
Making the transition from national 
to international / global account 
management is a major step for 

companies. While they may be meeting the 
needs of their customers in clearly defined 
geographical areas, the level of 
organizational complexity and 
cultural diversity imposed by 
the global context makes the 
coordinated delivery of a global 
value proposition extremely 
difficult. At the SAMA 
European Conference in Paris in 
March 2005, two international 
companies that have spent 20 
years between them developing 
their respective GAM programs 
shared their experiences 
in doing business with key 
customers around the world. 
Their lessons on how to keep 
the GAM momentum going and 
continuously reinvent it in the 
face of major challenges contain 
wisdom for anyone working in 
the account management arena.

Toward Successful GAM: The 
Beginning

The DHL GAM program 
was established in 1994 with 
the objective of providing 
more innovative parcels 

solutions to its global 
accounts. This early 
phase developed much 

of the infrastructure 
around how to choose 

global accounts, write 
account plans and 

develop skills of global account managers. 
However, the program still had limitations. 

“We had à la carte global account management 
at this time,” says Tim Harford, Sales Director 
Electronic Equipment Industry, Global 

Customer Solutions. “Business 
units could choose which items 
of global account management 
they wanted and ignore the items 
they didn’t want.” 

In 2001, a more centralized 
management model was 
introduced with a shadow P&L 
and the focus shifted away 
from parcels to providing 
innovative logistics solutions. 
This worked well for a few years 
but, according to Harford, “We 
recognized that more value 
could be added if we responded 
better to globalizing industries 
and changed the GAM model.” 

Bearing these ideas in 
mind, the third phase of the 
program was launched in 2004 
with the creation of a Global 

Customer Solutions (GCS) business unit 
focused on providing end-to-end supply 
chain solutions for entire industries. Global 
customers account for approximately 15% of  
DHL revenues. 

In comparison, the ARCADIS Multinational 
Clients (MNC) program is smaller, with $85 
million in sales across 40 accounts. The program 
started in 1996 with some internal practices 
being shared from the United States. It soon 
became apparent that the success of the program 
was being threatened by a lack of teamwork 
between the ARCADIS staff. “Cross selling just 
doesn’t work when you don’t know who at the 

By Edmund Bradford
Managing Director,
Mosaic Partnership Ltd

SAMA European 
Conference 
Presentation By
Stephanie Hottenhuis
Director, Multinational Clients 
Program,
ARCADIS

and Tim Harford
Sales Director, Electronic 
Equipment Industry, Global 
Customer Solutions,
DHL

Using GAM to Drive Organic Growth: 
How Two Successful GAM Solutions 
Compare

V E L O C I T Y ®   • • 42 • •  Q 2  2 0 0 5   

Figure 1. Company 
Profiles

ARCADIS is a project 
management, consulting and 
engineering company with 
sales of $1.1 billion and a 
staff of 9,500 working in 40 
countries. It is a key supplier 
of staff and expertise in 
support of major construction 
projects and environmental 
management / remediation 
services for industrial clients. 

DHL is the world’s leading 
express and logistics company 
offering customers innovative 
and customized solutions 
from a single source. With 
global expertise in solutions, 
express, air and ocean freight 
and overland transport, 
DHL operates in over 220 
countries and territories and 
has 170,000 staff.



other end of the telephone is going to 
take care of your client,” says Stephanie 
Hottenhuis, Director of the MNC 
program. So, in 1998 ARCADIS moved 
into a phase of intensive networking that 
quickly broke down barriers. “We got 
the top 150 sales people together, 20 
at a time, and helped them with change 
agent training, business development 
and preparing better value propositions,” 
shares Hottenhuis. “People got to know 
each other over three to four days. It also 
allowed us to pick the best people in the 
company for the program, because we 
could see who really wanted to develop 
in this role and become accomplished 
consultants.”

This helped to develop the necessary 
trust, skills and communication lines, 
and in 2002 the Program transitioned 
into its current phase of building a real 
infrastructure for global account 
management. ARCA DIS 
believed such infrastructure 
was needed in order to set itself 
apart from its competitors by 
differentiating itself as a true 
global partner to its customers. “To 
be a reliable global partner,” explains 
Hottenhuis, “we need to have a real 
customer focus. This in turn is driven 
from the need to have an in-depth 
understanding of our customer’s own 
business and its own issues. We soon 
found out that what our customers 
wanted us to do much better was two 
things. First, to continue to invest in 
innovation by making technologies 
and solution packages work for them 
faster, safer and cheaper. Second, they 
wanted us to execute our services more 
consistently around the world. This was 
a particular challenge for us, as we have 
grown so much from acquisitions.”

