
The account plan is an anathema to many
organisations. The merry dance that is performed every
year (called the account planning process) is often seen
as a ritualistic exercise that is performed to please the
Gods (although no one can remember why). This is not
difficult to understand if the resulting account plan is
seen as incomplete, rapidly out of date and disconnected
to the daily tasks. Sadly, in many cases the only thing
that the strategic account plan changes is people’s
attitude to strategic account management! Often, the
plan is seen to be the goal rather than a means to an end,
turning on its head the old adage that “The plan is
nothing, planning is everything”. In the end, it is often
the case that everyone remembers the budgeted sales
figure and no one remembers the plan.

Businesses struggling with account planning
commonly fall into 1 or more of 3 types:
1)  Companies that have a skills gap in their account teams, who

fail to create sensible business cases for change,
2)  Companies that have a strategy-execution gap, who think

up remarkably innovative strategies that fail to get
implemented, and

3)  Companies that have a high-tech / low-adoption gap with
their account planning system and fail to connect their
people to the data.
But most of all, companies often have a mix of all 3 issues

and fail to take adequate steps to address them. Companies
need an approach that (see Figure 1):

• Captures the key data for strategic analysis,

• Helps to turn the data into a systematic account strategy,
• Translates the strategy into the daily actions of the

account team,
• Allows continuous evaluation by the account team and

account director of the effectiveness of the
implementation, and

• Permits routine corrections to the strategy based on 
daily company / customer feedback.

A New Approach

The use of technology is an essential element 
in ensuring the effectiveness of the continuous feedback between
strategy and execution. However, companies wishing to invest in
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Figure 1. A Real-Time Account Planning Process
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a software solution should make an early distinction between
“account management” tools and “contact management” tools.

Contact management tools will tell you when you need to
call a contact and who spoke to them last. They won’t tell you
why you’re making the call or even whether you’re calling the
right person. Here is a useful checklist for a good account
management package:
1)  It shows the relationships between your contacts rather than

having each contact as a discreet item. Ideally, it should
show relationships between different departments within
the customer and even different business units (e.g. Joint
Ventures) within the customer. It should also show the
relationship between your team and the customer team.
Companies need to easily visualise the complex multi-level
relationships across different business units within a large
account. If this network of relationships between your
company and your account is visible, it becomes easier to
develop penetration strategies in the account, and also to
monitor the progress of multiple strategies across business
units in the same account. You can then define the account
properly, understand the decision-making processes within
it, understand your influence along them, understand where
there are account penetration and account development
opportunities and track progress.

2)  It produces the latest structured account plan at a touch
of a button. This is a business case that shows the SWOT
analysis, the strategies being followed, the goals and
objectives and the key financial indicators. This allows

you to make rational investment decisions based on
sound business analysis.

3)  It has account selection functionality that permits you to
use the data to continually review the most strategic
accounts in your company. This is extremely helpful in
aligning day-to-day activities and priorities with strategic
importance (see Figure 2).

4)  It can be fully integrated into your common daily diary and task
managers (e.g. Microsoft Outlook®) so that the planning
software becomes the tool for day-to-day management.

5)  It can be easily linked into existing financial, business
planning and project management systems so that account
planning data contributes to effective business control. One
of the key elements to successfully link your strategy to
execution is to ensure that you have an accurate sales
forecast that can be viewed at any time. This forecast
serves as an indispensable “barometer” to account
managers, line-of-business managers and executive
decision-makers. Daily and weekly changes to the forecast
can be picked up and effective decisions can be made more
often than at the monthly sales meeting. This rapid
decision support can make the difference between profit
and loss with an account.
When choosing to implement any type of technology,

which will be used for account management and planning,
companies should focus on the ability of the technology to
manage information around 5 core areas. These areas are all
key elements in enhancing and sustaining account
effectiveness (see Figure 3, page 10):
1)  The Account: This area concerns the managing of

information around complex multi-level relationships and
influences that stretch across business units and companies
in order to effectively identify opportunities and
continuously review strategies for increased revenue.
Account teams should be able to continuously evaluate
their performance against their goals for the account, and
adapt their strategy to ensure maximum effectiveness within
the account.  

2)  The Individual Role Player within an organisation: This
area concerns the information around the many roles and
influences that an individual can have within an account or
multiple accounts. By keeping up-to-date with the changing
roles that an individual may have within an organisation,
the account team is able to effectively see the effect that an
individual can have on the whole business.

Figure 2. Built-in Account Selection
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3)  The Deal: This area concerns planning and managing the
execution of a strategy around a particular business
opportunity. A large account team dealing with many
individuals from the customer must be able to understand
the effect of a particular opportunity on the account
strategy as a whole. Using technology to effectively plan
and manage a complex deal ensures that all factors are
taken into account when making decisions and all team
members are also kept up-to-date with the activity.

4)  The Account Team Members: This area allows effective
management and self-management of the account team
around sales activities, development goals and business
performance. The employee should see and understand
their role in the overall account plan, and also have the
relevant information on hand to make decisions that are
in line with the strategy.

5)  The Management Team: The information from the above 4
areas is used to provide top management with a highly
effective tool for managing the business and making
effective decisions. The technology should be valuable to
employees because it also helps them make decisions and
move business forward, not because management tells them
to use it. If employees find the technology valuable to them,
then information will be continuously updated by all members
of the account team. The management team can then react to
changes in the account without having to wait for the
quarterly account review meeting. This ensures a continuous
planning process, rather than an annual “plan” event.

Summary

The account planning process is where strategic account
management interfaces with day-to-day operational delivery.
The symptom of a failing strategic account management
programme is poor attendance / commitment at account review
meetings and annual account planning rituals.

But without a plan there is no control and without planning
there is no pro-activity. We must not blame the idea of account
planning for its past failures. The idea is as sound today as it
ever was. Too many organisations do not properly focus their
limited resources on the best accounts and best opportunities.
Planning is about prioritisation.

Good technology implemented properly is the backbone to
account strategy implementation. If your account management
software tells you when someone’s birthday is, but won’t tell
you why you should bother to send them a card, then you need
a new tool. If it tells you how much you sold them last year, but
doesn’t tell you how you are going to create value with them

this year, then you need a new tool. If it gives
the management all the right sales
information, but gives the account team a
hard time, then it’s time to give them a break!

The goal is to deliver account planning
technology married to strategic account
management principles. At the end of the day,
no one will thank you more than the account
itself for thinking beyond the current deal.
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Figure 3. The Key Elements of an Account Planning Tool

If your account management
software tells you when
someone’s birthday is, but
won’t tell you why you should
bother to send them a card,
then you need a new tool.
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