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ABSTRACT 
 
Key Account Management has become more and more important because of the need to 
retain and develop relationships with large and global businesses. Key Account Management 
is about managing a journey that commences at the first contact with the client and then goes 
through a series of stages and then develops into a complex relationship based on trust and 
mutual interest. There are many factors influencing the journey along the way and the 
responsibility to coordinate the supplier’s activities and bring added value to the relationship 
is the function of the key account manager.  
 
In this thesis we discuss the area of key account relationships from the selling company’s 
perspective. We have chosen to focus on how a company identify/select and characterize a 
key account, the development of a key account relationship and finally the work of a key 
account manager. In order to reach the purpose of the thesis we have conducted two 
interviews with a company that has employed Key Account Management for many years. 
 
The study shows that sales volume is the single most important criterion when a company 
identifies/selects key accounts. Furthermore, the findings imply that trust building activities 
are essential from a relationship development perspective. Finally, the role of the key account 
manager is to coordinate the activities of the Key Account Management team.  
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SAMMANFATTNING 
 
Key Account Management har blivit allt viktigare på grund av behovet av att behålla och 
utveckla företagets relationer med stora och globala företag. Key Account Management 
handlar om att genomgå en resa som börjar vid den första kontakten med kunden och som 
sedan går igenom olika faser för att utvecklas till ett komplext förhållande baserat på tillit och 
ömsesidiga intressen. Det finns många faktorer som påverkar utvecklingen under resans gång 
och ansvaret för att koordinera leverantörens aktiviteter och skapa mervärde i relationen är 
key account managers uppgift.  
 
I denna uppsats så behandlar vi området key account relationer från det säljande företagets 
perspektiv. Vi har valt att koncentrera oss på: hur ett företag identifierar/väljer och 
karakteriserar ett key account, Utvecklingen av key account relationer och slutligen, en key 
account managers arbete. För att uppfylla syftet med denna uppsats så har vi genomfört två 
intervjuer med ett företag som har använt sig av Key Account Management i många år. 
 
Studien visar att försäljningsvolym är det enskilt viktigaste kriteriet när ett företag 
identifierar/väljer nyckelkunder. Slutsatserna av denna studie antyder dessutom att 
förtroendestärkande aktiviteter är essentiella från ett relationsutvecklingsperspektiv. 
Slutligen, key account managerns roll är att koordinera KAM-teamets aktiviteter.   
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1 INTRODUCTION  
This chapter will present various aspects of business to business relationships, focusing on 
Key Account Management (KAM). The background gives a brief overview of the area of 
research which is then narrowed down in the problem discussion.  The chapter ends with the 
purpose of the thesis, which in turn is divided into three research questions. 
 

1.1 Background 
Evolution of marketing 
The globalization of business along with the developing acknowledgment of the importance 
of customer retention and customer relationship economics emphasizes the transformation in 
mainstream marketing (Grönroos, 1994). Relationship marketing is emerging as the new 
marketing paradigm, replacing the old “4Ps” model (Spencer, 1999). Relationship marketing 
is diametrically different than transaction marketing which is characterized by occasional 
sales, tactical campaigns and infrequent contacts with the customer (McDonald and Rogers, 
1999). Most relationship marketing definitions accentuate the need to development long-term 
relationships with customers and sometimes other stakeholders (Gummesson, 2004). 
Furthermore, transaction marketing can be defined as the zero point on a relationship scale 
and at the other end of the scale buyers and sellers are in unity (ibid.). The concept of 
relationship marketing has surfaced within the area of service marketing and industrial 
marketing (Grönroos, 1994). Grönroos (1994) defines relationship marketing in the following 
way: “Relationship marketing is to establish, maintain, and enhance relationships with 
customers and other partners, at a profit, so that the objectives of the parties involved are met. 
This is achieved by a mutual exchange and fulfillment of promises.” (ibid.). Jobber’s (2001) 
definition of relationship marketing differs slightly from Grönroos’; “…concerns the shifting 
from activities of attracting customers to activities concerned with current customers and how 
to retain them.” We have chosen to employ Grönroos’ definition since we think that it more 
clearly describes what relationship marketing is about.  
 
Many selling situations are not of a transactional nature but rather long-term relationships 
(Jobber, 2001). This can be observed especially in organizational markets where supplier and 
trade, governmental or industrial cooperate to create, develop and maintain a network within 
which both parties prosper. Furthermore, it is within such relationships that the core of 
marketing activity is found (ibid.). 
 
A key factor in the development and nurturing of buyer-seller relationships is the sales force 
(Boles, Johnston and Gardner, 1999). The sales personnel are essential at every stage of the 
relationship building process. Positive outcomes for both parties involved ensure that the 
relationship will receive the attention it needs to be sustained and continue to develop (ibid.). 
 
Industrial vs. consumer marketing  
The industrial market is characterized by tremendous diversity both in customers served and 
products sold (Reeder, Brierty and Reeder, 1991). Industrial marketing is about reaching out 
to those who use the product or service in the industrial market, those who influence the 
decisions about the product and finally those who carry out the buying (ibid.). 
 
Business to business marketing differs from business to consumer marketing (Dwyer and 
Tanner, 2001). Business marketing consists of the following five important characteristics: 
unique promotional strategies, shorter distribution channels, emphasis on personal selling, 
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greater web integration and buyer-seller relationship. Relationships are also different between 
buyer and seller concerning the aspect that both parties represent organizations, as opposed to 
consumer marketing where the buyer is an individual consumer. The purchasing behavior in 
the industrial market is controlled by the organizations’ rules of purchasing, which is not the 
case in the consumer market (Kotler, 2003). Furthermore, the supplier and its customer often 
have a close relationship to each other, a relationship that can not be found in the consumer 
market (ibid.). 
 
Key account management 
Numerous companies are striving to gain a competitive advantage and bring stability to their 
operations by forming strategic alliances with customers and suppliers (Millman and Wilson, 
1995). One form of strategic alliance, that has proven to be popular, is Key Account 
Management (KAM)1. Centralized purchasing and a reduction of the number of suppliers 
have been the predominant characteristics of structural change when implementing KAM as a 
seller-initiated type of alliance (ibid.). KAM can be described as a relationship oriented 
marketing management approach concentrating on large customers in the industrial market 
(Ojasalo, 2001).  
 
The term “Key Account Management” has been utilized in a number of different contexts and 
therefore several definitions of KAM will be presented in order to facilitate an understanding 
of the concept. A key account is a large or high-volume customer, often assigned a specific 
sales representative (Dwyer and Tanner, 2001). Barrett (1986) defines KAM as: “Key 
account management is aimed at the biggest and most important of one’s customers and 
offers special treatment in the fields of marketing, sales and service administration.” 
Workman, Homburg and Jensen (2003) define KAM as: “…the performance of additional 
activities and/or designation of special personnel directed at an organization’s most important 
customers. Our definition implies that (a) some type of identification of most important 
customers must occur and (b) additional activities and/or special personnel must be directed 
at these accounts.” Even though the aforementioned definitions are somewhat similar, the 
following definition will be employed for this thesis: “…KAM refers to the selling 
company’s activities including identifying and analyzing their key accounts, and selecting 
suitable strategies and developing operational level capabilities to build, grow and maintain 
profitable and long-lasting relationships with them.” (Ojasalo, 2001). 
 
The prevalence of KAM is rapidly increasing due to various reasons (Boles et. al., 1999). 
Recent growth trends in the number of key account organizations reflect the fact that almost 
every industrial organization employs KAM. This trend is chiefly due to the fact that serving 
fewer and larger customers is usually more cost effective than selling small volumes to a 
larger number of smaller customers (ibid.).  
 
The benefits of KAM can be classified into four different categories (Boles et al., 1999): 
 

• Development of close relationships with key customers makes it more difficult for a 
competitor to break the buyer-seller relationship. This type of relationship may 
augment sales volume. 

                                                
1 The terms “National Account Marketing” (NAM) and “Strategic Account Management” (SAM) can be found 
in the same literature as KAM and according to Ojasalo (2001) the different terms can be used interchangeably. 
Throughout this thesis the term KAM will be employed. 
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• Enhancement of internal and external communication regarding major customers 
which results in fewer mistakes during processing and servicing orders. Customer 
needs can be addressed more rapidly compared to using traditional channels. 

• Attainment of a more productive follow-up on sales and service to key customers as a 
natural consequence of the increased focus on these customers.  

• Development of “special” relationships with customers provides the selling company 
with an opportunity to understand the buyer’s needs and thereby increase the 
likelihood of additional sales.  

 
The notion of KAM has become more important than before because of the need to retain and 
develop relationships with large and global businesses (Gummesson, 2004). KAM is often a 
sound organizational requirement when implementing relationship marketing in a business to 
business context (ibid.).  
  

1.2 Problem discussion   
In order to develop a successful KAM program there is a need for reliable measures of 
performance and customer value (Millman and Wilson, 1995). Of these measures the best 
one involves attempts to discern among customers or groups of customers in terms of their 
profitability (ibid.).  
 
