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A lot has changed in the world at large since the last Bulletin, superimposed on an already 
high level of pandemic-induced change. So this issue focuses on those changes and what 
they mean for KAM. If you were looking forward to getting back to normal, we think you 
need to accept that there’s no going back, not even to a ‘new normal’. As Confucius said 
(something like) “The only constant is change”. In this climate personal attributes of key 
account managers like ‘resilience’, ‘ability to learn’ and ‘communication skills’ become 
more important than traditional skills like ‘product knowledge’ and maybe even 
‘negotiation’.

The recent Programme Directors Forum agreed that, although it could be argued that key 
account managers have always operated this way, Hybrid working (see p.5) has major 
implications for colleagues and customers, with a knock-on effect for key account 
managers. Previously, periodic visits to the office were made to ask for various actions to 
be taken by office-based staff. Who may not be there now: organisations which “never a 
million years” expected staff to work off-site have now enabled systems to be accessed 
from anywhere. Just as secretaries had all but disappeared by the millennium because 
technology allowed executives to process their own words, key account managers may 
increasingly be obliged to process more of their requirements themselves– maybe 
checking stock, creating invoices and sending marketing material? To what extent is this 
already happening? Our questionnaire on p.4 asks about current digital system capability. 

This is the first of a new series of quickfire 10-question surveys. We pledge never to 
exceed 10 questions, so that it will take only a very few minutes of your time to complete. 
And we promise to deliver the results back to you in the next Bulletin, so that all of us can 
have access to the latest insight into KAM. But we can’t do collect the information without 
you, so please participate (completely anonymously). The whole questionnaire is laid out 
on page 4 so you can see all of it, and then just click on the link to complete it online.  

In his challenging article on KAM in extraordinary times (p.10), Dominykas Cibulskas 
shows how the invasion of Ukraine throws a spotlight on organisations’ values and their 
customers’ judgement of them. Corporate social responsibility and sustainability have 
suddenly become much higher on the list of decision-making criteria, for projects, 
contracts, suppliers and customers. But it’s not at all clear what ‘sustainability’ means 
(p.9). Indeed, it can be very different depending on location, sector, and individual 
organisation needs and values. So the first step, after accepting that organisations finally 
are serious about CSR/sustainability, is to understand what your customer means by it, 
and see if it matches up with that of your own organisation. 

From a KAM point of view, the change generates more opportunities to create new kinds 
of value for customers deriving from their expectations of their interpretation of 
sustainability. Though we would sincerely wish that some of them did not originate in war.

Keep safe and best wishes, 

Diana  
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Webinar Information sharing in KAM teams:  
How/does it happen?
In most sectors key account managers can’t cover all the 
knowledge and skills required, so they work with teams to 
sign deals for complex solutions with targeted accounts. 
But key account managers often lack authority over team 
members and the unstable membership may hinder internal 
communication - and with it, the likelihood of success. In this 
webinar Prof Christine Lai will share her research in heavy 
industry with recommendations for dealing with this common 
issue. Click here.
• Challenges for KAM and frontline team selling?
• Pros and cons of key account managers’ informal 

networking
• Success factors for KAM strategies and communication 

capabilities  

Professor Christine Lai is Associate Professor of Marketing at 
EM Lyon International and European Business School in 
France.

13th May

https://a4kam.org/membership/members/
https://a4kam.org/events/
https://a4kam.org/webinar-information-sharing/
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There’s still a lot to know about KAM so, with your help, 
AKAM is launching a series of quickfire, 10-question 
surveys. In line with this issue’s focus on what’s 
happening right now, this first survey focuses on how/
whether the pandemic has accelerated digitisation of 
KAM. We’ll report back on the results in the next Bulletin.

Strongly 
Disagree

Dislike using 
DT, avoid if 

possible

Manufacturing

2 years or  
less

Better Same Worse

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Can handle 
enough 

common DT

Financial/IT 
Services

5-8 years

Disagree

Can handle a 
couple of DT, 
need training

Distribution/ 
retail

2-5 years

Agree

Competent 
across a wide 
DT spectrum

Pharma

8-11 years

Strongly 
Agree

Love DT and 
learning new 

ones

Other

11 years or 
more

Please help us all to understand what’s changing in KAM. Survey results in the next Bulletin

The COVID pandemic has mobilized our customers to 
interact with their key account managers using more digital 
channels (Zoom, Teams, Slack, Whatsapp, etc.)

