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Summary 
 
It is widely recognised that one of the single most important drivers of profitable and loyal customers is 
the Key Account Manager (KAM). A quick glance at the target revenues (and profits) that these KAMs 
are tasked with delivering makes them powerful determinants of the entire company’s performance. But 
KAMs often complain of feeling isolated and unsupported by their company.  They are vague about their 
role and responsibilities and too often feel under-trained and unable to cope with the dynamics of the 
marketplace and the demands placed upon them. 
 
In Part 1 we looked at how to properly define the job of a Key Account Manager and someone’s ability to 
do it well.  In this article we will look at different ways of closing the skills gap. We will highlight good 
practice and identify the pitfalls that often cause KAMs to underperform and defect.  We will continue to 
use the 10-Step Approach as our guide (see Figure 1) 

Ten Steps to
Real Success

1. Research key
accounts to establish
their needs of your
people 2. Benchmark

yourself against
your competitors

3. Audit the existing
systems/process/info
effectiveness

4.  Establish the
appropriate roles,
competencies, reward and
measurements for
managing key accounts

5. Undertake a KAM
Development
Needs Assessment

6. Design the
Development
Strategy
• use norming tools
• link to other
bodies of
knowledge

7. Develop unique
Cases and
Exercises based on
real barriers faced
by your key account
people

8. Undertake
Development
Intervention

9. Focus on
workplace
implementation
for the individual
and coach the KAM

10. Measure
improvements and
celebrate!
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Figure 1: A 10-Step Approach to developing the Key Account Manager 
 
Steps 1 – 5 is a 360 degree audit of the Key Account Management job with input from customers 
knowledge about competitors and internal requirements.  In completing these steps we now have a good 
template of the job we want our people to perform and an assessment of the development needs required 
to perform it effectively.  The BreakThrough Centre (BTC) was introduced (in Part 1) as a key tool in 
assessing these development needs (see Figure 2) 
 
 

Figure 2: The Break-Through Centre 
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Step 6: Design the KAM Development Strategy  
 
One issue confronting many companies is how to translate the outputs from the BTCs into actual 
development plans that are actioned and produce results. By ensuring that detailed observations (incl. 
norming) are taken at the BTCs, a matrix of actual performance versus desired competency sets can be 
produced and skill gaps identified. These should be shared with the management team and agreement 
made on priorities that will assist business performance prior to any development programme being 
designed.  An integrated programme of learning can then be built up  - formal peer group training, team 
training, individual learning (via learning centres, public as well as corporate programmes). 
 
An example of a typical KAM Development Programme is shown in Figure 3.  Here, the BTC is used to 
lay the foundation for the three subsequent skills development workshops.  A key success factor is to 
increase the degree of action resulting from the skills workshops so that at the end of the Programme 
there is transformed thinking, attitudes and behaviour. 
 
The BTC outputs should be reflected in each Key Account Manager’s agreed Personal Development 
Plans (PDPs).  That way, the development progress becomes a real part of the regular appraisal process.  
It may be necessary to amend the PDP format to reflect the full suite of skill requirements identified at the 
BTCs.  This also reinforces the important link between attending the BTC and following through with the 
programme of learning. 
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It is important to ensure there is a quick follow-through from the BTCs into centrally supported 
initiatives.  For example, the management team at one chemical supplier found out that their delays in 
developing centrally supported learning programmes created a feeling that the whole BTC process was 
not an important priority. Instead, it was perceived as an indirect method to restructure the business.  
 
 

New Knowledge + Skills
Behaviour + Experience

Basics 
of KAM

Account
Strategy

Strategy 
Implemen-

tation
Review &
Support

Current
KAM Sate

Minimum Performance Standard

• Business Manager
• Delivery Champion
• Trusted Advisor
• Relationship Builder

•Communication Skills
•Team Management Skills
•Commercial Management Skills
•Relationship Management Skills
•Strategic Planning Skills
•Knowledge of KAM Principles
•Knowledge of Customer Issues

The New Competent KAM

•Problem Solving Skills
•Selling and Negotiation Skills
•Customer & Serono Knowledge

Old Knowledge + Skills

Average KAM Performance

 
Figure 3: A Typical KAM Development Programme 

 
When the development programme was finally initiated (some 10/12 months later) the participants were 
not as receptive as they would have been had it maintained momentum. 
 
