
In many cases, organisations implementing 
strategic account management plan a 
long, methodical change programme. 
Occasionally, though, the business 
environment demands rapid change where 
time to experiment and prove the payoff is 
simply not available.

This was true at SN Brussels Airlines at 
the start of 2003. Its CEO, Peter Davies, 
sought not only to introduce a radical new 
way of looking after its corporate travelers, 
but he also wanted it implemented 
urgently. Within three months a new 
and separate corporate account unit was 
designed and launched.  

The new unit has proven to be very 
successful, resulting in signifi cant increases 
in sales and the acquisition of several new 
accounts. This article outlines SN Brussels 
Airlines’ story—how this business, 
while operating in a harsh climate, 
used strategic account management to 
outperform the industry.

An Industry in Turbulence

The airline industry has been severely 
affected by recent global events. It was hit 
hard by the economic downturn following 
September 11th, and since then has suffered 
further from the consequences of both the 
Iraq war and the SARS virus. The recent 
announcement that traditional rivals KLM 
and Air France have agreed to merge 
demonstrates the level of over-capacity in 
the European airline market.

At the heart of this, there are three core 
problems that European airlines are facing: 

1.  Corporate customers are traveling less 
often;

2.   When they do travel, they are traveling 
less often in business class; and

3.   With economy fares, there is increasing 
competition on several routes from new 
low-cost airlines.
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The dynamics of the market are therefore 
shifting—dramatically and permanently. 
The key sales issue for traditional airlines 
is how to improve sales whilst facing lower 
demand and lower market prices. 

A New Airline in an Old World

It was in this tough environment that 
SN Brussels Airlines (SN) was born in 
February 2002 from the ashes of Sabena. 
With only a fraction of the employees 
and aircraft operated by Sabena, it quickly 
established itself as a new name on the 
Brussels routes.

SN’s network currently reaches out from 
its Brussels hub to over 60 European and 
African destinations. It has one of the 
best punctuality records in Europe with 
over 92% of its fl ights on time, and ranks 
third out of 31 carriers in the Association 
of European Airlines. In 2002 (its fi rst 
year of operations) it carried over 2.6 
million passengers.

The passenger, however, is only one part 
of the customer chain. Passengers traveling 
for corporate business most likely book 
their trips through their corporate travel 
offi ce. The travel manager of that offi ce 
may have also outsourced the booking 
and / or travel management to a third 
party travel agent. Thus, in many cases, 
the decision to use a certain airline is made 
by the travel manager or travel agent, not 
the business passenger. Most airlines, 
therefore, must manage a relationship 
with the travel department at a corporate 
account if they are to win market share 
at the passenger level. These corporate 
accounts number in the thousands and 
range from small enterprises of a few 
people to international organisations like 
IBM and NATO.

At the start of 2003, SN had little in the way 
of formal corporate account management. 
That was about to change. Both Peter 
Davies, SN’s CEO, and Rob Kuijpers, 
SN’s Chairman, arrived fresh from DHL 

and were well-versed in strategic account 
management best practices. They realised 
that a major change was necessary in SN’s 
practices if it was to exploit the corporate 
market effectively. SN needed to defend 
its current corporate business in the face 
of low-cost competition and win new 
accounts if it were to maintain investor 
and customer confi dence in its future.

In addition to the direct sales benefi ts, they 
also knew that if implemented properly, 
this new business unit would be an engine 
for customer and product innovation that 
would help the whole company become 
more commercially-led.

Within days of making the decision to go 
ahead with this project, a new Executive 
Vice President, Commercial, Philip 
Saunders, was recruited from British 
Airways, and François Lagae joined SN 
Brussels Airlines from SN Italy as its new 
Vice President of Strategic Accounts.

A cross-functional team was quickly 
established to develop the blueprint for 
the new business unit. In addition to the 
Vice President of Strategic Accounts 
and Mosaic, this team consisted of 
key representatives from IT, pricing, 
marketing, operations and sales. The team 
reported to Philip Saunders.