Our customers engage with our digital channels (websites, 
blogs, social media, webinars, etc) much more than before 
the pandemic.

My organization is speeding up its digital transformation 
initiatives to be able to keep up with the customers and the 
competition.

The new hybrid concept for working with customers (a 
combination of digital and physical touchpoints) is here to 
stay.

I feel that I get the necessary support from my 
organization and my supervisors to deal with all the 
changes taking place with my customer and within our 
own organization.

I will need to update my skills and capabilities to deal with 
all the changes that have occurred in my business if I want 
to be successful.

How has virtual hybrid working with key accounts during 
the pandemic changed KAM in terms of: 

Overall communication  

Exchange of valuable information 

Number of customer contacts

Strength of relationship

Collaboration

Team effectiveness 

Your job satisfaction

Which of these statements best applies to your current 
position on the new digital technologies (DT) used in 
KAM?  

Which best describes your industry/sector? 

How long have you been a key or strategic account 
manager?

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

But please complete the survey online:  
click here

The entire questionnaire is shown below so 
you can see how quick and easy it is.

https://form.jotform.com/A4KAM/april-bulletin-survey
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In one KAM director’s estimate, 10 
years’ worth of change in ways of 
working have been squashed into the 
last two years! Neither the term ‘hybrid 
working’ nor the concept was in 
common use before the pandemic. In 
fact, in some senses, this way of 
working has always been the norm in 
KAM, but even here the pandemic has 
changed it and added new dimensions 
to it.

So what is hybrid working?
Hybrid working is focused on desk-
based jobs in situations which 
traditionally implied one desk/one 
person with the oversight of a 
supervisor. While at the height of the 
pandemic it effectively meant more 
working from home, in reality it means 
office versus any off-site location, which 
can be a range of places. The switch 
involves a substantial proportion of 
virtual communication, substituting 
face-to-face communication with 
internet-enabled media.

Many organisations – particularly 
government – “never in a million years” 
thought that staff would be working 

off-site and need access to systems 
from outside the office building.  In 
contrast, some roles, like KAM, were 
always involved in off-site working but 
would have to return to the office to fulfil 
tasks needing access to systems. Even 
these jobs were caught up in the virtual 
communication revolution. With 
increasing familiarity and confidence in 
accessing systems remotely and 
communicating virtually, the need to be 
at a specific location has dwindled 
hugely. 

So what will work look like as it adjusts 
to a post pandemic world? The picture 
below suggests that organisations will 
adopt a range of approaches, partly 
depending on their sector, their culture 
and credo, but also the seniority of the 
position. Some organisations will try to 
get back to familiar, office based, 
closely supervised, strongly role-
focused ways of working, but they may 
be a minority. The rest will adapt to 
different extents and learn to be 
comfortable with varying amounts of 
flexibility, though ‘smart hybrid’ 
organisations - fully flexible, outcome 
focused, trust based with a high degree 
of employee autonomy - will probably 
continue to be a rarity. 

From Andy Lake, Flexibity Ltd

While key account manager roles may 
more often be allowed a high degree of 
autonomy post pandemic, they need to 
consider whether their customer 
organisations and their contacts in 
those organisations have also adopted 
new ways of working. They shouldn’t 
assume that what’s changed for them 
has similarly changed for customers.

Key customer point of view
Customers definitely want to see key 
account managers in person, but less 
often: perhaps quarterly rather than 
monthly. Key account managers should 
remember that there’s a good chance 
their customer contact is handling more 
suppliers than they have customers, 
and therefore the time available for 
each is less - which means that key 
account managers should use it 
carefully and respectfully. But face-to-
face contacts are central to some 
countries’ cultures, even some company 
cultures, and relationships will degrade 
without it.

Views differ on whether totally online 
relationships can reach the same depth 
as face-to-face relationships, particularly 
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Hybrid working: what’s different? (continued)

if there has never been an opportunity 
to meet in person. Key account 
managers must set aside their personal 
preferences and consider how 
customers want to interact, and adapt 
their approach to each. While the key 
account managers have always spent 
substantial amounts of time working 
away from their office, that may easily 
not be true of their customer contacts.