Both DHL and ARCADIS have 
developed their GAM programs against 
a background of strong country-based 
organizations and a significant number 
of acquisitions. At DHL, there have 
been more than 100 acquisitions 
around the world. Because each of these 
needs to be carefully integrated into 
the program, such acquisition poses a 

significant challenge. 
At ARCADIS, it was 
realized that growth 
by acquisition was 
no longer the only 
strategy for the 
future. In both cases, 
getting more leverage 
from integrating the 
businesses that were 
already acquired 
became a significant 
driver. Hottenhuis 
emphasized this 
point in her 2005 
SAMA European 
Conference session: 

“The recognition 
that we had to grow 
organically in the 
future was accepted 
at the highest level. 

Leveraging the global power of the 
firm towards global clients became a 
top priority; hence the MNC program 
became strategically significant.” 

Similar Goals, Different Blueprints

Despite sharing similar goals, the 
organization of GAM in both companies 
is quite different. At ARCADIS there is 
a very light central structure with only 
three people dealing with the MNC 
Program at a Corporate Level, while 
DHL has created an entirely separate 
organization to manage global accounts. 

GAM Structure at ARCADIS
At ARCADIS, there are three key roles 

beyond the small corporate group. First, 
every country has a MNC Program 
Director. This person wears two hats: 
a national one and an ARCADIS one. 

“They are my first point of leverage into 
the countries,” says Hottenhuis. “Far 
from working independently, we work 
hard to work together; for example, 
we develop strategies together and 
align client-oriented as well as internal 

activities.” This is crucial as there is 
a high degree of overlap between 
National and MNC accounts—at 
least half of the national accounts 
are, or have the potential to 

become, corporate accounts as well.

Second, depending upon the primary 
location of the Global Account, certain 
countries will have Global Account 
Managers stationed there. The GAMs 
have a global mandate matched with a 
global performance target. Regardless 
of where they sit in the country 
organization, for that particular customer 
they are accountable for performance on 
behalf of ARCADIS as a whole. 

Third, the job of an Account Principal 
was created to resolve global-local issues. 
This person reports to the GAM and is a 
member of the global account team with 
the authority and mandate to manage 
the contribution of the country to the 
global account sales targets and delivery 
of the solution. They resolve conflicts 
such as global versus local profitability 
issues. “For example,” explains Hottenhuis, 

“Account Principals have the power to 
stop activities that may enhance the local 
business but harm the company overall. 
In other words, they have the final say 
on the ‘Go / No-Go’ decision locally, but 
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as a committed member of the global 
team.” Their authority is underlined by 
an agreed set of rules of engagement 
that define how ARCADIS services 
its global accounts. This agreement, 
complete with a financing mechanism, is 
signed by all the countries. 

Getting this agreement in place, 
however, was not easy. “We did a lot of 
work benchmarking other companies to 
see how they did it before we came to 
this solution,” offers Hottenhuis. “But it 
was worth the effort, as the rules now 
give us guidance on how we resolve 
conflicts.”

Key to making this work was the 
support of the CEO. “Our CEO has 
been heavily engaged in the MNC 
Program,” notes Hottenhuis. “But no 
CEO will keep protecting you if you 
frequently call him in to sort out local 
battles. You need a set of rules to resolve 
issues at the lowest level.” Fortunately, 
the countries accepted this and agreed 
that it is not good enough to rely simply 
on local good intention to cooperate. As 
Hottenhuis puts it, “Goodwill is not a 
strategy. It will immediately suffer when 
other priorities come along—and they 
surely will.”

Furthermore, Hottenhuis believes 
that having some engagement rules 
and process clarity gives the GAMs 
more ability to leverage their own skills. 

“Putting the best GAMs in the worst 
processes is a recipe for disaster. Both 
skills and processes are important for 
this to work.”

When asked her opinion about talent 
requirements for success, Hottenhuis 
focused on one essential skill in 
developing the best GAMs: “On the 
skills issue, it is interesting to note 
that although the list of requirements 
for the successful GAM is very long, 
there is only one quality which is truly 
indispensable: collaborative attitude 
with an inclusive management style. 
This works tremendously well if you 
apply it to assessing people’s chances 
for success. Good managers who cannot 
work to the benefit of the global firm 

and who fail to associate their success 
to that of the bigger company tend to 
have a career problem sooner or later. 
Unfortunately, a large international 
firm is not a natural habitat for this 
management style. ”  

Ultimately, the success of any GAM 
Program depends upon the impact 
perceived by the customer. As David 
Atkinson, a Procurement Consultant, 
says, “Account Management stands 
for Relationship Management and 
this can only be based on consistent 
solid per formance. Business 
performance is driven from cross-
functional, cross-border collaboration 
which must be led by the Account  
Managers—with executive support. 
GAMs must have real skills and clout 
to drive, above all, successful execution 
of the work.” This goes far beyond 
them being mere sales professionals 
who hand the job over to somebody 
else once the deal is struck. On the 
contrary, customers expect account 
managers to stay involved throughout 
implementation.