The business now ensures that central development follows within 4 months of BTCs taking place and 
each individual now has the main elements of their PDPs agreed before participants leave the BTCs 
(ensuring that the context is not lost and that individual learning can be started immediately). 
 
Participant managers do need to experience / understand the process that participants go through in formal 
programmes so they can provide ongoing support. This is easiest done by piloting the programme with 
such managers so they can finalise its shape and also ensures they buy-in and support for it.  We do find 
that the most successful programmes incorporate the Kolb experimental learning cycle, using tailored 
rather than generic material (in their own language). Briefing participants prior to any programme (incl. 
pre-reading) ensures that their expectations are realistic while getting the logistics right makes sure that 
their needs are considered.   
 
The Importance of Communication and Executive Sponsorship 
 
At this stage of formulating the development plan, its clarity and the company’s commitment to it is 
essential.  Initial one-day briefing sessions for both the potential KAM’s and their line mangers were a 
vital component at Goodyear. This happened before the main core development of individuals began.   
Lee Rollinson found he had to “bang a big drum” if only to symbolise that a fundamental shift was now 
occurring in how Goodyear does its business. 
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Equally, to prevent the KAMs from being seen as an elite unit, their dependent departments were also 
communicated too.  The KAM’s were also told that they will have to change from being  inter-
departmental liaison officers (expediting customer fixes) to more hands-on  “total customer process 
owners”. 
 
Part of the commitment process, as in any change process, is the visible championing of KAM by an 
appropriate Director.  “Walking the talk”, opening and closing sessions, signing off KAM Blueprints and 
Account Planning formats is a good start to their demonstration of commitment.  Routine operational 
meetings should also be modified to reflect the importance of KAM..  For example, sales meetings should 
have a KAM update built into them 
 
To really bed-in the process Key Account Management should also feature within the Directors PDPs.   
This would be at a strategic level and might be based on leading a benchmarking exercise on KAM, 
leading the upgrade of the Company KAM Blueprint or whether they have made sufficient space in their 
schedule to allow for their involvement in client contact meetings 
 
 
Steps 7 & 8: Develop and Use Practical, Unique KAM Development Exercises   
 
The customer research conducted in Step 1 can now be used to develop highly focused training material. 
If no fresh customer research has been undertaken then internal discussions with the KAMs will have to 
be used to highlight the key challenges that they see themselves facing in delivering better results to the 
business. These are then separated (as far as possible) into commercial or relationship challenges and 
used to create highly tailored case material to be deployed in the Workshops. 
 
Figure 4 shows part of a Role Play exercise developed for a client in the commercial property 
management business (“ProCo”).  With this client, the KAMs working in their Retail Division were not 
managing relationships at the right level and struggled to understand how senior executives think.  A 
fictitious Case Example was created (FARMA) that was built around real characteristics of their clients 
and the specific real challenges that these KAMs were faced with.  In the full Case Example, each of the 
individuals in the client’s decision-making process was mapped out.  Exercises were created to get the 
KAMs to role play different client roles in different relationship situations. 
 
These can be highly effective sessions.  After going through the process one KAM said  "I now realise the 
importance of researching the client's current situation properly and doing the preparation well before 
every meeting.  When I am accompanied by a colleague, I now ensure that each of us have agreed in 
advance who will say and do what.  And even though we may have our agenda, I make sure we both 
allow the client to focus on theirs". 
 