Some customers prefer virtual meetings 
as a way of controlling access to them, 
e.g. healthcare physicians normally
‘bombarded’ by pharma reps. Such
customers now only have the meetings
they value, which fortunately turns out
to be with key account managers and
subject matter experts. In other words,
they only want to meet the experts
– key account managers who are expert
in the business (the supplier’s and the
customer’s) and SMEs who know their
speciality inside out. These two have
different skill sets and are generally not
interchangeable, but both are seen as a
value-adding by key accounts, much
more so than traditional reps.

Gains and losses
It’s unlikely that any major change offers 
unmitigated benefits without any 
penalties. However, the gains look 
substantial: not least is the amount of 
money that companies have saved by 
cutting out travel, particularly 
international trips, and selling off large 
amounts of their office estate, thus 
achieving both an immediate cash 
injection and lower ongoing costs. 
Some have effectively ‘burned their 
bridges’ and there’s no going back for 
them. The table summarises the wins 
and losses available through hybrid 
working, whether deliberate or not.

Inter-organisational relationships overall 
benefit from being able to embrace 
more people in more places and more 
senior managers as well, although there 
is no consensus on whether or not 
individual relationships are adversely 
affected by communicating only online. 
Some creative people have socialised 
with virtual drinks and see no issue at 
all, while for others it’s never quite like 
being in the same space together.

Sometimes unexpected, enlightening 
and useful snippets of information 
emerge from online meetings, often 
from people the key account manager 
would not otherwise have met, while 
others mourn the loss of opportunities 
arising from having a real coffee 
together or a casual conversation while 
just passing in a corridor. Observing 
actual customer operations can trigger 
some great ideas, and that’s not 
happening online.

There are significant agreed losses, 
however, particularly in terms of ability 
to collaborate with colleagues. 
Collaboration is an ever-increasing part 
of key account management, so barriers 
to successful collaboration become 
more significant.

Collaboration
Surveys have reported that off-site/
working from home tends to represent 
‘focus’ time, good for individual tasks 
and the creativity expected of key 
account managers. James Marriot (The 
Times, 7th April 2022) noted that “Great 
thinkers demanded three things: 
silence, solitude and some form of 
physical exercise …. office life supplies 
the precise opposite: noise, ceaseless 
company and deskbound inertia.” 

For key account managers on-site/office 
working is mainly about collaboration. 
Research showed that the ability to 
collaborate with colleagues was always 
the main reason for being in the office.

Gains and losses from working virtually
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Hybrid working: what’s different? (continued)

But if previously site-based staff are 
now hybrid working elsewhere, good 
collaboration requires more organisation 
to bring everybody together in the same 
place at the same time, on the 
generally-agreed assumption that 
collaboration is less effective online. 
Short, succinct online and structured 
meetings don’t always give the desired 
results and informal conversations may 
be better for collaboration.

That means organising jobs with 
programmed face-to-face on-site time 
so that people can meet up, which may 
compromise an organisation’s desire to 
work in a smart hybrid fashion. Being 
more self-conscious about hybrid 
working may bring key account 
managers who have been mostly 
off-site closer together with mostly 
on-site people, like Marketing and 
Finance.

Key account managers 
Does all this make a difference to key 
account managers, when they have 
always practised hybrid working, albeit 
without calling it that? It certainly means 
that they need to review and relearn 
their customers’ ways of working, 
because they are likely to have 
changed. They shouldn’t continue with 
outdated assumptions. 

It may well be that those great key 
account managers of the past who 
relied heavily on personal face-to-face 
interactions won’t be the great key 
account managers of the future. New 
skills are expected, additional analytical 
skills and the competencies and 
attributes to lead communities as well 
as individual customers.

They are going to need to master more 
forms of communication. And since the 
introduction of new digital technologies 
has been accelerated by the pandemic, 
they will need to get on good terms with 
these as well. Everyone is expected to 
do more for themselves now they can’t 
as readily ask someone else in the 
office to do it for them. At the least, key 
account managers must be able to 
manage the digitisation of the KAM 
process. 

Key account managers will need to add 
new roles to their KAM teams, like 
digital experts, technology support and 
subject matter experts. And they should 
adapt the management of their own 
teams to the same outcome-focused, 
trust-based approach that they receive 
in a smart hybrid set-up. Key account 
manager competencies, training, 
personal development, ways of working 
and approach to team management all 
require a major revision. Are companies 
relaxing towards a post-pandemic world 
or helping and training their key account 
managers to meet these new needs?