The DHL Way
The blueprint for 

GAM is decidedly 
different at DHL. 
Here, an entirely separate 
organization has been created 
for the management of global 
customers. An important  
guiding theme is the 
need to serve DHL 
internally. “We 
have to remember 
that we have internal 
customers as well as 
external ones and we 
exist to serve both 
sets of customers,” 
says Harford.

DHL also has 
clear rules of 
engagement, but 
Harford stresses 
the importance of 
keeping the message 
simple. “We have pretty 
clear rules on ownership of 

customers, revenue and profit. We even 
wrote a 150 page rule book to cover 
every possible scenario! But, in hindsight, 
this may not be the right thing to do. 
People are strangely unmotivated to read 
a 150 page rule book, so my advice is to 
summarize it on one page only.” Having 
too many rules, though, is a lesser evil 
than having too few rules. “We used to 
accept and embrace ambiguity, but we 
realised that ambiguity is a metaphor for 
confusion,” says Harford. “We continue 
to put effort into refining the respective 
roles of GCS and the business units. 
This is healthy.” Underlying this need 
for clarity is a simple philosophy: that 
DHL owns the customer. “Not GCS, not 
any of the global business units, not the 
countries—DHL.”

According to Harford, DHL has 
also worked hard to develop a suite of 
tools to get greater alignment within 
GCS, including a one page Account 
Plan. “The summary plan describes the 
overall strategy, objective, strategies’ 
key performance indicators and actions. 
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This is an effective communication 
tool for building alignment with 
internal stakeholders. A key success 
factor for us is getting customer input 
and buy-in. To this end, about 90% 
of the Plan content is shared with the 
customer.” DHL has also examined 
the account management process and 
centralized some tasks they feel are 
better focused in a more dedicated 
team. For example, they have created 
a separate organization for handling 
RFQs and managing pricing and  
risk analysis.

Despite this increasing level of 
sophistication, Harford warns that 
nothing should be taken for granted. 

“We have to justify our existence 
every day and what value we add 
to the business. Firstly, we have the 
best knowledge of the customer’s 
requirements because we are engaged 
at the highest level with those 
customers. We are therefore best able 
to develop value propositions that 
go a lot further than simply quoting 
shipment prices. This also helps us to 
give key messages to the business units 
about which capabilities to invest in for 
the future, even if that capability does 
not exist today. We try to leverage 
existing solutions as much as possible. 
In effect we are a repository for existing 
solutions. Secondly, if GCS did not 
exist we would be going back to the 
bad old days of creating a brand new 
solution for each customer—even if 
that solution already existed elsewhere 
in the business! Our job is not to create 
brand new solutions but to bring an 
existing solution from elsewhere and 
customize it. Thirdly, we drive cross 
selling across product lines, business 
units and borders. We therefore 
improve profitability and market share 
for DHL.”

Selection and De-selection of Accounts

A vital component of both GAM 
blueprints is the strictly objective 
selection and de-selection of strategic 
accounts. The first point of the account 

selection process for DHL is not even at 
the account level. It is in the selection 
of strategic industries. DHL focuses 
on eight global industries and all the 
strategic accounts emanate from these.

In addition, DHL asks five key 
questions:

1. How important is the account to 
DHL? i.e., How much revenue are we 
looking to acquire, manage, defend or 
retain in this account?

2. What is the decision-making process? 
Is it local or global?

3. What is the company buying? Do 
they genuinely want to buy value and 

treat us in a fair and reasonable way? 

4. Can we add-value to them?

5. Are they the innovation leaders in 
their own industry?

Often, it is harder to relegate an 
account out of the Program than to 
promote one into the Program, and 
there has long been a debate amongst 
account management professionals 
about how to do this. Harford takes a 
pragmatic approach: “You have to be 
honest if a customer is not performing 
to expectations and explain to them 
that DHL can no longer commercially 
justify our investment to support their 
participation in the Program. We see 
our program as an investment by DHL 
to generate value for both parties. Of 
course, that is not to say that we walk 
away from the customer. We will use 
a more appropriate Sales channel to 
support them. The important point is 
that these programs are not cheap, so 
you cannot afford to have the wrong 
accounts being carried in them.”

