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1| Why this book?


Key accounts are the most important asset of a company. It is not me saying that, but one of the best-known management consultants of the last one hundred years: Peter Drucker.


For these important key accounts, good plans are therefore also needed to secure or further expand the business with these top customers. You could also say that key account management without key account plans makes no sense at all. So far everything is clear and logical, right?


In practice, however, the term Key Account Plan (KAP) tends to cause many key account managers to roll their eyes. It feels like there is a certain ‘love-hate relationship’ between key account managers and this key account plan. Many key account plans are filled out so that the template is filled and the boss (finally) rests. Only a few recognize the added value of a structured KAP methodology.


After a key account management seminar, everyone is enthusiastic about the strategic tool key account plan. After 6 months, there is often not much euphoria left. Somehow such a KAP makes sense, but it also takes a lot of work. In day-to-day operations, it always atrophies to the last priority. The reason for this rarely lies with the key account managers. The truth is that very often we have not really integrated the KAP into our business processes, into our everyday lives, and the managers simply do not recognize and use it as a coaching tool. In regular meetings, we talk about the sales pipeline, but never really about the KAPs (not even in excerpts).


Speaking of managers. In practice, there are also managers who demand 15-20 key account plans from their key account managers. That will NOT work, dear manager! In the end, this again only leads to filling and a copy-paste task.


But there are also the overzealous ones. This group wants to implement the key account plan down to the last detail. As a result, we find thick key account plan monsters with 180 pages, which scare off and kill everyone due to their size.


To make me unpopular with everyone, here is a word about the CRM fetishists among us. Here, everything is to be mapped in a single tool, in a single place. And I support this approach sincerely. The truth is, however, that we in Salesforce and others find it incredibly difficult to really map a key account plan as a strategic tool. In the end, a sales plan quickly comes out that starts with the goals and ends with the opportunities and tasks.


Artificial intelligence should not be missing in this book either. Today, we can use AI to create a template in any format. As managers, we then send this template to all key account managers and ask them to use the tool starting today. Good approach, unfortunately this leads back to the beginning of this chapter.


So why this book?


In practice, I see too often that we see key account plans as an annoying evil, as another template or as a mere document. But from my own experience as a key account manager and from my countless key account management projects over the last 20 years, I know that a good key account plan can be a great tool!


I know that key account managers have identified additional opportunities and growths potential thanks to a structured analysis. They developed and implemented a tailor-made strategy to leverage this potential. Very often I have seen disproportionate growth with key accounts because there were good KAPs!


I see how key account managers also use the KAP externally at the key account in a targeted manner and thus obtain new – sometimes surprising – information. As a result, this in turn leads to new potential or to early knowledge of potential business risks.


I see how key account teams exchange information extremely efficiently on a global level because they use a common KAP template (one language – one toolkit). Through the KAP, they ensure that they reach the key account with a coordinated strategy.


I see key account managers who, with a good key account plan, more easily pick up other departments or even management and win them over for themselves and their ideas.


A good key account plan is therefore the basis for proactive and


targeted business development with a key account!


With this book, I would like to invite you to really use key account plans in a focused way – for a few key accounts – and thus make the plans a real tool with added value. I would like to give you impulses on how you can benefit even more from your KAP and how you can use it internally, but also externally at the key account.


In short:


If you are going to have a key account plan, then please do it right!


I wish you a lot of fun with the book and a lot of success in key account management.


Yours Hartmut Sieck









2| How to make the KAP a real tool!


What is a Key Account Plan?


To the question ‘What is the purpose of a key account plan?’ replied a seminar participant: ‘To have a plan!’


Question for yourself: Do you really have a plan for how you want to develop the business with your key account from A to B?


That all sounds clear, even banal, doesn't it? But what does it really look like in practice?


In my key account management seminars, I usually start with a question. For what does key account management stand?





	
Re-active approach


We respond to customer inquiries ...
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Pro-active approach


We consciously initiate things actively ...





	
Short-term


Short-term successes and deals at the monthly or quarterly level are the focus ...
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Medium-term


It is (also) about opportunities that may only become business in 1224 months ...





	
Customer Support


It is all about providing excellent support to the selected key accounts
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Shaping the customer


It is also about actively supporting selected key accounts to further improve and optimize their processes, their way of working, their business models, …







Of course, all these aspects are part of key account management, but which points would you choose if you had to choose one point per line?