Final observations
• The winners are the suppliers and 

key acco unt managers who adapt. 
Key account managers operate in a 
non-linear, dynamic and endlessly 
changing environment, and always 
need to align their approach with 
their customer as well as their own 
organisation.

• The pandemic and the switch to 
hybrid working forces companies to 
move towards ‘smart hybrid’, 
although it will not be popular with 
some. Not all key account managers 
like hybrid working, but it has brought 
them closer to colleagues and 
therefore improved collaboration.

• Previously key account managers 
may have been recruited partly 

based on their willingness to locate 
close to the supplier or customer 
head office, but where they live is 
increasingly unimportant. So both 
employer and employees have more 
candidate/job choices. 

• Key account managers can change 
jobs more easily and are more 
inclined to do so if they don’t like 
their employer’s approach and don’t 
get the work/life balance they seek. 
Hybrid working does not seem to 
make employees feel less loyal  or 
attached to their organisation per se, 
although during the pandemic 
companies made particular efforts to 
keep their staff engaged, which they 
may not continue in the longer term. 
Turnover may increase as moving 
jobs is easier and doesn’t require 
relocation. 

• Key account managers need training 
in the new forms of hybrid working, 
handling digital technologies and 
new ways of communicating.

• The last two years have been a 
revolution - not an evolution - in 
many respects, particularly in ways 
of working. The world has changed 
and, while the pendulum may not yet 
have settled in its final position, there 
is no going back to pre-pandemic 
working.

AKAM Programme Directors,  
March 2022
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AKAM News

Member resources
Nearly 200 KAM reference items are 
available to AKAM members now 
- papers, articles, presentations,
webinars, case studies, videos etc.
Even though each has a short
descriptor, if you are looking for pieces
about a specific aspect of KAM, it may
take quite a lot of reading to find all the
relevant items and we recognise that
the results of the current search function
can be quite idiosyncratic!

AKAM has kicked off a project to trawl 
through everything we have and tag the 
contents intelligently, so you’ll be able to 
find what you need much more easily. 
We are hoping to have that up and 
running around the end of May. 

4th Annual Conference
The Conference was online this year for 
the first time. There were 4 sessions on 
2 consecutive days, with a total of 8 
great learning and thought-provoking 
presentations. Many thanks to the 
brilliant presenters (and moderators) 
from a wide range of industry sectors 
and academia. Our post conference 
survey confirmed that the format was 
‘about right’, although our preference 
would still be to get together in person. 

We will make a decision about 
conference location – terrestrial or 
online – nearer the time, i.e. March 
2023. Do you have a view on that? 
Email info@a4kam.org. 

Meetings and webinars
Leadership for key account managers 
was the theme of the last webinar from 
Alistair Thursfield of Lufthansa Systems. 
He confirmed that leadership is a key 
account manager obligation – not an 

option – and amply demonstrated how 
Lufthansa’s corporate leadership tenets 
of Responsibility, Accountability and 
Empathy applied in KAM. The recording 
is now available to members in Member 
Resources, so you can catch up if you 
missed it on the day.

If you have something to say about 
KAM from which others can benefit, 
please get in touch via @a4kam.org – 
our next webinar could be you! 

Postgraduate Certificate in 
KAM
January 2022 saw the start of the first 
ever Postgraduate course and 
qualification dedicated to KAM. The first 
cohort of 36 students from across the 
world were finally registered with full 
access to TUDublin’s learning platform, 
BrightSpace. Students have reached 
the end of the first of three modules, 
KAM essentials, and are now working 
on their first assignment of lecture 
interactions and reflections on the kind 
of KAM they find in their own 
organisations. Next module: develop 
customer strategies and capture them in 
a strategic account plan.

The next cohort will start in January 
2023. If you think you might be 
interested in gaining this qualification, 
please get in touch. 

AKAM research
In this Bulletin AKAM is launching the 

first of what we plan to be a series of 
easy to complete, quickfire surveys 
which will nevertheless reveal some 
interesting and useful insights into KAM, 
particularly about practical applications. 
We pledge to never ask more than 10 
questions, in the hope that you will find 
the small amount of time needed to 
answer them. 