When identifying key accounts, it is vital that the selling company thinks about what it 
mainly wants to achieve by utilizing a KAM program (Ojasalo, 2001). Among the company 
accounts it is of importance to identify which accounts that can meet the stated objectives at 
present or have the potential to do so in the future (ibid.).  
 
You can not classify all customers as key customers (Cheverton, 2000). If all customers are 
identified as key customer then the term loses its meaning. The purpose of identifying key 
customers is to allocate the company resources in the most effective way possible (ibid.). A 
key account program requires the company to deploy substantial efforts for its key accounts 
(Capon, 2001). Moreover, it is very important that the selection of key accounts only 
concerns those organizations that are of real significance for long-run organizational 
prosperity. “…key account selection should be ruthless, for if the ‘wrong’ organizations are 
chosen, not only will critical scarce resources be wasted, but some ‘right’ organizations, 
denied key account status, will not fulfill their long-run potential.” (Capon, 2001, p.50). 
Without identifying and characterizing the key accounts it is very difficult to comprehend the 
special needs of the customers and then to match the selling company’s resources to meet 
those needs (Millman and Wilson, 1999).  
 
In the area of KAM there exist many different criteria for identifying key customers. 
Examples of such criteria include: sales volume, use of strategic resources and profitability of 
the customer to supplier (Campbell and Cunningham, 1983).  
 
Cheverton (1999) considers two set of factors in the identification and selection process of 
key accounts: 
 

• Customer attractiveness – what is it that makes customers, or potential customers, 
attractive to you? 

• Relative strength – what is it that makes your company attractive to your customers, 
compared to your competitors?     
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Once a key account is identified and analyzed suitable relationship strategies can be selected 
(Ojasalo, 2001). Most companies start their KAM programs as a strategic response to the 
prevailing business environment and thereby they hope to increase their market share (Boles 
et. al., 1999). Furthermore, many companies expect an expanding market share growth to 
occur by the use of increased customization of the product and by the development of closer 
relationships with key customers (ibid.).   

 
KAM is about managing a journey that proceeds from the first contact through to a complex 
relationship based on trust and mutual interest (Cheverton, 1999). Goal congruence or similar 
interest between buyer and seller to a great extent affects the cooperation both at the strategic 
and operational levels (Ojasalo, 2001). The development of two parties’ commitment to a 
relationship has been illustrated in various models in the literature. It is not possible to draw 
absolute parallels between the models; however, each model contributes to the understanding 
of relationship development (Millman and Wilson, 1995). A model, presented by Cheverton 
(1999), describes the relationship development in five stages: pre-KAM, early-KAM, mid-
KAM, partnership-KAM and synergistic-KAM. The sixth stage of this model, uncoupling-
KAM, that Millman and Wilson use, concerns the dissolution of a KAM relationship.  
 
Each stage of the relationship development must be fortified by a proactive, planned process 
of bonding, with the objective of strengthening the supplier-customer alliance and preclude 
competitive penetration (Burnett, 2001).  
 
The KAM approach is evidently characterized a by long-term relationship marketing 
orientation instead of the traditional short-term transactional marketing (Ojasalo, 2001). In 
order to respond to a client’s relationship needs the selling company often responds by 
developing a system of key account managers who are responsible for the company’s total 
relationship with each key customer (Maister, 1999). The role of a key account manager is a 
complex and often a poorly specified responsibility (ibid.). The key account manager is not 
only (and sometimes even not at all) a kind of a “super-seller”, but the manager is above all 
someone who brings an added value to the relationship and takes on the responsibility for the 
coordination of a supplier organization and a customer organization (Pardo, 1997). This 
creates a managerial task of large proportions (Maister, 1999). Key account teams are seldom 
simply defined organizational units and therefore key account managers must truly be 
managers. Albeit the key account manager may be fully devoted to serving his or her key 
account exclusively, few of the team members will (ibid.). Being a key account manager 
encompasses several different functions that normally are distributed among a number of 
various positions in a traditional organizational structure (Edman and Laurelli, 1997). 
 
Millman and Wilson (1995) present four main requirements of a key account manager. These 
requirements are: responsibility for sales/profit growth of one or more key accounts; 
coordination of the seller’s offering to key accounts; facilitating exchange processes; 
promotion of the KAM concept within the own company. The key account manager, like the 
members of the sales force and customer service support personnel, performs the boundary 
spanning role of “relationship builder”. The key account manager is simultaneously 
negotiator, consultant, interpreter of customer needs/values, mediator etc. (ibid.). In 
conclusion, selling to strategically important customers is a team work that requires the 
leadership of a key account manager (Edman and Laurelli, 1997). 
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When building a relationship with a customer a salesperson must identify and practice the 
types of behaviors that are most effective in building quality relationships (Boles, Barksdale 
and Johnson, 1996). Though, previous studies have not thoroughly investigated what sales 
personnel can do during the relationship building process to nurture a customer (ibid.). Only a 
few studies have addressed the issue of how to identify a key account as well as whether to 
give an account key account status or not (Boles et. al., 1999). Very little empirical 
investigation has been undertaken concerning this issue (ibid.). Even though there is a 
pervasive belief that effective key account management results in increased profitability 
writers seldom move beyond stating the need for a dedicated sales force and defining the role 
of the key account manager (McDonald, Millman and Rogers, 1997). As we see it, there is a 
need for further and deeper investigation concerning the importance of KAM relationships 
when striving for increased sales and profitability and that is what motivates our study. 
 
Since KAM is about selling and relationship management it comes as a natural consequence 
to investigate key account relationships from the selling company’s perspective. Furthermore, 
very scarce, if any, research concerning key account selling to the public sector has been 
conducted and hence we find this important to investigate.  
 
The purpose of this thesis and the subsequent research questions will now be introduced. 

1.3 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of key account relationships from 
the perspective of a company selling to the public sector. 
 
To serve our purpose we shall address the following research questions: 
 

1. How can a company identify/select2 and characterize its key customers? 
2. How can the development of key account relationships be described? 
3. How can the work of a key account manager be described? 
 

                                                
2 In this thesis the terms”identification” and”selection” are considered to be synonymous. This is due to the fact 
that no clear distinction between these two terms is made in the literature.  
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
This chapter will present theories pertaining to the stated research questions presented in 
chapter one. The theories will be presented in the same order as the research questions i.e. 
starting with the theories covering research question one followed by the theories covering 
questions two and three. 
 
Workman et. al. (2003) state that there are two cases when KAM would not exist. The first 
case is when no accounts are identified as more important than others which, in that case, 
would imply that all customers are equally important. The second case is when a number of 
customers are pointed out as more important but no special activities are done for them 
(ibid.). To clarify the term KAM once more, the following definition made by Ojasalo (2001) 
will be employed for this thesis: “…KAM refers to the selling company’s activities including 
identifying and analyzing their key accounts, and selecting suitable strategies and developing 
operational level capabilities to build, grow and maintain profitable and long-lasting 
relationships with them.”  

2.1 Identification/selection and characterization of key account customers 
Under this headline we will discuss theories concerning research question one. It begins with 
several authors´ views on the characteristics of a key account and then we present 
Cheverton’s (2000) theory concerning identification and selection of key accounts. Finally 
we present how different authors analyze key accounts. 

2.1.1 Characteristics of key accounts  
In this part of the thesis we will present different authors view on the characteristics that 
identifies a key account. 
 
Identifying the selling company’s key accounts means, according to Ojasalo (2001), 
answering the following question: which existing or potential customers are of strategic 
importance to us now and in the future? According to Edman and Laurelli (1997) the feature 
that characterizes KAM the most is the cooperation with key customers and the way of trying 
to create long-term relationships. Furthermore, they state that the following features are 
distinguishing for a key account customer: 

• The buying decision-process from first contact to delivery is often long and complex. 
• The selling and the buying company are represented by professionals from each 

company. Usually several people from different parts of the company participates in 
the decision-making process. 

• A large portion of the selling company’s turnover is depending on a small number of 
customers. The market can consist of a very limited number of sellers and buyers. 

• In this type of collaboration the seller usually does not offer only one product but a 
concept of goods and services along with support and maintenance. 

• The products and services offered are often of great importance for the buyer and the 
buyer’s ambition is marked by long-term strategic thinking. 

• Stable and lasting relations are formed between buyer and seller. These relations and 
collaborations are normally expensive to break off, both in financial terms and in 
terms of factors of production. 

• The distribution-channels are often short and characterized by a close direct contact 
between buyer and seller. 



LITTERATURE REVIEW 

7 

• In the cooperation a chain of value is derived and collaboration with the customer’s 
customer can occur. 

• The buyer-seller relationship can be described by the following line of argument; “If 
you help me, then I will help you”. The structure of the ownership can also decide 
whether the market is open for other actors or not. 

 
Campbell and Cunningham (1983) use the following criteria in order to determine 
strategically important customers: 
 

• Sales volume. 
• Use of strategic resources. 
• Age of the relationship, the supplier’s share of the customer’s purchases. 
• Profitability of the customer to supplier. 

