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organizations implement customer and supplier management change programmes.  He spent a number of 
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also the Global Account Manager for their British Airways account. Prior to this Edmund spent two years 
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Dr Francis Rome was the Global Commercial Director of DHL Worldwide Express responsible for their 
Global Account Management Programme – often acclaimed as an example of best demonstrated practice. 

Preceding his management career with DHL, he was Managing Director of Polaroid Belgium for six years.  
Other positions held during his 25 year career include Commercial Director of Quaker Oats Belgium; 
Consumer Division Manager for Soilax Benelux and Brand Manager for Procter & Gamble Belgium. 

He is now a visiting professor at Boston University Graduate School in Brussels, a lecturer at the IPO 
Management School of Antwerp University, a consultant and non-executive Director of several companies. 

Francis holds a Ph.D in International Relations with specialisation in International Economics (1974) and 
an M.A. in International Relations (1972), both from The Johns Hopkins University in Washington, D.C., 
USA.  He  has completed the Advanced Management Program at INSEAD (1988).   

 
 
Introduction 
 
There is now increasing evidence that good Global Account Management (GAM) can lead to significant 
improvements in profitability. In particular, excellent GAM companies have gone beyond developing a 
different operating model for their group of Global Accounts to establishing different models for each 
Global Account.  In this article we consider the rich experience of DHL in applying GAM principles to its 
Global Accounts and describe the payoff that such an approach has delivered over time.  
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The DHL Business 
 
DHL is the pioneer and market leader of the global express distribution industry.  It is a global operation 
serving 635,000 cities in 227 countries and has 60,000 people servicing over a million customers.  In a 
fiercely competitive market it has purposely chosen to seek a competitive edge by being the closest to its 
customers.  It’s mission is simple, to be “completely driven by our single-minded commitment to 
anticipating and meeting the changing needs of our customers.” 
 
 
The DHL Experience 
 
The Starting Point: “Chairman, we have a Problem” 
 
In the early 1990’s it was becoming increasingly evident to DHL that the customer landscape was changing 
dramatically.  DHL were being asked to tender for global sourcing contracts by many of its existing 
customers (and prospective new customers as well).  These were either connected with supplier 
rationalisation programmes, with distribution outsourcing initiatives, or both.  At the same time, higher 
service levels were being demanded.  In particular, the global accounts of DHL were looking for faster 
response times as a response to their own customer demands further down the supply chain.   
 
For example, in 1996 Lucent Technologies’ customers began demanding 48hr delivery time for Lucent 
circuits worldwide - with similar implications for shipment document handling. 
 
In fact, the reality was that a number of large accounts were breaking away from the pack and demanding 
customised global service agreements.  
 
DHL had to respond to this.  Crucially, the Chairman/CEO recognised early on that these leading-edge 
innovating customers will eventually drive the requirements of the whole industry.  If DHL were able to 
serve these breakaway customers well, there would be benefits for all the other customers.  In 1993 he 
asked the Global Commercial Director to develop and implement a major Network Global Account 
Management (NGAM) Programme for DHL. 
 
However, historically DHL had had very few nominated global accounts (mainly Banks) and its 
decentralised, country-based structure had appeared to work well.  It decided that it did not want to 
undertake a structural revolution by imposing a centralised structure but, instead, find a solution that would 
balance country autonomy with ever increasing cross-border demands. 
 
The first step was to decide which accounts were to be the focus of the NGAM Programme.  This was 
done, initially, using some simple parameters i.e current revenue,  multinational base of the customer and 
the degree to which the customer had centralised purchasing. From this exercise, twelve customers were 
selected (of which six were banks).  The account managers were also selected for these customers but not 
by using any scientific rigour. 
 
 
Planning & Piloting the Changes - “Let’s demonstrate this can work!” 
 
A NGAM Programme was formally established to improve DHL’s performance on these selected pilot 
accounts.  The idea was really to focus on a few accounts and do them well, thereby proving the benefits to 
all.  
 
The goal of the programme was simple, for DHL to become: 
 
“the supplier of choice for express services to targeted Global Account customers by becoming an essential 
part of their business plans to achieve their strategic goals.” 
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In essence, this was about changing the DHL mindset from “How can we make money out of them?” to 
“How can we make money together?” i.e changing the focus from a supplier perspective to a relationship 
perspective. 
 
Importantly, from the start it was recognised this was about building capability for the future.  Although the 
end goals of the NGAM programme were recognised as enhanced profitability, DHL’s commitment to the 
programme was such that it was not seen necessary to judge the success of the programme on short-term 
financial results.  
 
The Programme had the establishment of a Network Global Account Manager for each Global Account as 
its heart.  These NGAM’s were based in the country specified by the customer (or otherwise at the global 
head office in Brussels) and were responsible for co-ordinating the Regional Global Account Managers’ 
(RGAMs) delivery of the Global Account service agreements.  The RGAMs were based close to, or inside, 
the account’s head office.  Reporting into the RGAMs were Country Account Managers (CAMs) 
 - see Exhibit 1 
 

NETWORK GLOBAL ACCOUNT
TEAM STRUCTURE

 
Exhibit 1: Network Global Account Team Structure 

 
 
 
Furthermore, in order to lock-in to the Board’s decision-making process, two further organizational 
changes were made: 
1. the CEO at DHL was made executive sponsor of the NGAM Programme 
2. A Global Steering Group was formed to manage the transition.  This was composed of Regional Sales 

Directors and VPs of Sales.  They are responsible for setting the overall Change Strategy/Direction for 
the Programme and overseeing its successful implementation. 
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This firmly cemented the executive commitment to the Programme and was a clear signal to the whole 
organization that this initiative was being taken seriously.  
 