We can’t find out more about KAM to 
share with you unless people involved 
in KAM help to provide the information. 
AKAM can collate and analyse the 
answers, but we can’t create the data 
without you – so please take just a few 
moments to complete the online survey 
explained on page 4.

Have you ever thought about 
authenticity in KAM? Possibly not in 
those terms, but it’s clear that it matters 
when you think about it, but how? Prof 
Christine Lai is still looking for 
participants to help her find out. She just 
needs a 1-hour interview, please email 
lai@em-lyon.com to participate (find out 
more on the AKAM website. The results 
are going to be interesting! 

Welcome 
Our brilliant Marketing and Support 
Manager, Heidi Drewett, has moved on 
to ‘the job of her dreams’ contributing to 
environmental solutions. We will miss 
her but are delighted to have found 
Daniel Svvennson who has all the skills 
to support AKAM’s increasing range of 
activities. If you have any AKAM issues, 
contact daniel.svvennsen@a4kam.org.
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Sustainability: wake-up time!

So risk and security, in other words 
sustainability, have rapidly risen up the 
agenda. Customers are beginning to talk 
about it, and if customers are thinking 
about it, so must key account managers. 
But where does it fit in KAM?

The first issue is that sustainability 
seems to mean different things to 
different people in different places, and 
often it is not even a single issue, so the 
combination of aspects that makes up 
each corporate’s definition of 
sustainability is even more variable – 
and volatile, as external events unfold.

Some interpretations of sustainability:

• supply security
• business stability and continuity
• risk spreading
• environmental impact
• ethics (principles) and morality

(reality)
• corporate social responsibility (CSR)

The European Union holds enterprises 
responsible for their impacts on society: 
its definition of corporate social 
responsibility includes labour rights, 
environmental responsibility, human 
rights and poverty alleviation. Some 
organisations interpret that in terms of 
legal responsibility rather than the wider 
social responsibility, but is that enough? 

And are these principles beyond the 
remit of key account managers? Most 
certainly not. For a start, if they are 
driving the customer, they should be 
driving the supplier, through the key 
account manager. A stark example is the 
withdrawal of major companies from 
trading in Russia, consequent on the 
invasion of Ukraine. There may have 
been internal business reasons in supply 
and finance, but the overwhelming 
consideration was the strength of the 

consumer condemnation. This abrupt 
cessation of trade will have generated a 
great deal of activity on the part of key 
account managers in those companies 
or with those customers.

On the positive side, customers who are 
serious about sustainability, as many 
now are, will see value in supplier offers 
that support their strategy. The key start 
point is the discovery of what 
sustainability means to each customer 
from the list above: it differs enormously 
from one to another customer, sector 
and country. So, for example, where the 
customer’s CSR strategy focuses on 
acceptable worker conditions in the 
supply chain, they will need complete 
supply chain transparency and want their 
suppliers to provide it. 

This may be something that the supplier 
has covered in its own operations, but 
not in its own suppliers. The key account 
manager who instigates research into 
the operations of those secondary 
suppliers, and can offer the customer a 
guarantee of acceptable worker 
conditions throughout the supply chain, 
will have created real value as perceived 
by the customer (and that is, in effect, 
the only kind of value there is) and 
should be able to capture that value for 
both sides. 

KAM needs to acknowledge the rise in 
importance of these kinds of 
considerations. 20 years ago, when 
companies decided what action to take 
on what projects and customers to 
accept, ecological impact always came 
about 6-7th on the list of decision criteria, 
well behind business and profit 
orientated criteria. The attitude was “All 
other things being equal, we’ll think 
about that”. So, in effect, it never was 
taken into account, all other things never 

being equal. Now, environmental impact 
and/or criteria relating to other aspects of 
sustainability come much higher on the list. 
Key account management must be aware 
of these factors and acknowledge their 
importance and impact on decisions about 
which key customers and pieces of 
business are selected.

Key account managers also need to be 
fully up-to-date with the sustainability 
agenda of their own organisation. 
Companies need to integrate their 
approach to society, the environment, 
ethics, human rights and consumer 
concerns into their core strategies as well 
as their operations, in close collaboration 
with all their stakeholders. But principles 
are one thing and their interpretation and 
application is another. That is constantly 
changing and developing, not only 
because of fast moving events but also the 
pressure from and speed of social media. 