 
FARMA - General Information 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
• Long-established national UK high street chemist; HQ on the outskirts of Oxford. 
• Became PLC in 1970's, now achieving revenue of £10bn from 1,400 outlets. 
• Major presence in the high street, but newer developments have occurred on out of town multi-occupant sites and in 

shopping malls. 
• Farma's management team is sophisticated, aggressive and considered amongst the best in Europe. 
• Farma has made no secret of its desire to dominate the UK chemist sector. 
• Farma is known to be seeking advice on the management of its out of town sites and is meeting each of its suppliers for an 

exploratory discussion  
• ProCo is one of three suppliers offering a Managing Agent service across Farma's national chain; their 3-year contract 

(worth around £10m) is due for renewal in March next year 
• ProCo has had a good working relationship for about 4 years with the Farma Project Manager, who reports to the Property 

Director 
• The ProCo executives are about to enter the Farma Boardroom for a meeting with the General Manager, Property Director 

and Project Manager 
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The FARMA General Manager 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
• You have been General Manager for 5 years and expect to retire in about 2 years.  Your most likely successor is the 

Property Director, who is gradually taking the reins as you hand over more and more tasks and responsibilities. 
• Following impressive financial results reported two weeks ago, Farma's first priority is to increase the number of 

superstores over the next few years; the estimated spend is around £90m.    Work is expected to start in early 2001 on 
green-field sites; planning permission is still outstanding for four of these. 

• You are keen to develop beyond the basic transactional type of relationship with a suitable FM contractor, especially as 
the property portfolio is expanding into shopping malls and out-of-town sites. 

• Farma have been pleased with ProCo's approach to advising on best utilisation of maintenance contractors 
• You have now extended the requirements to include the expansion programme and ProCo will be considered along with 

other FM companies, including W S Atkins, with whom you have a close relationship. 
• Your Property Director likes dealing with ProCo but the quality of their work has been questionable and below standards 

you would expect on many occasions 
• You believe that the contractor base can be drastically reduced by a more proactive approach; you hope that one of your 

FM suppliers might suggest ways of accomplishing this; you may play safe and work with a company you have known for 
a while. 

• You want to ensure that all suppliers have a full understanding of Farma's business aims and objectives 
• ProCo have agreed to send a team to meet with you , your Property Director and the Project Manager to discuss how they 

might help Farma to significantly reduce costs and also to consider the management of the out of town sites. The ProCo 
people are now outside the Farma boardroom. 

 
 
 
There are, of course, a wide range of development exercises that can be deployed in the Programme with 
Role Playing just one.  Whatever exercises are used we have found it extremely important to give equal 
weighting to getting the new skills implemented beyond the training environment.  As can be seen from 
Figure 3, the idea is to increase the degree of desired action and reduce the degree of preparation through 
the Programme.  In this way, we have transformed behaviour at the end rather than a head full of ideas. 
 
A key mechanism for helping to do this is KAM coaching. 
 
Steps 9 and 10: Focus on Workplace Implementation then Measure and Celebrate Success 
 
After each development intervention, there needs to be follow-up both in the field and at the office to 
ensure that the development is re-inforced by KAMs and their managers.  This implies that any approach 
must cascade down from senior directors and be consistent across the piece.   
 
In our experience the level of individual’s ability to coach varies considerably within business teams.  So 
one of the first steps is to ensure that everyone has a common approach and uses the same language. It is 
important to recognise the different types of coaching situations and then use appropriate coaching 
strategies. Short one-day programmes that build on skills and actual coaching experiences are very 
effective if there is also a forum to share and discuss issues/difficulties in-between formal coaching 
inputs. Other areas that need to be explored are; the link between coaching and management styles, 
motivations and cultural differences. 
 
A key tool  here is the Skill/Will matrix (see Figure 5).  This is used to help the coach determine whether 
a person’s skill (ability) and will (desire) are high or low, for the specific task to be accomplished. 
Skill depends on experience, training, understanding and perception of the role.  Will depends on the 
desire to achieve, the incentives in place, job security and confidence. 
 
Successful diagnosis will then suggest an appropriate leadership style to get the task completed. 
 



Businesses often find it difficult to develop and maintain good coaches.  It is therefore a good idea to set 
very specific coaching goals that are subject to review and feedback. In other words, if it is important, it 
must be measurable and become part of fabric of the business. 
 