Crucial to the change at DHL was making sure that both Executive Sponsors and NGAMs understand that 
they are personally accountable for delivering the Account Business Plan and that accountability goes 
straight up to the CEO.  It was therefore understood that issues falling between countries, regions and 
accounts will be made visible and will be resolved. 
 
By focusing on these 12 customers DHL was able to properly understand the strategy that the customers 
were following and invest sufficient resources into markets of future importance to the developing global 
business. Global Account Plans were written by the Account Teams and approved by them before being 
endorsed by the DHL Board. 
 
Two key principles of the programme are Empowerment and Appropriateness.  DHL was conscious not to 
add a HQ bureaucracy to the process and much authority was given to the Account Teams.  For example, 
within the business planning process, Business Account Plans must have been reviewed before submission 
into the global business plans. Any global plan that was contrary to an approved Business Account Plan 
was rejected. 
 
Also, it was recognised that the design of the supporting NGAM architecture should be owned at the most 
appropriate level.  For example, with a European-based telecoms customer, the design of the information 
systems architecture required to support their demands were owned at a European level, although the scope 
of the solution was global. 
 
A good example of how the Programme has changed the operating model for a specific account is with the 
above telecoms company.  Here, the DHL Account Team worked with the company to develop a 24 hour 
express replacement service for their customers who had lost, broken or had their mobile phone stolen.  
The architecture to develop this service encompassed new IT systems, new logistics models and new 
people to manage the service at a global level.  It could never have been resolved by working at a local 
country level.   Moreover, the innovations that this produced can now be copied over to other accounts to 
significantly improve their service standards.  It’s a good example of how one leading-edge innovative 
Global Account serviced by a good account team can move the whole organization forward to a new 
service standard.  
 
 
GAM Expansion and Development - “OK, let’s get this show on the road” 
 
A key component of the implementation programme was company-wide communications.  All employees 
around the world knew about the NGAM Programme. 
 
The programme was so successful that there were internal demands to raise the number of global accounts 
to 80 plus.  However, it was recognised that such a rapid expansion would dilute the impact of the NGAM 
Programme and today there are 28 Global Accounts at DHL.  It is worth noting that some of these accounts 
are larger than individual countries. 
 
The NGAM Programme is now an integrated element of the business process and a specific item within the 
Global Business Plans.  This way, resources are planned into the delivery of results in advance and the 
Programme is not seen as superfluous to the daily work. 
 
Although there is strong and visible executive commitment to the NGAM Programme, DHL has found that 
rarely does the use of executive force need to be employed to resolve blockages.  Simply to know that the 
capability and the will exists to use it is normally sufficient to resolve most issues.   
 
There is also now a very strict criteria for selecting Global Accounts.  This includes asking whether the 
account is truly global, whether it demonstrates profitable potential, whether it seeks value-added solutions 
and whether it has an appropriate centralised decision-making process. 
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It must also be recognised that Account Selection is a dynamic exercise.  Relationships do change over 
time.  If an account does not want to commit to a win-win partnership they lose their nomination from the 
DHL global NGAM list.   
 
Today, 28 Global Account Teams are in place, the Account Planning process has been integrated with the 
business planning process, job descriptions, competency profiles and reward mechanisms have been 
harmonised.  There is an increasing amount of knowledge sharing both between the Teams and from the 
Teams to the rest of the organization.  Crucially, Global NGAMs are also increasingly incentivised on a 
global basis. 
 
With the power of account teams increasing, greater attention is now being paid to more sophisticated 
information management including intranet-based knowledge management and greater security to protect 
proprietary information. 
 
 
The DHL Payoff 
 
Over the last six years, revenues for the Global Accounts have grown on average by 30-35% per annum, 
that is, twice as fast as the non-Global Accounts.  And, with margins being held steady that increase in 
volume has gone straight to the bottom line. 
 
In some cases the approach has been used on new accounts to successfully grow marginal businesses into 
$20m+ businesses.   
 
In addition, DHL have seen a number of additional payoffs with these Global Accounts: 
• nine out of ten tenders are converted 
• all account teams have gained enhanced customer management skills (via competency profiles and 

development centres) 
• very few Global Account Managers have left DHL  

 
Generally, DHL has seen enhanced team-working, more process-orientation, the creation of innovative new 
services and business growth into new accounts and new territories as spin-offs of the Programme. 
 
Where staff have been poached by their competitors DHL have found them wanting to come back - the 
reason? You cannot put a good GAM in a poor NGAM organization and expect excellent results.  Global 
Account Management is not a job role to be given to the best salespeople, nor is it a simple sales tool that 
travels with the best account managers.  It is a state of fundamental competitive advantage inherent in the 
organization - a deep organizational commitment to Global Account Management.  That’s a lot of baggage 
for a GAM to carry on his own. 
 
Most significantly, DHL has shown that mass-customisation has now moved up the supply chain from the 
end consumer to the business-to-business environment.  There is as much to gain (and lose) in this new 
battle for the corporate customer as there is in the CRM battles currently being fought for the relationship 
with the end consumer.  Those organizations that take a structured, holistic view of managing their Global 
Accounts will reap the rewards for a long time to come.  
 
Adapted from an article first published by Bradford & Rome in the Journal of Selling & Major Account 
Management, November 1999. 
 
Edmund can be reached on +44 (0) 1527 542530     email: e.bradford@market2win.com 
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