Social media has made companies much 
more careful about reputational damage, 
which can arise not only from their own 
behaviour, but also that of their close 
customers. So if, as a key account 
manager, you have seen your job as 
mainly pulling in the business here and 
now, you need to readjust your scope to 
include managing the risks to sustainability 
because they could seriously impact longer 
term business. It may feel like ‘treading on 
eggshells’ but you need to learn how to do 
it.

So far, this piece has been about 
enterprise-level choices in responsibility 
and sustainability. Companies need to 
decide what kind of organisation they want 
to be, not least in order to be able to make 
consistent and comprehensible decisions, 
but also to consistently communicate their 
position. Ideally, it would be that they will 
always ‘do the right thing’ (albeit what that 
is will sometimes be disputed). Individual 
key account managers also need to decide 
what kind of person they want to be, for the 
same reasons. 

As Dominykas Cibulskas says in his article 
on ‘Relationship lessons for key account 
managers in extraordinary times’, to be 
known for doing the right thing builds trust, 
and trust builds relationships, and 
relationships build successful KAM. 

By Dr Diana Woodburn,  
AKAM Chairman, April 2022

Sustainability is the hot topic of the day everywhere, 
not just in business and key account management. 
Of course, we have long been warned about 
concerns over the environment, pandemics and 
conflicts. But recent events – huge fires, Covid 19 
and the war in Ukraine - have suddenly made them 
all too real and immediate.
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Relationship lessons for KAM in extraordinary times

All those waves leave 
a major impact on 
society, on the state 
and on everyone. This 
article aims to 
summarize some of 
the impacts and 

lessons for businesses from the KAM 
point of view.

Long term, sustainable relationships built 
on trust and mutual values are one of the 
most important constituents of Key 
Account Management (KAM). 

The backbone of values
Human values first, business values 
second

Companies which lived values in the 
correct sequence managed to survive 
the turbulence and become stronger. 
They improved bonds inside company, 
gained employee loyalty, and built 
stronger connections with customers and 
consumers. It has strengthened their 
businesses and made them more 
sustainable for the next shock waves. 

Things should be called as they are 

Pandemics are a risk to life and health, 
and war is a risk to life, health, society, 
economies and the whole stability of the 
world we know. The first priority for 
company management is to take care of 
employees’ health and safety and 
second, to support the people who 
comprise society and the state. And it 
seems this is the right way to do it, after 
all – it’s people who create, build and 
destroy businesses. 

Choices reveal true values 

Ignoring reality or staying neutral is not 
an option. Some companies have fallen 
in the conflict of values. For example, 
while the majority of international 
businesses have stopped operations in 
Russia in order not to support the 
aggressor in the war in Ukraine, some 
have chosen to stay in market. They 
have probably come up with some good 
arguments for that but, with this decision, 
they are losing the trust of many partners 
and consumers. There is a huge 
negative impact on the brands and on 
the company itself, which will last for 
years. Millions invested in brand building 
and positive, empathetic positioning 
around the globe are simply dumped 
overnight. It may be too early to 
understand the damage, and time will tell 
if top management’s call was right and 
beneficial to the business. But one thing 
we can say for sure: although there are 
some tough decisions to be made, the 
only criterion that really matters is human 
life.

KAM takeaway: 

Be clear about the company values, live 
them, and share them with employees, 
partners and customers. Shared values 
will unite the community or, if they are 
not shared, the community may eject 
you/your company. 

• You should explain your company’s
position to customers: be ready to
present arguments and accept
consequences.

• Ask for and listen to your customer’s
position. Check how firm or flexible it 

is.
• Your customers face the same

changes, talk to them. After years
doing business together you should be
able to help each other.

Consumer loyalty
The power of consumer/customer centric 
business approaches has been proved. 
Today’s consumers are much more 
involved in their buying behaviour and 
well-informed about brands and providers, 
so they are well-equipped to convey their 
views on political or social matters 
through purchasing or not purchasing, as 
marketers have already found out. 
(though there’s certainly an opportunity 
for more research to understand this 
phenomenon better). For business 
strategists this calls for building long-term 
relationships with customers and 
consumers, based on mutual 
understanding and trust. 