 
Krapfel, Salmond and Spekman (1991) discuss a strategic approach to managing buyer-seller 
relationships and suggest four customer-specific factors of relationship value, which in turn 
reflect customer attractiveness. The four factors are: 
 

• Criticality: the degree of technical or market substitutability of a good or a service 
and its contribution margin (critical outputs are more profitable as they embody the 
seller’s core technical and/or market competencies and strategically position the seller 
in key markets). 

• Quantity: buyers that consume more critical outputs are more highly valued. 
• Replacability: costs of losing the present partner and finding a new one.  
• Slack: measures the buyer activities that reduce the seller’s internal economic process 

costs. 
 
Boles, Pilling and Goodwyn (1994) developed a Key Account auditing checklist to help 
identify the criteria that a company must consider when giving a customer key account status 
or to eliminate one from that level. According to Boles et. al. (1994) the criteria in the key 
account selection process can be divided into three categories; Customer criteria, Supplier 
internal criteria and Competitive criteria. 
 
Customer criteria include: 
1. Volume commitments necessary to provide key account type service to the customer. 
2. Acceptable profit margins. 
3. Delivery and service requirements. 
 
Supplier internal criteria include: 
1. Conflicts between existing channels of distribution. 
2. The availability of the quantity and quality of resources necessary to service the account. 
3. Individual credit for sales to the key account. 
4. Who controls the sales function – Key Account Management or the regular sales team?  
 
Competitive criteria include: 
1. Relationship marketing. 
2. Competitive advantage. 
3. The balance between transaction costs and switching costs. 
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2.1.2 Measuring customer attractiveness and relative strength 
According to Cheverton (2000) you can not classify all customers as key customers. If all 
customers are identified as key customer then the term loses its meaning. Cheverton states 
that the purpose of identifying key customers is to allocate the company resources in the most 
effective way possible. Furthermore, Cheverton (1999) present a range of factors that 
measures customer attractiveness. He points out that “it is the balance of a range of factors 
that will determine the ranking of attractiveness.” Following factors can be included: 

• Size – volume, value, profit opportunity. 
• Growth potential - volume, value, profit opportunity. 
• Financial stability – will the customer be there in the future and will the bills be paid? 
• Ease of access – geography, openness. 
• Closeness of existing relationships. 
• Strategic fit – does the buyer see things in the same way as the seller? Does the 

relationship fit the company’s objectives?  
• Is the buyer an “early adopter” or do they wait until the market has tested the product? 
• Does the buyer value the offer? Is it relevant to their needs? 
• Level of competition – low being attractive. 
• The buying company’s market situation – industry leader, credibility, prestige etc 

 
Cheverton (1999) continues by discussing factors concerning relative strength. Identifying 
these factors requires a great deal of honesty since this is where the seller must view things 
through the eyes of their customer. Cheverton (1999) provides a list of suggestions 
concerning relative strength factors seen from the customers’ perspective: 

• Price. 
• Service – on time in full measures, just-in-time requirements etc. 
• Quality. 
• Speed of response. 
• Relationships and attitudes. 
• Technical innovation. 
• Investment in the industry. 
• Value in use – value in the supply chain, total acquisition cost etc. 
• Attitude to exclusivity arrangements. 
• Long-term sustainability. 
• Trust and confidence – ethical standards and behavior. 

2.1.3 Analyzing Key Accounts 
Ojasalo (2001) suggests that an analysis of the basic characteristics of key accounts includes 
assessing the activity of the internal and external environment. Moreover he points out the 
importance of a relationship history analysis. An analysis of this kind can include volume of 
sales, profitability, key account’s objectives, buying behavior, information exchange, special 
needs, buying frequency and complaints. The present and anticipated commitment to the 
relationship between buyer and seller is vital since the extent of the business depends on that. 
However, relationship longevity is not a guarantee of profitability (ibid.). Furthermore 
Ojasalo (2001) explains that goal congruence between buyer and seller significantly affects 
the cooperation both at a strategic and an operational level. According to Krapfel et. al. 
(1991) interest commonality and the value of the relationship together determine whether to 
companies can be partners, friends or rivals. In KAM it is useful to estimate both the key 
customer’s and the selling company’s switching costs in the event that the relationship 
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dissolves (Ojasalo, 2001). Finally Ojasalo (2001) sums up the stages of analyzing key 
accounts into the following five activities: 

• The basics characteristics of a key account. 
• The relationship history. 
• The level and development of commitment to the relationship. 
• Goal congruence of the parties. 
• Switching costs. 

2.2 Development of key account relationships 
Here we will present the theories that concerns research question two. It starts off with 
Capone’s (2001) five types of relationships and after that  the different stages of the key 
account relationship development model, originally made by Millman and Wilson (1994), is 
discussed more in-depth. In the end, Burnett’s (2001) theory concerning relationship bonding 
is introduced. 
  
Capon (2001) states there are five types of key account relationships:  
 
Direct customers: those companies from which the supplier receives cash in exchange for its 
products. 
 
Indirect customers: a key account customer may also include a company further down the 
manufacturing and distribution channel. This type of key account may request a direct 
supplier–company/customer relationship, circumventing the company’s current direct 
customers.   
 
Complementary product suppliers: the sales of many products are closely related to the sales 
of complementary products, for example, cameras and film. In such cases each supplier 
should consider its major complementary product suppliers as key accounts. 
 
Other organizations with significant company relationships: organizations that may have a 
significant impact on the company’s success or failure, such as major product suppliers and 
joint venture partners. 
 
Internal divisions or business units: even though the focus of KAM is on organizations in the 
company’s external environment, the principals of KAM can also be utilized for 
intraorganizational relationships.  
 
The key account relationship development model  
This model was first developed by Millman and Wilson in 1994. The model describes the 
developing relationship between supplier and customer, from pre-KAM, through early and 
mid KAM, on to partnership KAM and then synergistic KAM (Cheverton, 1999). The 
original model by Millman and Wilson contains a sixth stage that Cheverton has omitted; 
uncoupling KAM. This stage will be discussed at the end of the presentation of the model.  
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Figure 2.1: The key account relationship model 

Source: Cheverton, 1999, p. 29 
 
The different stages of the model (see figure 2.1 above) reflect the developing relationship as 
both seller and buyer increase their ‘strategic intent’ for the relationship; i.e., as each side 
sees more value gained from putting greater effort into the relationship. As it develops, that 
‘effort’ can be detailed by two factors. First, the number of contacts between buyer and seller 
increases, from a simple 1:1 through a more complex matrix or series of teams. Second, 
character of the relationship builds from on based on short-term transactions to one of 
genuine collaboration – working toward joint goals and aspirations (Cheverton, 1999). Here 
follows a description of each of the stages in the model: 
 
Pre-KAM 
In this stage the task of the sales and marketing function is to identify those customers with 
the potential for being upgraded to key account status and to avoid wasteful investment into 
those accounts which do not hold that potential (Millman and Wilson, 1995). According to 
McDonald, Millman and Rogers (1997) the pre-KAM stage can be described as that are no 
existing transactions, but a buying company has been targeted. Both seller and buyer are 
sending out signals (factual information) and exchanging messages (interactions) prior to the 
decision to engage in transactions (ibid.). The selling strategies of the pre-KAM stage deal 
with making basic product or service offerings available, while attempting to decide whether 
or not they have key account potential (Millman and Wilson, 1995). 
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Figure 2. 2: Pre-KAM stage 

Source: Cheverton, 1999, p. 31 
 
Possible characteristics of the pre-KAM stage: 

• Simple, one-to-one contact. 
• Supplier presentations focus on their own issues and concerns. 
• Response to customer inquiries is yes or no, based on assumed customer needs and 

supplier’s current capabilities. 
• The seller will be assessing volume potential. 
• The customer will be seeking evidence of competence and competitiveness. 
• The customer will judge competitiveness on price. 
• The customer may require trials, perhaps at the supplier’s cost. 
• The buyer may act as a ‘gatekeeper’, denying access to other contacts. 
(Cheverton, 1999).    

 
Early-KAM 
Where transactions have been established, but the supplier is still one of many, the 
relationship is at the early-KAM stage (McDonald et. al., 1997). This stage is concerned with 
exploring opportunities for close collaboration by identifying the motives, culture and 
concerns of the account (Millman and Wilson, 1995). This is done by targeting competitor 
strengths and weaknesses and by persuading customers of the potential benefits they could 
enjoy being preferred customers. It is necessary with a detailed comprehension of the 
decision-making process and the structure and nature of the decision-making unit, and also 
the buyer’s business and the problems that are associated with the value-adding process 
(ibid.).  
 
According to McDonald et. al. (1997) at this stage the buying company will still be market 
testing other companies, and expecting a demonstration of value for money. Preliminary 
adjustments will be made to the seller’s offer in order to better match the requirements of the 
buyer (Millman and Wilson, 1995). McDonald et. al. (1997) claim that the buyer wants 
recognition that the offering is the main reason for the relationship.  The sales effort is 
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concentrated on building trust through consistent performance and open communications 
(Millman and Wilson, 1995). 
 