Getting the measurability right is crucial.  KAM job definitions that are too vague will drive role 
ambiguity and mismatches between the KAMs perception of his duties and responsibilities and the 
organization’s perception.  When the definition is too detailed the KAM may not see the important 
aspects and lose sight of the wood for the trees.  Competencies and outputs should be measurable as far as 
possible.  For example, if “Strategic Thinking” is a KAM competence then this should be measured at 
different levels of ability (see Figure 6) 

 

Delegating

GuidingDirecting

High
will

Low
will

Low Skill             High Skill

Supporting

Figure 5: The Skill/Will Matrix 
 

Level 3.  Fully clarifies own company strategic direction; able to articulate it internally.
Gains a detailed understanding of the business direction of customers over the
Long/Medium & Short term.   Commits to and plans a clear course of action that fulfills
both customer and own company business objectives.  Scopes the environment and
remains alert to customer business pressures and their competitor strategies.  Looks for
integrative opportunities-People/Systems/Processes

Level 3.  Fully clarifies own company strategic direction; able to articulate it internally.
Gains a detailed understanding of the business direction of customers over the
Long/Medium & Short term.   Commits to and plans a clear course of action that fulfills
both customer and own company business objectives.  Scopes the environment and
remains alert to customer business pressures and their competitor strategies.  Looks for
integrative opportunities-People/Systems/Processes

Level 1  Tends to anticipate customer needs over the short term.  Some attempts
to produce a clear course of action skewed more to the benefit of own company than the
customer.  Commits to action  but lacks the resolve to deliver and resource through one’s
own organisation.  Has only a rudimentary understanding of own company direction (book
read)

Level 1  Tends to anticipate customer needs over the short term.  Some attempts
to produce a clear course of action skewed more to the benefit of own company than the
customer.  Commits to action  but lacks the resolve to deliver and resource through one’s
own organisation.  Has only a rudimentary understanding of own company direction (book
read)

Level 2  Anticipates customer needs over the short/medium term.
Commits well, forming relationships based on sound internal consultancy skills.  Has
customer focus but not external focus to their competitors’ activity.  Own company
strategic direction interpretation is missing (the “what” but not the “why”).  Doesn’t easily
spot a mutually beneficial proposal.

Level 2  Anticipates customer needs over the short/medium term.
Commits well, forming relationships based on sound internal consultancy skills.  Has
customer focus but not external focus to their competitors’ activity.  Own company
strategic direction interpretation is missing (the “what” but not the “why”).  Doesn’t easily
spot a mutually beneficial proposal.

 

© Edmund Bradford 2009   page 6 of 7 
Figure 6:  Different Levels of Strategic Thinking 



© Edmund Bradford 2009   page 7 of 7 

 
 
 
Finally, we must not forget that getting Key Account Management firmly in place is largely about 
managing change.  Therefore, we should never underestimate the importance of continuous 
communication at all levels and celebrating success publicly. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
It is sadly true that too many sales people are given the title “Key Account Manager” like a gong for past 
performance.  But Key Account Managers cannot afford to behave as lone sales people.  The KAM role is 
vastly different to that of a sales professional and requires careful thought in its design and a careful 
assessment of individuals potential to succeed in it.  While there is still a shortage of world class KAMs 
businesses must develop teh talent they already have.If we are to develop revolutionary leaders out of our 
existing KAMs we need to put in place structured development programmes that focus on their specific 
needs while leading to a minimum standard of excellence.  
 
There are some important key success factors that we can draw out from Part 1 and Part 2 of these 
articles: 
• Get the Customer’s Input - where do they see the added value of a KAM? 
• Get the key Stakeholder’s Input - what does the Executive see as the job of a KAM? 
• Get the job detail right and ensure it is measurable 
• Have a plan to integrate all the KAM building blocks - e.g don’t try and put excellent KAM’s  in poor 

processes 
• Make the learning practical and have a Programme that supports the KAMs translate learning into 

their daily lives 
 
Today’s KAMs are tomorrow’s General Managers, VPs and company Directors.  In focusing on 
developing the KAM talent we are investing heavily in the future management of the business. 
 
 
Edmund can be reached on +44 (0) 1527 542530     email: e.bradford@market2win.com 
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