Implementation

The team then set to work on creating the 
new business unit. A 10-point programme 
of work was immediately undertaken to 
create the new SAM unit. This included:

1.  Interviews of existing and potential 
corporate clients; 

2.  Analysis of sales for each corporate 
client;

3.  A tool to choose the strategic accounts 
based on such factors as size (current 
and potential), network fi t and interest 
in developing a long-term relationship;

4.  Selection of top strategic accounts;

5.  A defi nition of the responsibilities and 

the competency profi le of a capable 
strategic account manager;

6.  A customised account plan template;

7.  Development of an end-to-end 
value-added offer for the corporate 
market;

8.  Production of a business plan for the unit, 
which would include an implementation 
plan and fi nancial ratios;

9.  Defi nition of the organisational structure 
and resource requirements; and

10.  Recommended IT blueprint including 
package specifi cation and selection.

These are major pieces of work. In a 
regular strategic account management 
change programme, there is time to 
develop one component of the solution 
before developing the next. In this 
way, the SAM solution is built carefully, 
brick-by-brick. With SN Brussels Airlines, 
the urgency was far more apparent. This 
led to many tasks being undertaken 
in parallel, and necessitated a very 
disciplined approach to communications 
and project management. An “inner core 
team” of four to fi ve people worked very 
closely on a day-to-day basis developing 
the solution with regular briefi ngs given 
to an “outer core team” of specialists in IT, 
HR, fi nance, marketing, sales, operations, 
etc. The solution being created was shared 
with the SN executive in formal reviews 
and in separate meetings with individual 
executives. A key to success was having 
the right combination of external best 
practices and internal experience. 
With the right team, communications 
and project management issues can be 
immediately agreed upon and effective 
solutions generated, tested, refi ned and 
approved quickly.

This is not to say the team easily 
overcame all obstacles. Some were very 
signifi cant—the lack of high-quality sales 
data at the customer account, for example. 
Airlines typically cannot capture certain 
information (i.e., the company name of 
the passenger) without the travel agent’s 
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intervention. SN therefore 
found it diffi cult to assess 
current sales by company. 
However, through customer 
visits, support from corporate 
and an analysis of types of 
tickets sold, SN was able to 
construct its fi rst assessment 
of current and potential sales 
by account. This was a major 
milestone; for the fi rst time, 
the top 50 accounts by sales 
could be isolated.

This information was also 
useful in sizing the team that 
needed to work in the new SAM unit, 
and invaluable in helping to choose the 
strategic accounts.

Within three months of starting the 
assignment, the SN SAM team had 
created the blueprint for a completely 
new business. Its mission statement is 
shown on the right.

Highlights of the Solution

“From the customer interviews that were 
conducted we saw clear differences 
between corporate accounts. There were 
signifi cant differences in their value 
sensitivities, use of travel agents, attitude 
towards company-wide contracts and the 
organisation of their travel internally,” 
says François. ”This was a signifi cant aid 
to us in prioritising which accounts were 
most suited to strategic management.”

The sales analysis also showed a very fl at 
“pareto” curve with about 50 accounts 
making up 10% of total SN sales, while 
a further 250 accounts made up only 7% 
of SN sales. “We were effectively a new 
start-up airline,” continues François. “We 
were handling all accounts in the same way 
without acknowledging the differences in 
size or requirements, and very little focus 
had been possible from both sides of 
the relationship.”

“But the sales analysis and customer visits 
showed us which accounts to focus on in 

the future. These were accounts that were 
interested and able to develop a strong 
relationship with us, who we wanted a 
strong relationship with and with whom 
we had a competitive value proposition on 
their routes.”

In particular, large multinationals with 
global or European headquarters in 
Brussels were targeted. “Provided the 
travel manager was actually able to shift 
airline travel to SN, we knew we had 
something to offer.”    

The new corporate accounts 
unit would live or die based on 
the abilities of its new strategic 
account managers. The team 
realised that in order to create 
and deliver value in a very 
cost-conscious environment, 
these SAMs would have 
to be a different breed of 
animal from traditional sales 
managers. They would need to 
move away from negotiating 
traditional price agreements 
to developing value-driven 
service-level agreements.

“The blueprint for the strategic account 
manager showed that we needed to 
recruit and develop change agents who 
could not only sell value-added solutions 
externally but, crucially, could also lead 
change internally.” The competencies 
required to do this are shown in Figure 1. 
“We were only able to make one internal 
appointment,” comments François. 
“We even failed to fi nd anyone suitable 
from the airline industry. Most of the 
appointments have had to be made from 

FEATURE

Figure 1. Blueprint for a Strategic Account Manager 

The SAM Mission“
”

The SAM team will build and develop 
long-term profi table relationships with targeted 
strategic accounts representing high value for 
SN Brussels Airlines. Through a new account 

management approach, the SAM team’s focused 
resources will commit to deliver customised 

and innovative airline services from and to our 
Brussels hub.
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outside our industry where we found a 
better track record of value creation and 
multi-cultural ability.”