Sales people will need to show a willingness to customize their offering to the according to 
the buyer’s specification. High levels of uncertainty about the long-term potential of the 
relationship might mean that they will need to promote the idea for non-standard product 
offerings in their own company. When these efforts are not successful then the “benefit 
selling” and the level of personal service provided by the sales person may serve to 
differentiate the seller’s offering (Millman and Wilson, 1995). 
 

 
Figure 2. 3: Early-KAM stage 

Source: Cheverton, 1999, p. 31 
 
Possible characteristics of the early KAM stage: 

• Principal contact between two people – salesperson and buyer. 
• The relationship may be competitive, each seeking to gain advantage. 
• At worst, the relationship may become confrontational. 
• The buyer may see any attempt to gain access to other contacts as a threat to their 

position and power. 
• Price discussions dominate – the buyer focuses on costs. 
• The supplier focuses on increased volume. 
• Suppliers are judged on unspecified performance criteria. 
• The customer is still assessing alternative suppliers. 
• Disputes can lead to long-term breaks in supply. 

(Cheverton, 1999). 
 
Mid-KAM 
As the relationship develops, so do the levels of trust and the scope of problems dealt with 
within the boundaries of the relationship. The frequency of inter-company contacts will also 
increase and the sales person probably takes a less central role (Millman and Wilson, 1995). 
According to McDonald et. al. (1997) the buyer still feels a need for alternative suppliers. 
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This may be due to their own customer’s desire for choice. The offering of the seller is 
intermittently market tested, but is reliably perceived to be of good value. The seller is now 
considered a ‘preferred’ supplier. The duration of the relationship is expected to be long-
term, even if individual contracts are renewed each year, however, there may still be clear 
exit plans as well (ibid.) Millman and Wilson (1995) state that the account reviewing process 
tends to shift upwards to upper management level in view of the importance of the customer 
and the level of resource deployment. On the other hand, however, the relationship may lack 
in exclusivity and the activities of competitors in the account will require constant (ibid.) 

 
At the mid-KAM level emphasis is changed from product excellence to social integration 
(McDonald et. al., 1997). All personnel in the selling company are expected to know the 
names of key accounts and comprehend their importance to the company and the service that 
must be addressed to the account. The buyer will now know the people in the wider key 
account team as well, and some upper level managers. 
 

 
Figure 2. 4:Mid-KAM stage 

Source: Cheverton, 1999, p. 32 
 
Possible characteristics of the mid KAM stage: 

• Principal contacts start to facilitate other contacts through mutual desire to increase 
understanding of customer’s processes and markets. 

• Increase in time spent in meetings. 
• Focus on reporting those meetings, action minutes, etc. 
• Increase trust and openness developing. 
• Links are informal and are still facilitated through the salesperson and the buyer.  
• It is perhaps at this stage that the greatest chance for ‘mishaps’ occurs – expect 

setbacks. 
• This is a lot of work for both seller and buyer.  

(Cheverton, 1999). 
 
Partnership KAM     
This could be considered a mature stage in the development of the key account. The supplier 
is commonly regarded as an external resource of the customer and the sharing of sensitive 
commercial information becomes common as the focus of activity is increasingly on joint 
problem resolution (Millman and Wilson, 1995). Pricing will be long-term and stable, 
possibly fixed, but it will have been established that each side will allow the other to make a 
profit (McDonald et. al., 1997). 
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Figure 2. 5: Partnership-KAM stage 

Source: Cheverton, 1999, p. 33 
 
According to McDonald et. al. (1997) key accounts will ‘beta test’ all the selling company’s 
innovations so that they have first access to, and be the first to benefit from, the latest 
technology. They buying company will expect to be guaranteed continuity of supply and 
access to the best material. Expertise will be shared. There may be joint promotions where 
deemed suitable. The agreement between the parties will be long-term; minimum 3-5 years 
(ibid.). 

 
Possible characteristics of the partnership KAM stage: 

• Key supplier status is awarded. 
• Relationships are based on trust. 
• Information is shared. 
• Access to people is facilitated. 
• Pricing is stable. 
• Customer gets new ideas first. 
• Continuous improvement is expected. 
• Clear ‘vendor ratings’ and ‘performance measures’. 
• Possible contractual arrangements. 
• Value is sought through integrated business processes. 
• Value is sought through focus on the customer’s markets. 
• ‘Step-outs’ are permitted. 
• The key account manager’s role is one of coordination and orchestration. 
• The supplier’s main contact, while perhaps still the commercial buyer, is now focused 

on developing the supplier’s capabilities rather than challenging them. 
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• The supplier’s total organization is focused on the customer satisfaction through 
‘supply chain management’.  

(Cheverton, 1999). 
 
Synergistic KAM  
When the relationship reaches this advanced stage of maturity, key account management goes 
“beyond partnership” when there is a major shift in attitude on the part of both seller and 
buyer and they come to see each other, not as two separate companies, but as parts of larger 
entity, creating synergy in the marketplace (Millman and Wilson, 1995).   
 
According to McDonald et. al. (1997) the selling company understands that it still has no 
automatic right to the customer’s business; however, exit barriers have been established. 
While the buying company is certain that their relationship with the selling company is 
delivering enhanced quality and reduced costs, the exit barriers are not likely to be tested. 
Costing systems become transparent. Joint research and research and development take place. 
There are interfaces at every level and function between the organizations. A joint business 
plan is created as well as joint strategies and market research. Information flow is streamlined 
and integration of information systems are likely planned or already in place (ibid.).  

 
 
Figure 2. 6: Synergistic KAM stage 

Source: Cheverton, 1999, p. 34 
 
Possible characteristics of the synergistic KAM stage: 

• Joint R&D. 
• Transparent costings and margins. 
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• Focus on innovation. 
• Collaborative approach to customer’s markets and end-users – actively working to 

develop those markets. 
• Joint business plans. 
• Joint marketing plans. 
• Shared communications network. 
• Shared training. 
• Shared resources – including people. 
• Exit barriers in place. 
• Focus teams involve members of both companies, led by either supplier or customer.  

 
Uncoupling KAM 
When a KAM relationship dissolves it is usually regarded as something negative, implying 
that a “successful” relationship is by definition one of long duration. In most cases buyers and 
sellers gain benefits in developing long-term relationships, however, there are cases where 
the relationship has been ill-conceived and it had been more advantageous to both parties if 
the relationship had been terminated at an earlier stage (Millman and Wilson, 1995). As Low 
(1994) puts it: “Deciding whether to get out of an existing relationship and into a new one 
would minimize the substantial economic, political and emotional cost associated with 
building a relationship that was never destined to last”. It should be noted that the uncoupling 
stage can occur at any time in the relationship development process (McDonald, Millman and 
Rogers, 1997). 

2.2.1 Relationship bonding 
According to Burnett (2001) each stage of the relationship development must be fortified by a 
proactive, planned process of bonding, with the objective of strengthening the supplier-
customer alliance and preclude competitive penetration. Furthermore, Burnett states that there 
are four ways to create long lasting relationship bonding: 

• Develop personal trust. 
• Create entry barriers. 
• Reinforce exit barriers. 
• Initiate joint venture projects contributing to the achievement of the customer’s 

objectives. 
 
These four items can each be divided into several action points: 
 
Developing trust 
- regular factory visits at all levels. 
- social activities and entertainment. 
- high-frequency contacts. 
- supporting special events for the customer. 
- ensuring policies are kept. 
- open communication. 
- sharing mutual problems. 
- giving warning of future problems. 
- involvement by top management. 
- being flexible and empathetic. 
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Creating entry barriers 
- low competitive pricing. 
- superior products and applications. 
- electronic links. 
- network of relationships. 
- pricing based on overall business. 
- joint long-term planning. 
- joint innovation teams. 
 
Reinforcing exit barriers 
- making the customer dependent on technical support.  
- agreeing overriders and retrospective rebates. 
- loaning equipment (e.g. computer systems). 
- agreeing formal long-term contracts. 
- giving financial support (leasing, etc.). 
- encouraging inter-company trading. 
- forming customer clubs (as airlines have done). 
- utilizing consignment stocks. 
- incorporating unique component design and tooling. 
- capitalizing on family or cultural ties. 
- giving specialized training support. 
- moving into shared premises. 
 
Joint venture projects 
- assigning staff to the customer. 
- creating joint project teams. 
- collaborating in join business ventures. 
- pooling research and development facilities and staff. 
- working with the customer in market research. 
- a shared customer database. 

2.3 The work of a key account manager 
In this section we will introduce different authors’ views regarding research question three. 
First, Rehme’s (2001) and Edman and Laurelli’s (1997) thoughts concerning the 
organizational role of a key account manager is discussed. Secondly, we present Maister’s 
(1999) and Millman and Wilson’s (1995) concept of the tasks of a key account manager. 
Lastly we discuss whether a key a key account manager’s role is intra- or interorganizational 
by using theories from Pardo (1999) and Maister (1999). 
 
