Mini cases: exploring your approaches

Internal alignment (i)

1. Practise what you preach

The Sales Director of Workwise Uniforms has just had a meetings with the key account manager for their top client and her identified successor, who announced that they were both leaving to join a top competitor.

They complained about lack of status and authority, a situation which the Sales Director has known about for some time, but has been unable to rectify, despite attempts to convince the Managing Director that key account managers and key account teams should be more empowered. (He also knew that the key account manager had been disappointed because the market position of her client had slipped from number one in their sector to number three, and she had wanted him to move her on to a client on the way up their league. This the MD had also blocked because of her popularity with the company's top account.) 

The irony is that Workwise Uniforms encourages empowerment, among other positive employment practices, in their clients. It would be hugely embarrassing if their competitor were able to boast about the defection of key staff because Workwise did not practice what it preached. It was the sort of story that certain business magazines might be delighted to publish.
Needless to say, the Sales Director would also have to deal with the client. The top decision-makers would be devastated to lose not only their popular key account manager, but the team member who had been presented to them as her eventual successor. It would be difficult to match someone else to their exacting requirements at short notice.

Discussion question
· What should the Sales Director do next?

2. Taking a key account for granted

Excellent Process Products (EPP) was spun off from a large manufacturing conglomerate in 1994. The former parent, GLOSS PLC, is still the dominant account in the EPP portfolio, representing 40 per cent of business. 

Old loyalties are beginning to break down. The Financial Controller of GLOSS has recently
complained to the Purchasing Director that he has had to allocate senior staff to spend days sorting out EPP invoices. Apart from being arithmetically inaccurate, which is just pure sloppiness, the invoices are presented in a way which makes it very difficult for people approving them to reconcile them to products which they know have been received.

The Purchasing Director himself is aggravated because he perceives that the new key account manager his Senior Buyer is dealing with is inexperienced in comparison with his predecessor, and cannot make decisions without referral to the Sales Director. There is no doubt that the services of EPP are first class and good value, and he does not want to seek an alternative supplier. However, the company is making itself difficult to deal with, and he wants to take a relatively hard line to ensure that they improve.

He decided to request a one-to-one meeting with the Sales Director, but discovers that he is on holiday. The Purchasing Director is in no mood to wait, but refuses the offer made by the Sales Director's PA of a meeting with the key account manager. He does not say so, but he does not believe that the key account manager could initiate the changes he wants.

The Sales Director's PA informs the key account manager for GLOSS that the Purchasing Director has tried to contact the Sales Director. The key account manager has had little contact with the Purchasing Director, as his main contact is the Senior Buyer.

Discussion questions
· What should the key account manager do to resolve the immediate need to identify the Purchasing Director's concerns?

· What ought to be done in the long term to improve relationships between EPP and GLOSS?
Discussion thoughts

1. Practise what you preach

The Sales Director has two issues to address here. First, there is the immediate problem of the defection of the key account manager and her No. 2. Here, the only solution would appear to be for the Sales Director to take on the account personally until replacement staff can be recruited. He should also be totally honest with the client, explaining what has gone wrong and informing them that any future key account manager will be given more reassurance about their status and authority. 

The second issue is, of course, the issue of empowerment generally in Workwise. The company needs to establish more formally the general principles and a framework for decision-making. Consultation should take place with staff and key accounts to find an optimum solution that will provide all-round satisfaction.

2. Taking a key account for granted

EPP has obviously made one of the cardinal mistakes in key account management. Putting a comparatively junior manager into such a pivotal key account in the mistaken belief that old loyalties will see the relationship through is irresponsible in the extreme. Major accounts must know that their business is in the hands of a senior person who can take decisions as and when necessary. 

In this particular case, no doubt EPP’s key account manager for GLOSS PLC by now understands some of the reasons for the Purchasing Director’s concern. His pressing task must be to reassure GLOSS, probably by getting another EPP Director to visit the Purchasing Director immediately, so that the operational concerns may be attended to as a matter of urgency. This will at least allay fears until the return of the Sales Director. The more difficult issue concerning the nature of the relationship and representation issues can then be tackled by EPP. Clearly, however, the status of the key account manager for GLOSS needs to be raised.

Besides this, there is a need for involvement of more EPP staff to resolve process issues. For example, a focus team of EPP sales ledger and GLOSS bought ledger staff must be set up to sort out the invoicing problems. The key account manager must ask the Sales Director to support him and apply pressure to other functional managers to support such initiatives. The Sales Director must also lobby the Managing Director to ensure that the key account manager has a permanent team of named functional professionals who will have some objectives placed on them related to his account. Those objectives must be set by the key account manager, so that he has authority to get things done for the customer.

(You may think that this case is far-fetched, but it is based on a real situation!
These KAM mini cases are based on real situations, but the names and some of the circumstances have been changed, so any similarity with existing companies or people is entirely accidental and unintended.


Use mini cases to talk through how you, your team and your company would/should react in such situations, to learn and align your approaches with colleagues before you find yourself in a similar position. Try role-playing the characters, and don’t forget to consider how your customer might react. 


The discussion thoughts are not ‘the answer’ – you may or may not agree, but you can use them to compare with and develop your own thinking.
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First published in ‘Key customers: How to manage them profitably’.
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