... Your KAM program should provide a response to each 
of these three key challenges. The strategic account program is an important tool for the 
company...

ENSURE YOU HAVE C-LEVEL SUPPORT
KAM programs cannot reach their potential without full support at the highest level. 
Teams running such programs need to bring senior management on board to ensure the 
approach is an integral part of the company’s business.

SEGMENT THE PORTFOLIO AND SELECT CLIENTS
Targeting key accounts is a delicate balancing act. Criteria for segmenting and selecting 
clients require more than simply looking at how much business you have done with an 
account in the past.
KAM programs focus on the long-term, with business development potential being the 
number-one concern.

ESTABLISH KPIs FOR THE PROGRAM
To rally the whole company behind the program, make sure you establish KPIs you can 
use to demonstrate the (strategic and financial) relevance of the approach.

BE TRANSPARENT TO WIN PEOPLE OVER
The person behind the KAM program should be able to communicate and clarify their 
approach, vision and project to ensure comprehensive vertical support within the 
company.  The program should always support established business activities.

1

2

3

4

5
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WANT TO HONE YOUR KAM EXPERTISE?

JOIN THE KEY ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT CLUB!

Our first online event took 
place on October 15th, 

focusing on best practices to 
cope with the crisis

Two dinners with specialists 
between March and May 

2021 

In addition to these events, the Club organizes networking and discussion between its members, 
along with debates and forums on specific issues related to Key Account Management.

HALIFAX CONSULTING: THE FIRM & ITS 
EXPERTISE IN KEY ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT

Halifax Consulting is a consulting firm that 
specializes in sales performance. We help 
companies adapt their sales strategy to 
increasingly complex environments in which they 
face growing competition as a result of fast-
changing markets and business models, digital 
transformation, etc.
Our expertise in optimizing business processes 
includes being the first to develop Key Account 
Management strategies for the French market.

SAMA

Founded in 1964, the Strategic Account 
Management Association (SAMA) is a US nonprofit 
association that leads the way in implementing 
SAM programs to promote customer-centric 
organizations.
Comprising over 11,000 sales professionals 
around the world, the SAMA network offers unique 
insight into best practices related to international 
Strategic Account Management.

An in-person symposium on 
July 8th-9th 2021

LEARN MORE

https://le-club-du-key-account-management.halifax-consulting.com