  
The notion of a key account manager that Edman and Laurelli (1997) employ, is a seller that 
not only works as a contact person but also, later on, will be a collaborator and almost a 
partner for important customers. A key account managers tasks is first and foremost to get to 
know the customer (ibid.). Pardo (1997) states that the key account manager is not only (and 
sometimes even not at all) a kind of a “super-seller”, but the manager is above all someone 
who brings an added value to the relationship and takes on the responsibility for the 
coordination of the supplier organization and the customer organization. According to Pardo 
(1997) the objective of a key account manager is to facilitate and develop existing 
relationships but also initiate new relationships with key customers.  
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2.3.1 The organizational role of a key account manager 
Figure 2.7 is an outline of a KAM model made by Rehme (2001) in order to illustrate the role 
of a key account manager. Rehme (2001) continues to explain that the organizational 
structure in the selling organization affects the differentiation and specialization and therefore 
also the interdependence between the different divisions or departments of the company. This 
can in turn have great impact on the work of KAM in terms of sales coordination (ibid.). 
Furthermore, he says that the marketing strategy can be found throughout the whole 
organization and not simply as a function in the marketing and selling departments. Rehme 
states that whereas KAM is a part of a marketing strategy it also affects it and becomes 
affected by it. Finally, the operational aspects concern the prevailing selling process e.g. the 
degree of technical and distributional complexity involved when selling (ibid.). 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. 7:Outline of a Key Account Management model. 

Source: Rehme 2001, p. 53 
 
Edman and Laurelli (1997) suggest that a key account manager ought to be regarded as an 
experienced colleague that is included in the company’s management. Furthermore, they 
imply that being a key account manager comprise several functions that usually is divided 
into a number of positions in different hierarchical levels within the organizational structure. 
A key account manager can therefore not be described by a traditional organizational 
structure (ibid.)  

2.3.2 The tasks of a key account manager 
According to Maister (1999) the key account manager has the responsibility of managing the 
company’s relationship with major clients but also the coordination of professionals across 
the various departments of the company. Many key account managers see their role as 
carrying the primary burden of building relationships but this is usually a mistake. Their work 
is more to manage the relationship and not so much to build it alone (ibid.). Millman and 
Wilson (1995) present four main requirements for a key account manager:  
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• Be responsible for sales/profit growth of one or more key accounts that are consistent 
with the business objectives of the seller’s total portfolio of key accounts. 

• Coordinate and tailor the seller’s total offering to key accounts. 
• Facilitate multi-level and multi-functional exchange processes. 
• Promoting the KAM concept within the own company. 

 
Furthermore, Millman and Wilson (1995) declare that the key account managers perform 
boundary-spanning activities as “relationship builders”. This statement is in accordance with 
Maister (1999) who says that many companies refer to their key account managers as 
“relationship officers”. Maister (1999) also argue that one of the most important tasks for a 
key account manager is to encourage the members of the key account team to participate 
actively in serving and nurturing the account. Edman and Laurelli (1997) assert the 
importance for a key account manager to understand the customer’s decision-making process. 
They state that there are three pre-decision stages of the process that the manager must have 
knowledge about: 

• Aware of the customer’s needs. 
• The customer’s evaluation of different alternatives. 
• The customer’s hesitation when making decisions. 

 
Additionally, Edman and Laurelli (1997) continue with two post-decision stages that need to 
be handled by the key account manager as well: 

• Implementation.  
• Evaluation of the result. 

 
A key account manager assists, facilitate and convey the customer with facts and knowledge 
in this decision making process (ibid).  
 
Intra- vs. interorganizational tasks 
The most important decision that must be resolved in determining the role of the key account 
manager is in which direction he/she should be facing (Maister, 1999). According to Pardo 
(1999) the key account manager is a privileged informant since he/she is informed of what is 
happening between the own company and the customer’s. Pardo (1999) continues by saying 
that this notion of information can be placed at the heart of key account management - the 
manager becomes a specialist in the gathering, processing, enriching and the redistribution of 
information. The sources that provide this flow of information comes from two networks 
which “make up the universe” of a key account manager: 

• The external network: the key account customer and the environment (sub-
contractors, maybe other suppliers and customers). 

• The internal network: all the selling company’s available resources at any given time. 
 
Maister (1999) discusses if the key account manager primarily should be a “luminary”, an 
outwardly facing representative to the client or, should the work of a key account manager be 
more faced inwardly and act as the client’s representative to the company by ensuring that all 
the company’s resource are being used in a way that satisfy the customer’s needs. Pardo 
(1999) states that key account managers’ mentalities has sequentially developed by focusing 
first on the relationship with external actors and secondly on the relationship with internal 
actors. In contradiction to Pardo, Maister (1999) states that the most effective key account 
managers see themselves primarily as persons working towards the internal network with the 
motivation “If you ensure that the client’s needs are met, the firm will benefit.” 
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2.4 Conceptual framework 
According to Miles and Huberman (1994) a conceptual framework “explains, either 
graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be studied.” In order to collect relevant 
data for our research questions we have conceptualized the aforementioned theories that are 
derived from previous studies. Since we have studied several theories within the same area of 
research we have selected and modified the ones that match our research questions and 
purpose in the most appropriate manner.  

2.4.1 Identifying and selecting Key Account customers  
Concerning research question one we will base our data collection questions on the following 
characteristics and selection criteria adapted from Edman and Laurelli (1997), Campbell and 
Cunningham (1983), Boles et. al. (1994) and Cheverton (1999).  
 
Table 2. 1: Identification and selection criteria 

• Possibility of collaboration with the 
customer’s customer. (EL) 

• Sales volume. (B) 

• Acceptable profit margins. (B) • Age of the relationship. (CC) 
• Growth potential. (C) • Delivery and service requirements. (B) 
• Ease of access. (C) • Resources necessary to service the account. 

(B) 
• Strategic fit. (C) • Customer’s financial stability. (C) 
• The buying company’s market 

situation. (C) 
• Closeness of existing relationship. (C) 

• Level of competition. (C)  
 
Table 2. 2: Characteristics of a key account  

• Long and complex buying process. 
(EL) 

• Several persons involved in the decision-
making process. (EL) 

• A large portion of the selling 
company’s turnover is depending on a 
small number of customers. (EL) 

• Important products and long-term strategic 
thinking. (EL) 

• Important products and long-term 
strategic thinking. (EL) 

• Short distribution channels, close direct 
contact. (EL) 

• “If you help me then I will help you” 
(EL) 

• Use of strategic resources. (CC) 

• Stable and lasting relationships. (EL) • A concept of goods and services is offered. 
(EL) 

• Limited number of sellers and buyers. 
(EL) 

 

Note: (Edman and Laurelli = EL. Campbell and Cunningham = CC. Boles et. al. = B. 
Cheverton = C.) 

2.4.2 Development of key account relationships  
We have chosen to employ Cheverton’s (1999) adaptation of Millman and Wilson’s six stage 
model of key account relationship development. The difference between Millman and 
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Wilson’s original model and Cheverton’s adaptation is that Cheverton only utilizes the first 
five of the six stages. The reason for only utilizing the first five stages is that the sixth stage, 
uncoupling KAM, concerns the dissolution of a KAM relationship and we do not consider 
this stage to align with the purpose of the thesis. The five stages are: 
 
Pre-KAM 
Possible characteristics of the pre-KAM stage: 

• Simple, one-to-one contact. 
• Supplier presentations focus on their own issues and concerns. 
• Response to customer inquiries is yes or no, based on assumed customer needs and 

supplier’s current capabilities. 
• The seller will be assessing volume potential. 
• The customer will be seeking evidence of competence and competitiveness. 
• The customer will judge competitiveness on price. 
• The customer may require trials, perhaps at the supplier’s cost. 
• The buyer may act as a ‘gatekeeper’, denying access to other contacts. 

 
Early-KAM 
Possible characteristics of the early KAM stage: 

• Principal contact between two people – salesperson and buyer. 
• The relationship may be competitive, each seeking to gain advantage. 
• At worst, the relationship may become confrontational. 
• The buyer may see any attempt to gain access to other contacts as a threat to their 

position and power. 
• Price discussions dominate – the buyer focuses on costs. 
• The supplier focuses on increased volume. 
• Suppliers are judged on unspecified performance criteria. 
• The customer is still assessing alternative suppliers. 
• Disputes can lead to long-term breaks in supply. 

 

Mid-KAM 
Possible characteristics of the mid KAM stage: 

• Principal contacts start to facilitate other contacts through mutual desire to increase 
understanding of customer’s processes and markets. 

• Increase in time spent in meetings. 
• Focus on reporting those meetings, action minutes, etc. 
• Increase trust and openness developing. 
• Links are informal and are still facilitated through the salesperson and the buyer.  
• It is perhaps at this stage that the greatest chance for ‘mishaps’ occurs – expect 

setbacks. 
• This is a lot of work for both seller and buyer.  