In the early days of the pandemic many 
countries applied a quarantine model.  
That was a time when many white sheet 
restaurants, bars and night clubs were 
closed, and food delivery to the door 
ramped up. But there were places that 
managed to find a way to operate without 
breaking the rules  with the huge support 
they received from loyal consumers. That 
was only possible because before the 
quarantine lockdown they had managed 
to build relationships where both parties 
were ready to contribute, and they were 
prepared to sacrifice certain demands 
and standards in order to stay together: 
even for expensive meals, aluminum 

We are living in turbulent 
times. Here in Lithuania, 
in the Baltic states or 
Poland, we have faced 
three big shock waves in 
last two years: Covid-19, 
illegal migration (a 
tool of hybrid warfare 
from Belarus) and the 
war started by Russia in 
Ukraine, says 
Dominykas Cibulskas
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Relationship lessons for KAM in extraordinary times 
(continued)

takeaway dishes and plastic or wooden 
forks were very much OK. So “our 
friends” were served dinners on the first 
opening day after the pandemic. 
Similarly customers and suppliers in 
other businesses saw themselves as 
part of one value chain bonded together 
with trust and respect for each other. 

KAM takeaway: 

Loyalty was and is very strong reason for 
adapting to change and finding the way 
to operate in the new reality together.

• In spite of the inevitable level of
urgency and chaos in your
organization, it’s the key account
manager’s role to maintain
relationships with customers even in
most difficult times. Make sure your 
actions are coordinated with company
management, and try to stop panic
measures that cut off the resources
KAM needs to continue.

Reputation as a mirror
The recent crises have shown one truth: 
state institutions suffer from inertia and 
need time to start operating properly in 
new situations. Commercial business 
and NGOs (Non Government 
Organisations) are the first to respond to 
the challenge and later support the state. 
Some do it because they believe it is the 
right thing to do, others see it as an 
investment in their future relationship 
with the state, while others again do it to 
promote themselves. Most probably 
there are many more intentions and 
rationales behind why businesses are 
active in this kind of the situation. 

Bear in mind that whatever is done or not 
done, it is observed. The bigger and 
more visible the business, the bigger the 
effect on reputation of acting - or not 
acting. Freedom of speech and social 
network-powered reach acts as a 
multiplier of the impact: there’s not much 
opportunity to hide these days. 

Legalities don’t much matter, 
stakeholders’ judgement based on their 
perceptions and expectations has a 
much bigger impact. Companies can 
easily find themselves in the situation 
where everything was done according to 
the law, but reputation is still badly hurt. 
In the face of a crisis, the community 

expects businesses to act rightly first 
and only then lawfully.

Reputation can be damaged simply 
because of a changing environment and 
changing stakeholder views. It is a 
serious weakness if businesses fail to 
observe it and adapt to the new 
environment. 

KAM takeaway

Action should be very well thought 
through and also very quick – which is 
possible if you are prepared and have 
clear criteria for decisions. It is not 
possible to plan everything, but it is 
possible to identify and pre-discuss at 
least some major WHAT IFs. The values 
and the wisdom of the company’s senior 
management plays a big role. 

• Check the business strategy to see if 
it is still valid and make needed
corrections.

• New realities will bring a different
pattern to your business. You will
need to collect information, analyze it 
and build new plans.

Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) 
It is great to follow the trend. It is great to 
have beautifully worded commitments 
about CSR on your website. It is great to 
put bold statements in annual reports. 
Not a problem when such promises 
demand little effort and support your 
business image. But when trouble turns 
up, fulfilling such promises demands a 
lot, and not every company can cope. 
Many companies can be observed acting 
quite selectively in respect of their CSR 
commitments.

Why? Because they have another set of 
responsibilities towards beneficiaries 
who are not ready to suffer losses, so 
the Board is faced with the dilemma of 
fulfilling its responsibilities to the 
company shareholders versus its 
responsibilities to society and humanity. 

We now have a situation where some 
businesses that were seeded and grown 
in a safe western community are paying 
taxes to countries which use this money 
to destroy that same community. Are 
these businesses willfully blind to the 
situation? Do they interpret their role so 

strictly that they feel this is irrelevant? Are 
the personal interests of business owners so 
narrow that they totally override the damage 
to society? Society will answer.