On this point, Hottenhuis concurs. 
“This is where good measurement is 
important. I know of one case where 

about half a million dollars was spent on 
choosing the vendors but there was no 
power to get the local sites to enforce the 
decision. What value is that? We have 
to ask at the highest level if we should 
operate on a strategic or non-strategic 
basis with this account.”

Has GAM Brought Results?

So what has been the payoff from all 
this investment? For both companies, the 
results have been impressive. ARCADIS’ 
multinational client sales grew by 25% 
in 2004, with organic growth accounting 
for 22% out of the 25%. Moreover, 

ARCADIS has found that there is much 
better decision-making in the business 
now because they rely more on factual 
customer analysis than management feel.

Overall at DHL, revenues of the 
GCS accounts have grown faster than 
for other accounts.  Furthermore, 
against expectations, margins have been 
maintained. “Yes, customers leverage their 
volume with us,” admits Harford. “But we 
have found we are much better at getting 
better prices for delivering better value.” 
The result? By becoming much more of an 
important strategic partner to its chosen 
accounts, DHL has left transactional 
price-based selling to its competitors.

On a broader level, both companies 
have also found that they are now far more 

“business case” driven, with much better 
commercial analysis and decision-making 
being done internally.

Challenges Ahead

For ARCADIS, a particular growing 
threat is the increasing power and 
professionalism of both the procurement 
function and the user base. To meet this 
challenge, ARCADIS is investing further 

V E L O C I T Y ®   • • 45 • •  Q 2  2 0 0 5   

“THESE PROGRAMS ARE NOT CHEAP, SO YOU CANNOT AFFORD 
TO HAVE THE WRONG ACCOUNTS BEING CARRIED IN THEM.”



in developing bright, highly capable 
business professionals who are able to 
analyze customer issues and translate the 
technical skills of the firm into compelling 
business propositions. According to 
Hottenhuis, this is no small task given 
that ARCADIS has traditionally been 
a technical organization. In her view, 
finding and developing well-rounded 
customer-oriented business leaders 
will not be a one time project but a 
continuous challenge. 

Another key challenge for ARCADIS 
is knowledge management. For the MNC 
program to continue its success there 
cannot be one person or team that thinks 
they “own” the client. Says Hottenhuis, 

“Knowledge about the client, about the 
client’s business issues, about ARCADIS’ 
solutions and the financial / performance 
impact of those solutions needs to be 
shared much more around the business.” 

For Harford, the strategic and 
operational alignment of DHL’s 
acquisitions will continue to be a major 

challenge. “This has many dimensions 
to it,” he explains. “For example, our 
strategy needs to be better aligned with 
their strategy. We also have to educate 
our acquisitions to treat DHL’s global 
accounts with the right level of service 
and priority, even if it is a small account 
locally. This is a very important issue, 
and even in a program as mature as ours, 
we have underestimated the amount of 
effort required here.”

As with ARCADIS, the development 
of human talent is an important future 
area for DHL. Says Harford, “We 
have a forced distribution appraisal 
system: 20% good, 70% OK and 10% 
underperforming. This will help DHL 
to continue to identify and develop our 
teams effectively.”

Conclusions

As the cases of ARCADIS and DHL 
demonstrate, there is no “one size fits 

all” approach to managing strategic 
customers. Both companies have 
developed solutions that are tailored to 
the specific circumstances of their market, 
their customers and their internal reality. 
Moreover, both companies have been 
good at recognizing that the solution 
itself needs to evolve with changing 
internal and external pressures.

Central to the success of both programs 
has been:

• a committed CEO;

• good processes, rules and tools;

• a commitment to developing account 
management skills;

• a focus on excellent performance—not 
empty promises; and

• good change management (e.g., 
frequent internal communication).

These firms offer two different 
examples of how to achieve and sustain 
superior account management—the right 
people working in the right framework 
driving the right strategy.
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Mosaic is a team of practitioner specialists focused on 
helping companies identify and implement higher sales 
growth paths. Edmund Bradford can be reached at  
e.bradford@mosaicpartnership.com.

“WE HAVE TO EDUCATE OUR ACQUISITIONS TO TREAT DHL’S 
GLOBAL ACCOUNTS WITH THE RIGHT LEVEL OF SERVICE AND 
PRIORITY, EVEN IF IT IS A SMALL ACCOUNT LOCALLY.”
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