 
Partnership-KAM 
Possible characteristics of the partnership KAM stage: 

• Key supplier status is awarded. 
• Relationships are based on trust. 
• Information is shared. 
• Access to people is facilitated. 
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• Pricing is stable. 
• Customer gets new ideas first. 
• Continuous improvement is expected. 
• Clear ‘vendor ratings’ and ‘performance measures’. 
• Possible contractual arrangements. 
• Value is sought through integrated business processes. 
• Value is sought through focus on the customer’s markets. 
• ‘Step-outs’ are permitted. 
• The key account manager’s role is one of coordination and orchestration. 
• The supplier’s main contact, while perhaps still the commercial buyer, is now focused 

on developing the supplier’s capabilities rather than challenging them. 
• The supplier’s total organization is focused on the customer satisfaction through 

‘supply chain management’.  
 
Synergistic-KAM 
Possible characteristics of the synergistic-KAM stage: 

• Joint R&D. 
• Transparent costings and margins. 
• Focus on innovation. 
• Collaborative approach to customer’s markets and end-users – actively working to 

develop those markets. 
• Joint business plans. 
• Joint marketing plans. 
• Shared communications network. 
• Shared training. 
• Shared resources – including people. 
• Exit barriers in place. 
• Focus teams involve members of both companies, led be either supplier or customer.  

 
Relationship bonding 
We will use Burnett’s (2001) four ways to create long lasting relationship bonding in order to 
investigate how relationship development can be characterized; 

• Developing trust. 
• Creating entry barriers. 
• Reinforcing exit barriers. 
• Joint venture projects.  

2.4.3 The work of a key account manager  
Organizational role 
Concerning research question three we want to investigate, among other things, the 
organizational role of the key account manager based on the models of Rehme (2001) and 
Edman and Laurelli (1997). Both sources explain that the KAM function can not fully be 
described in a traditional hierarchical structure. Furthermore, being a key account manager 
comprises several functions that usually is divided into a number of positions in different 
hierarchical levels within the organizational structure (Edman and Laurelli, 1997). 
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Tasks 
When investigating the tasks of a key account manager we will use the theories of Maister 
(1999), Millman and Wilson (1995) and Edman and Laurelli (1997). The tasks, according to 
the aforementioned authors, are: 
 

• Responsibility of managing relationships with major clients (relationship 
builder/officer). 

• Coordination of personnel. 
• Responsibility for sales/profit growth. 
• Coordination and tailoring of offerings. 
• Facilitation of exchange processes. 
• Promotion of the KAM concept within the company. 
• Encouragement of the members of the key account team to play an active role in the 

servicing of key accounts. 
• Understanding of the customer’s needs and decision-making process.  
• Implementation. 
• Evaluation of the result. 
• Assisting, facilitating and conveying the customer with facts and knowledge.  

 
Intra- vs. interorganizational tasks 
According to Maister (1999) determining whether a key account manager should concentrate 
on internal or external activities is of major importance. In this study we want to investigate 
what key account managers consider to be the more important of the following two: 

• The external network: the key account customer and the environment (sub-
contractors, maybe other suppliers and customers). 

• The internal network: all the selling company’s available resources at any given time. 
(Pardo, 1999). 
 
We find this aspect of a key account manager’s work to be especially interesting to 
investigate since Maister (1999) and Pardo (1999) present contradictory findings; Maister 
claims that internal activities are the most important whereas Pardo asserts that the most 
important are the external activities. 

2.4.4 Emerged conceptual framework 
In order to clarify the perspective from which this thesis focuses on and to show how the 
research questions are connected to each other we now present a broad outline of the emerged 
conceptual framework.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. 8: Emerged conceptual framework 
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As the above figure illustrates, this study only focuses on key account management from the 
selling company’s perspective. The model also depicts three key elements in the relationship 
between a selling company and a key account; 1. The seller needs to clearly identify and then 
select which accounts that are to be labeled ‘key accounts’ 2. Once the relationship has been 
established it (usually) goes through several different stages where the selling company needs 
to play a proactive role in the fortification of the relationship. 3. The key account manager 
plays a multifaceted, boundary spanning role in this process where his or her involvement 
may vary during the duration of the relationship. The theories that will be employed for each 
research question are the ones presented under the respective headings (i.e. 2.4.1, 2.4.2 and 
2.4.3).
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3 METHODOLOGY 
In this chapter the methodology of the study will be presented. The chapter consists of: 
research purpose, research approach, research strategy, data collection method, sample 
selection, data analysis and finally validity and reliability.  
 

3.1 Research purpose 
According to Yin (2003) research can be classified as exploratory, explanatory or descriptive.  
 
Exploratory 
Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2000, p. 97) state that “Exploratory studies are a valuable 
means of finding out what is happening; to seek new insights; to ask questions and to assess 
phenomena in a new light.” Furthermore, they claim that this approach is especially useful if 
you aim to clarify your understanding of a problem. There are three primary ways of 
conducting exploratory research (ibid.): 
 

• Literature research. 
• Talking to experts in the area of study. 
• Conducting focus group interviews.  

 
Explanatory 
Studies that attempt to establish causal relationships between variables can be called 
explanatory (Saunders et. al., 2000). This type of study accentuates the study of a problem or 
a situation in order to explain the relationships between variables (ibid.).  
 
Descriptive 
Saunders et. al. (2000, p. 97) state that the purpose of descriptive research is “…to portray an 
accurate profile of persons, events or situations.” This can sometimes be an extension of, or a 
precursor to, an explanatory study.  
 
As stated, the purpose of this thesis is to gain a deeper understanding of key account 
relationships from the perspective of a company selling to the public sector. In order to 
achieve this purpose we will employ a descriptive approach.  
 

3.2 Research approach 
There are two types of research approaches, quantitative and qualitative (Holme and Solvang, 
1997). 
 
Quantitative 
The quantitative approach is formalized and structured and is to a far greater extent 
characterized by scientific control than the qualitative approach (Holme and Solvang, 1997). 
The quantitative approach defines which relationships that are of particular interest to 
investigate from the perspective of the chosen problem. The structure and planning is 
characterized by selectivity and distance to the source of information. All this is necessary in 
order to be able to conduct formalized analyses, to make comparisons and to test if the results 
that one has come to are valid in all instances that one whishes to say anything about. 
Statistical measurements play a central role in the analysis of quantitative data (ibid.). 
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Qualitative 
Holme and Solvang (1997) state that a qualitative approach entails a low level of formalization. 
Furthermore, they state that the purpose of this approach is primarily to understand. The focus is 
not on testing if information has general validity. The primary aim is rather by collecting data in 
different ways one can partly acquire a deeper understanding of the studied problem and partly 
describe the context of the problem in its entirety. The approach is characterized by the 
closeness to the source from which one gathers the information (ibid.).  
 
The chosen research approach of this study is of a qualitative nature. It is suitable to choose 
this method as we need to obtain detailed information about key account relationships. As the 
data that will be collected can only be expressed in words, and due to the complexity of the 
study, we do not consider a quantitative approach to be appropriate for this thesis.  
 

3.3 Research strategy 
According to Yin (2003) there are five major research strategies in the social sciences. These 
five are: experiments, surveys, archival analyses, histories and case studies. An overview of 
the five research strategies are presented in table 3.1.  
 
Table 3. 1: Relevant Situations for Different Research Strategies 

Strategy Form of Research 
Question 

Requires Control 
of Behavioral 
Events? 

Focuses on 
Contemporary Events? 

Experiment How, why? Yes Yes 
Survey Who, what, where, 

how many, how 
much? 

No Yes 

Archival analysis Who, what, where, 
how many, how 
much? 

No Yes/No 

History How, why? No No 
Case study How, why? No Yes 
Source: Yin, 2003, p. 5 
 
Furthermore, Yin states that there are three conditions to consider when to use each strategy: 
(1) the type of research question posed (2) the extent of control an investigator has over 
actual behavioral events (3) the degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical 
events.  
 
Since our study does not require control over behavioral events an experimental strategy is 
not appropriate. Furthermore, this thesis focuses on contemporary events and therefore 
neither archival analysis nor historical methods are suitable strategies to employ. A survey is 
not an appropriate strategy either, due to the fact that this type of strategy does not 
correspond to the qualitative nature of this research. According to Yin (2003) the case study 
is preferred when examining contemporary events and the relevant behaviors can not be 
manipulated.  
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For this thesis we have employed the research design of a case study. This choice is based on 
the fact we want to conduct an in-depth investigation with focus on relationships and 
processes, which, according to Denscombe (2000), are prominent features of the case study.  
 

3.4 Data collection method 
Yin (2003) claims that there are six major sources of evidence: documentation, archival 
records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observations and physical artifacts.  
 
Documentation: written reports of events, administrative documents such as proposals 
and internal documents, and articles appearing in the mass media. 
 
Archival records: service records (e.g. number of clients), organizational records (e.g. charts 
and budgets), maps and charts (e.g. geographical characteristics), lists (e.g. names and 
relevant items) and personal records (e.g. calendars and telephone listings). 
 