KAM takeaway

The latest events and corporate responses 
to them give a good basis for judging which 
businesses can be trusted and which should 
be seen as untrustworthy. There is no virtue 
in making promises to society if they are not 
fulfilled when the time arrives that they are 
needed - indeed, quite the reverse. Society 
may even be more ready to forgive, or at 
least to forget about, those who did not 
make any commitments rather than those 
who made empty promises and then failed 
them.

• As a business you have clearly to identify
new risks and opportunities. Risks should 
be managed, and opportunities explored.
Bear in mind that many risks can be
converted into opportunities, be ready to
change the angle of approach.

• For sure, business will transform and that
means there needs to be a transition plan
with consideration of the P&L impact,
short term and long term.

Turbulent and testing times
Turbulent times expose who is who and 
what. Exposing companies’ ‘true faces’ 
impacts on trust and consequently on 
relationships. Trust is closely linked to the 
supplier’s and customer’s value sets and 
resultant expectations towards partners. 
Mismatched values and failing to meet 
expectations lead to mistrust. In contrast, 
loyalty is hard currency that can be invested. 

Companies must take responsibility for their 
promises and their actions must support 
them: mismatches between statements and 
deeds build bad reputations. When these 
difficult times are over, the legacy of how 
companies dealt with them will remain, for a 
very long time. Being true and honest is the 
best recipe for long term sustainable 
relationships.

By Dominykas Cibulskas, 
SIA ZB, Lithuania

Please feel free to send your comments to 
dominykas.cibulskas.consult@gmail.com. If 
you would like your comments published in 
the next edition of the Bulletin, please say 
so.
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How can joining the Association for Key Account Management (AKAM) help? 

A KAM COMMUNITY ACTIVELY SHARING LEARNING 
AKAM has a growing membership from many sectors that reaches around the world. We make connections and 
build networks of experts and practitioners at all levels who share real KAM developments. AKAM's Programme 
Directors Forum offers a unique opportunity of peer and expert support for KAM champions. 

BUILDING AND CERTIFYING SKILLS 
We help develop the skills of both your experienced and new/aspiring KAM appointees. AKAM uniquely provides
proper qualifications to build and acknowledge their capabilities. That advances the professionalisation of KAM -
great for your people, your organisation and your customers. 

NEW IDEAS TO DRIVE KAM DEVELOPMENT 
We seek out KAM experts and use multiple media to put KAM ideas in front of members. Frequent delivery of 
KAM-centered contact keeps even far-flung practitioners fresh and focused! 

DEVELOPING REAL AND ROBUST KAM THINKING 
Good research and theory guide great performance. We support and exchange new, researched KAM knowledge
develop a productive alliance between practitioners and academia. Exchange instinctive but uninformed opinion
for real knowledge!

RESERVOIR OF KAM KNOWLEDGE AND PRACTICES FOR YOU TO APPLY 
Hundreds of items of KAM info, accessible on the website from anywhere, at any time. For KAM programme 
directors, key account managers and professional supporters. 

Pfizer 
Geoff Quinn, Pfizer Global, 
Director KAM Centre of Excellence 
Corporate Member 

"Every Pfizer colleague has access to AKAM's 
network, its great resources on the website, 
engaging events and much more. Pfizer has been
a proud and active and will continue whilst we 
gain so much value." 

�HIRB 
John Bailey, Hiab AB, 
Director International Key & OEM Accounts 
Corporate Member 

"Through AKAM, Hiab now has a network of like
minded professionals, consultants and academics 
in support of our journey to optimise Key Account 
Management. AKAM helped me enormously in my 
endeavours to learn about KAM." 

The Association for 
Key Account Management 

Professionalising Key 
Account Management 

What can AKAM Membership do for your 
ORGANISATION? 

Improve the understanding, skill sets and 
mindsets of your key account managers 

Clarify the direction of your KAM for everyone 
in your organization to bring alignment and 
success 

0 Help to revitalize your KAM initiatives 

0 Achieve the customer responses you hoped for

FIND OUT MORE AT A4KAM.ORG 

To talk about membership as an organisation, in the 
first instance please email: info@a4kam.org 
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PROGRAMME MEMBERSHIP

• full membership for 10 individuals with
full access to website resources and 
events

• including membership of Programme 
Directors Forum for 2 KAM leads

• discount on Diploma registration fees
• €2500pa

FULL CORPORATE MEMBERSHIP
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