In the seminar, we always agree quickly. Professional key account management is oriented towards the medium term, and we proactively shape the future cooperation with the key account. But now comes the practical check! How much time do you spend per week on the left side of the table? This means that you respond to customer inquiries (including complaints and operational questions about day-to-day business) and try to solve short-term issues and satisfy the customer as quickly as possible. Many key account managers spend 6080% of their time on the left side. On the right side, the creative, proactive, medium-term oriented side, comes up short.


We all agree that we need to balance the two sides more strongly again. How do we do that? One success factor is: FOCUS and PLAN!


We focus on a few key accounts that we really want to develop proactively and creatively. For these, we then need a plan, a key account plan. The plan helps us to reflect on our day-to-day business and get us back on the pro-active path.


Based on systematic customer, market, and competitor analysis, I determine my greatest opportunities and risks at the KAP and use them to derive my strategic goals and my implementation plan. The key account plan thus becomes one, if not THE strategic tool in key account management. Without a key account plan, we will easily overlook potentials as well as business risks, as we either look at the customer far too narrowly (e.g., only from one project) or end up returning to the classic sales approach ‘goals next year = last year + 10%’. Regardless of whether the key account itself is growing by 100% or is on the verge of bankruptcy.


Concisely, a good key account plan has three central tasks / functions:


1. Structured analysis tool


I use the key account plan to carry out a systematic customer, market, and competitor analysis and to derive opportunities and risks from it.


2. Strategy tool


From the analysis, I derive my vision, the top strategic goals, and my implementation strategy. This is 100% based on my previous analysis. Good key account plans can also be recognized by the fact that they tell a story (analysis – consequence – derived goal – implementation plan).


3. Communication tool


I use the key account plan specifically as a communication tool in the key account team, towards management or other departments. Good key account plans are characterized by the fact that excerpts of them are shared externally with the key account or used in discussions with the key account to gain new insights.


How to use the KAP internally as well as externally?


The question may sound a bit simple, and the quick answer would probably be: ‘It is clear! I want to work out a strategy for a key account and use the structure of a key account plan!’


The answer is correct. However, I believe that most KAP initiatives fail in practice because we did not define at the outset how the KAP should be used internally and externally (yes, even on the customer side!). The key account managers receive training, or they develop the company-specific key account plan template in a workshop and then they get started. But most of the time, the account plan is then worked out again for a follow-up seminar and then applied a little less each month. The excuse: The day-to-day business leaves no time and the KAP does not help me to complete a project at short notice.


Hence my clear appeal: First think about what and how you really want to use the KAP. Depending on the answer, the design will be slightly different.


Here are a few practical examples:


1| The key account managers develop a key account plan for each of the top 3 key accounts.


2| The plan is used as a structure to work out the strategy together in the key account team (national / international) at least once a year in a workshop.


3| The key account plan thus becomes the central tool for the account strategy. Other tools are CRM (Opportunity Pipeline Management and customer database), as well as MS Teams (team collaboration and concrete task management).


4| The key account plan is briefly discussed and updated by the key account team at least once a quarter.


5| The KAP is used as a management briefing for the preparation of top-to-top discussions.


6| In the regular sales/KAM meetings, key account plans or at least parts of the plans are regularly discussed. (Attention: I miss this too often in practice!!)


7| Once a year, the top x key account plans are reviewed by a management committee. The aim is to ensure a clear commitment from top management and the other departments to the account strategy.


8| The KAP serves as the basis for the annual target discussions / budget planning at national and international level.


9| The key account plan is created in such a way that excerpts of it can also be used 1-to-1 in customer meetings. Examples: Minutes of the annual appraisal, UVP-analysis, ...


Who should ideally draw up the KAP?


Another question where the answer seems so clear and obvious, right? Intuitively, you could answer immediately: ‘That's clear! The key account manager!’ It is true that the key account manager is responsible for the KAP and the account strategy. Point! However, if key account management is a team approach and in the end several people / functions are always involved in the implementation of the account strategy, you may already suspect that the ideal answer looks a little different.


I have set up a kind of excellence ladder for myself.





	5

	Key account plan is developed and implemented together with the key account as part of a strategic partnership





	4

	Key account plan is shown in parts to the key account to gain new insights





	3

	Key account plan is regularly reflected on by the team
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