Interviews: open-ended interviews, focused interviews or structured interviews. Open-ended 
interviews are free and open discussions. A focused interview, on the other hand, is semi-
structured research that allows for informal conversation in a predetermined subject manner. 
Finally, structured interviews are interviews with pre-designed questions. 
 
Direct observations: passive observation of e.g. meetings, factory work and classrooms. 
 
Participant-observations: being a resident in a neighborhood subject of a case study, serving 
as a staff member in an organizational setting, and being a key decision maker in an 
organizational setting. 
 
Physical artifacts: physical evidence such as technological devices, a tool or an instrument. 
 
No single source has a complete advantage over all the others and any of the aforementioned 
sources of evidence can and has been the only basis for entire studies since not all sources are 
relevant for all case studies. Although, a good case study will use as many sources as 
possible. Yin refers to triangulation as the rationale for using multiple sources of evidence. 
The use of multiple sources of evidence in case studies allows an investigator to address a 
broader range of historical, attitudinal and behavioral issues (Yin, 2003). 
 
For this thesis we have utilized focused interviews as the source of evidence. There are two 
reasons as to why we chose focused interviews: (1) we did not want the interview to be too 
structured because of the risk of influencing the result (2) we wished to conduct somewhat 
open-ended interviews in order to enable a conversation with the respondent so that he got 
the opportunity to more freely describe key account relationships from his point of view.  
 
We conducted two telephone interviews in Swedish since this is the mother tongue of the 
respondent as well as that of the researchers. A tape recorder was used throughout the interviews 
in order to accurately register the empirical data. The respondent was aware of the use of a tape 
recorder and had no objections. In addition to the tape recorder, notes were taken during the 
interview to a certain degree. Additionally, e-mail was used to get clarifications and to answer 
some follow up questions. 
 



METHODOLOGY 

28 

3.5 Sample selection 
For this thesis we have chosen to study key account relationships from a selling company’s 
perspective. When reviewing previous studies concerning key account management we found 
no common denominator regarding choice of industry and therefore we concluded that it was 
of minor importance as to what industry we would select.  
 
Due to financial and practical reasons we considered it to be advantageous to select a case 
study object in the vicinity of Luleå. We also wanted to interview a person with knowledge 
and experience of key account management. From these two criteria we began our research 
for a company whose primary sales activities efforts are directed towards other companies. 
The reason for choosing a large company as study object was that KAM is more likely to be 
utilized and the different parts of the company, as well as the responsibilities of the personnel, is 
often well defined. From our research we concluded that it was difficult to find companies that 
use KAM and when they were using KAM it was not always that they had time or 
willingness to partake in an interview.   
 
After contacting a number of companies and discussing the purpose, of the thesis, with them it 
appeared that TietoEnator was the most appropriate company to investigate. TietoEnator is a 
large company that has employed the concept of KAM for many years. The key account manager, 
from TietoEnator, that we came in contact with was situated in Skellefteå but he passed on our 
request for an interview to the Marketing Director of the strategic business unit Public & 
Healthcare, Mr. Nils Knutsson who in turn was located in Stockholm. Two telephone interviews 
has been conducted with Mr. Knutsson who was the most suitable choice for this thesis due to his 
knowledge and experience within the field of KAM. 
 

3.6 Data analysis 
Yin (2003) states that data analysis consists of examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing or 
otherwise reunite both quantitative and qualitative evidence to address the initial questions of 
a study. Yin asserts that analysis of case study evidence is particularly troublesome due to the 
fact that the strategies and techniques have not been well defined. He then states that every 
case study should have general analytic strategy meaning that there should be prioritizations 
for what to analyze and why. Yin goes on to define three types of general strategies: 
 

• Relying on theoretical propositions is the most common and preferred strategy. The 
result of this is the gathering of data based on research questions taken from earlier 
studies. Utilizing this strategy involves comparing the findings of the study to previous 
studies. 

• Thinking about rival explanations. This strategy tries to define and test rival 
hypotheses. 

• Developing a case description. This strategy can also be used, but it is less preferable 
and should only be seen as an alternative when one is having difficulty making the 
two first approaches work.  

 
Quite a few previous studies have been conducted in the area of our research and thus we were 
able to use a strategy in which we relied on theoretical propositions. 
 
Yin (2003) states that a primary distinction when designing case studies is between single- 
and multiple-case designs. He points out the need for a decision whether to use a single case 
study or multiple cases when addressing the research questions. For this study we have 
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chosen to conduct a single case study. This is due to time limitations and instructions from 
our instructor.    
 
Miles and Huberman (1994) defines data analysis “as consisting of three concurrent flows of 
activity: data reduction, data display and a conclusion drawing/verification part.” Upon first 
collecting data during a “data collection period” the authors further explain these three stages 
of qualitative data analysis as follows: 
 

1. Data reduction is a type of analysis that sharpens, sorts, focuses, discards and 
organizes data in such a manner that “final” conclusions be drawn and verified. Miles 
and Huberman state that data reduction should not be considered to be separate from 
analysis, but as part of it. They also claim that data can be reduced and transformed in 
many ways, such as: selection, summary, paraphrasing, or by being include in a larger 
pattern. 
 

2. Data display is the second major activity. This means taking the reduced data and 
displaying it in an organized and condensed way so that conclusions can be more 
easily drawn.  

 
3. Conclusion drawing and verification. In this concluding stage of analysis, the 

researcher begins to decide what things mean. He/she does this by noting regularities, 
patterns, explanations, possible configurations, causal flows, and propositions. 

 
 
In our analysis we have used Miles and Huberman’s (1994) different stages to facilitate the 
understanding of the gathered data. As previously mentioned, a single within-case was 
studied and hence a cross-case analysis was therefore not applicable. 
 
The suggestions regarding how the analysis-activity should flow, as described by Miles and 
Huberman (1994), were followed when the empirical data of this study was analyzed. The 
data pertaining to each research question was first reduced by selecting and simplifying the 
important parts needed in order to answer the research questions. Then the empirical findings 
were compared to prevailing theories, which is crucial in order to be able to draw inferences 
and verify them. The reduced data was subsequently displayed in tables, showing the 
empirical findings of the study. This facilitated the analysis of whether theory and data were 
concordant or not. The conclusions of the study were arrived at by detecting regularities, 
irregularities, and how the empirical data actually fitted with existing theory. In addition, the 
research questions were reiterated and answered by using the research findings. 
 

3.7 Validity and reliability        
An essential question to pose is whether our data is trustworthy or not. We will therefore 
discuss this matter in detail. To determine the trustworthiness and the quality of the gathered 
data there are two factors that have to be taken into consideration, reliability and validity. 
Thurén (1991) defines reliability as measurements done in a correct way. Furthermore, he 
states that validity means that you really have investigated what you wanted to investigate 
and nothing else.  
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According to Yin (2003), the quality of an empirical research can be judged by performing 
four specific tests. Since our study is of empirical nature, these four tests can be applied when 
judging the quality of our research. The four different tests are summarized below: 
• Construct validity: establishing correct operational measures for the concepts being studied. 
• Internal validity: establishing causal relationships whereby certain conditions are shown to 
lead to other conditions, as distinguished from spurious relationships. 
• External validity: establishing the domain to which a study’s findings can be generalized. 
• Reliability: demonstrating that the operations of a study can be repeated with the same 
results.  
 
The case study tactics that Yin (2003) recommends for each test, when doing case study 
research, in order to increase the quality is presented in table 3.2. 
 
Table 3. 2: Case Study Tactics for Four Design Tests 

Tests Case Study Tactic Phase of research in which 
tactic occurs 

Construct validity 

• Use multiple sources 
of evidence. 

• Establish chain of 
evidence. 

• Have key informants 
review draft case 
study report. 

Data collection 
 
Data collection 
 
 
Composition 
 

Internal validity 

• Do pattern-
matching. 

• Do explanation-
building. 

• Address rival 
explanations. 

• Use logic models. 

Data analysis 
 
Data analysis 
 
Data analysis 
 
Data analysis 

External validity 

• Use theory in single-
case studies. 

• Use replication logic 
in multiple-case 
studies. 

Research design 
 
 
Research design 
 

Reliability 

• Use case study 
protocol. 

• Develop case study 
database. 

Data collection 
 
Data collection 

Source: Yin, 2003, p. 34 
 
The construct validity of this thesis rely on focused interviews. A problem with using only 
one data gathering method is that the validity of the research might be reduced. We are aware 
that triangulation can be employed to enhance the validity of a research; however, because of 
time limitations and the supervisor’s instructions we employed only one method. We decided 
that a focused interview would the most suitable choice given the circumstances. To further 
improve the validity we constructed a structured interview guide that reflected the purpose of 
the thesis. By basing the interview questions on existing theories we tried to enhance the 
validity of the research even more. The interview guide was sent to the respondent in advance 
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for preparation purposes which gave the respondent the opportunity to provide us with more 
accurate answers. When conducting the interview we utilized probing to acquire the in-depth 
information that we required for our study. We attempted to ensure that we interviewed the 
person with the most expertise pertaining to the field of KAM. Additionally, to increase the 
validity even more we conducted a supplementary interview and also used e-mail in order to 
get answers to some follow up questions and to get a clearer view of certain issues.    
 