An account plan was also designed 
that would be a crucial mechanism for 
thinking through the specifi c objectives, 
strategies and actions of how to increase 
sales and profi ts with each chosen 
relationship. An important component 
here was the in-depth analysis of the 
customer’s situation. “We realised that 
if we understood our customers’ travel 
patterns we could construct a solution 
that best served their current and future 
needs. This meant really getting to know 
our customers’ international facilities, 
employee distributions and future business 
strategies. We have won new business on 
the basis that we have gone into meetings 
with an insightful understanding of 
their business and how we can help their 
travel managers source their travel more 
effectively,” says François.

In addition, by analysing their own sales 
data and comparing this with total route 
traffi c data, the strategic account managers 
spotted signifi cant opportunities where 
SN Brussels Airlines had dominant market 
share in one direction, and marginal 
market share on the return route.

Developing a new value proposition was 
a key component of this effort. François 
underlines this: “It is vital that corporate 
travelers and travel managers recognise 
that they are being treated differently 
as a strategic customer of SN. We are 
therefore establishing new innovative 
ways of interacting with them throughout 
the whole travel experience from booking 
through to invoicing.”

Although this was a new business unit 
with a team of dedicated SAMs, it also 
needed to interact with the rest of SN. SN 
also had to decide whether travel agents 
should be managed by the corporate 
accounts unit. The organisation design 
provided a pragmatic solution whereby 
SAMs would be responsible for corporate 
accounts, and travel agents would 

continue to be managed at a regional 
level. One key reason for this was that 
the existing salesforce had developed 
good relationships with the travel agents 
and there was little point in handing these 
over to a new team.

“Key to making this work is involving 
the country-based salesforces at every 
stage,” says François. “We need to invite 
them to share their understanding of the 
customer with my team of SAMs, and 
work together to provide a complete 
SN-wide solution. After all, it is the 
country teams that we will be asking to 
implement that solution.”

Finally, while other companies spend 
millions on CRM systems, the corporate 
unit has established an IT blueprint 
that uses the services of two low-cost 
Web-hosted account management 
systems. One provides a broad 
contact management and marketing 
communications package (meeting 
the needs of the country salesforces 
and central marketing). The other 
provides an in-depth strategic account 
management solution (meeting the needs 
of SAMs). “This provides us with a simple, 
low-cost information system that can 
be easily accessed in Europe and Africa, 
and provides us with the mechanism for 
sharing knowledge and innovations across 
the business.”

Progress So Far

The new business unit has now been 
launched, and SN is carefully building up 
its team of SAMs. In the latest available 

fi gures, sales at contracted rates to the 
corporate accounts in the fi rst quarter of 
operations were signifi cantly higher than 
in the previous quarter, and the unit is on 
track to hit its fi rst year growth targets.

Not only has this been achieved from 
expanding current business, 
the SAM team has also won 
a number of signifi cant new 
corporate accounts including 
Arcelor and Borealis. 

Moreover, excellent customer feedback 
has been received on improved contact and 
responsiveness with SN Brussels Airlines, 
and the SAMs are helping country sales 
teams to sell more successfully into their 
own accounts.

“Not only have we won business, we are 
also avoiding losing business by seeing 
off targeted attacks on specifi c SN 
accounts by other airlines. The corporate 
programme is a visible statement by us 
that we are here to stay, and that we will 
invest in our customer relationships,” 
concludes François.

It is also worth noting that in the 
second quarter of 2003, SN reported 
a small profi t. That is better than most 
long-established airlines!

Mosaic Partnership Ltd. is a specialist in helping companies grow top-line sales. 

Edmund can be reached at e.bradford@mosaicpartnership.com and François can be 
reached at fl agae@brusselsairlines.com.

For more information about Mosaic or SN Brussels Airlines visit 
www.mosaicpartnership.com or www.fl ysn.com.
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WITH THE RIGHT TEAM, COMMUNICATIONS 
AND PROJECT MANAGEMENT ISSUES CAN BE 
IMMEDIATELY AGREED UPON AND EFFECTIVE 
SOLUTIONS GENERATED, TESTED, REFINED 
AND APPROVED QUICKLY.
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