Internal validity is only a concern for casual or explanatory case studies, in which the 
investigator is trying to determine whether event x led to event y (Yin, 2003). Due to the fact 
that our thesis is of descriptive nature internal validity will not be discussed.  
 
According to Yin (2003) external validity deals with the problem of knowing whether a 
study’s findings can be generalized beyond the immediate case study. In our thesis we have 
conducted a single case study by interviewing a Marketing Director about KAM and key 
account relationships from the selling company’s perspective. We also tried to obtain an 
overview of all the relevant literature available in the area of our research. Thereafter, 
theories supported by well-known researchers were chosen in order to avoid unnecessary 
biases that may occur if only the theory of one author is studied. However, we are cautious 
concerning the issue whether this study can be a subject for generalization or not.   
 
Yin (2003) refers to that the goal of reliability is to minimize the errors and biases in a study. 
We gained reliability by using a tape recorder, which the respondent was kindly disposed 
towards, so that we could go back to the actual interviews if we wanted to re-check facts. The 
respondent’s answers cannot automatically be assumed to be accurate. We tried to avoid this 
by posing the questions in the most neutral way possible and by explaining some difficult and 
special terminology. Although, this is no guarantee that the respondent was giving us correct 
information and could therefore be considered as a method problem. If our investigation was 
to be repeated with the same interview guide and respondent it might still not lead to the 
exact same results, as personal interviews always involves subjectivity. Unfortunately, this is 
something we can not completely control, and therefore it could have affected the reliability 
of this study. An effort to increase the reliability of the collected data was made by sending 
the respondent the data- and analysis chapter for a review before we continued with the 
conclusions.   
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4 EMPIRICAL DATA: Case study of TietoEnator 
In this chapter we will present the empirical data that was collected for this research. The data is 
gathered from two interviews with Mr. Nils Knutsson Marketing Director for the strategic 
business unit Public and Healthcare at TietoEnator3. To begin with, the first section of this 
chapter gives a general presentation of TietoEnator. After that, in the following tree sections, the 
data gathered from the interview is presented in connection to each one of the research questions 
 
4.1 Company background 
TietoEnator Corporation was formed by the combination of Tieto Corporation in Finland and 
Enator AB in Sweden on 7 July 1999. 

TietoEnator is one of the leading architects in building a more efficient information society. 
They have close to 14,000 employees and the annual net sale is about 1.4 billion Euro. 
Within the Nordic countries TietoEnator is the largest IT services company but it operates in 
more than 20 countries. 

TietoEnator has chosen to focus principally on the areas of global banking and finance, 
telecom, media and forest. Within these fields they work together with several of the world’s 
leading companies and organizations. TietoEnator profiles itself as a highly professional 
European IT services company with a strong Nordic background. Their stated main values 
are customer benefit and personal growth. 

TietoEnator are currently operating in six business areas:  
• Banking and Finance - IT services for banking, finance and insurance industry. 
• Telecom and Media - IT services for telecom and media industry. 
• Public and Healthcare - IT services for governments, local authorities and 

providers of healthcare services. 
• Production and Logistics - IT services for forest, energy, logistics, manufacturing 

and the retail sector. 
• Processing and Network - Server management and supervision services for 

information systems and networks. 
• Resource Management - Financial and personnel management software 

applications and support services 
 
When collecting the empirical data, which will be presented later on in this chapter, we 
interviewed Mr. Nils Knutsson, the Marketing Director of the business area Public and 
Healthcare. Mr. Knutsson has worked within the field of KAM for about 16-17 years and his 
operational area and responsibilities are to participate in and direct large businesses where the 
whole of TietoEnator as a company is involved when formulating an offer to the market. The 
strategic business unit, Public and Healthcare, has an annual turnover of 1.3 billion SEK and 
about 30-35% of this turnover is related to key accounts.   
 

                                                
3 Throughout the rest of the thesis when “TietoEnator” is used it refers to the strategic business unit “Public and 
Healthcare” if nothing else is stated.  
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4.2 Identification/selection and characterization of key accounts 
Mr. Knutsson says that his definition of a key account is just like in the textbooks; an 
important and clearly defined customer.  
 
Goals with KAM 
TietoEnator’s general objectives with having a KAM program are to increase turnover and 
sales volume. The persons who work with KAM usually have no responsibility for 
profitability; instead it is the results units within the company who are accountable for 
reaching stated profitability objectives. KAM is measured by how much business volume 
changes from year to year. 
  
Selection criteria 
The selection criteria regarding which accounts that are to be granted key account status have 
changed during the years, Mr. Knutsson says. “-In recent years we have reduced the number 
of key accounts; within the public sector we now have 17-18 clients with key account status”, 
he continues. The value of business (i.e. the invoicing that occurs during the specified time of 
the contract) must exceed 100 million SEK and there must be a potential for future growth in 
order for an account to achieve key account status. There are, of course, not many clients that 
fulfill those criteria. TietoEnator’s competitors employ this selling criterion as well and in 
some cases it is even more than 100 million SEK. Additionally, the profit margin must be at 
least 10%, otherwise the client will not be accepted. Other than the 100 million SEK and the 
profit margin criteria TietoEnator has no other demand on their client, e.g. it does not matter 
what objectives the client have with its operation.  
 
Characterizing of a key account is that the buying-decision process is long, depending on 
how much it needs to be processed. Although the process can be long it does not necessarily 
mean that it is of a complex nature. Compared to an “ordinary” customer more strategic 
resources e.g. management consults are employed when serving a key account. The 
distribution channels (middlemen) between TietoEnator and its clients are very short and the 
only instances when TietoEnator hires middlemen are when there is a need for print on 
demand and in some cases PC/LAN support.    
 
Granting of key account status 
TietoEnator themselves choose which customers to grant key account status and which 
customers they wish to serve at all, however, it is very rare that the company denies a 
business deal. They only say no to a deal if the commercial terms of the procurement are too 
absurd, otherwise they will do business as long as it is profitable. A client becomes a key 
account, more or less, as soon as they fulfill the above mentioned selling criterion of 100 
million SEK, even if they are not an already existing customer.    
 
Gathering of information 
The whole meaning of KAM is really that they, as the selling company, should know more 
about the customer than what the customer knows about itself. The general information that 
TietoEnator collects regarding the customer concern how much the customer consumes of a 
certain product or service within TietoEnator’s area of expertise and how large the current 
turnover is and potential turnover is expected to be within the next five years. The reason 
why they look for the customer’s potential for following five years is because TietoEnator 
works in five-year plans. There is no need for TietoEnator to check up on a client’s financial 
status since they only deal with the public sector, thus losses on account receivables are non-
existent. 
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Attractiveness of an account 
Clients that yet have to become key accounts, such as the Västra-Götalands region, which is a 
very large organization with 48 000 employees and an estimated IT consumption of 
approximately 600 million SEK annually, but that only purchases services for 7-8 million 
SEK per year, is an example of a potentially attractive key account since there is a lot of 
money to be made. 
 
Attractiveness of TietoEnator as a supplier  
What makes TietoEnator an attractive company is that they can offer such a wide range of 
products and services. They can offer standard systems, mainframe operations/server 
operations and consulting; the fact that you can get these three “legs” from one and the same 
supplier makes them attractive, Mr. Knutsson claims. “-We have noticed that companies that 
can only offer e.g. standard systems are not regarded as attractive by clients”, he remarks. 
Furthermore, TietoEnator also offers its clients customization of both products and services, 
though customization requests are decreasing. However, TietoEnator’s products and services 
are not unique in the sense that there are other suppliers that can deliver the same type of 
products and services.  
 
Procedure for identifying key accounts  
Since the segment, public and healthcare, is clearly defined TietoEnator know very well 
which clients they are interested in. In Sweden there are 290 municipalities, 21 county 
councils and 280 governmental authorities, hence the selection procedure is fairly simple.  
 

4.3 Development of key account relationships 
When we ask Mr. Knutsson to choose a current key account client, in order to exemplify the 
key account relationship development process, he selects the municipality of Stockholm. 
Stockholm is the largest municipality in Sweden with 780 000 inhabitants and 43 000 people 
working for the municipality. Stockholm spends approximately 750 million SEK annually on 
IT. The municipality was given key account status about five years ago. Before it became a 
key account it had outsourced a large part of its IT operations to WM-data. When the 
municipality conducted a new procurement the objective was to win the contract that WM-
data previously had held. The objective was achieved and a contract was signed for 5.5 years. 
 
Description of the relationship between TietoEnator and the municipality of Stockholm 
The contact frequency between TietoEnator the client has increased over the years, so much 
that they now meet more or less every day since it is such a large deal (the value of the deal is 
more than 600 million SEK). The municipality has only three key suppliers and TietoEnator 
is one of them which have been awarded the title.  
 
Initially, Mr. Knutsson and a colleague were the ones who managed the contact with the 
client. Nowadays 10-12 persons have regular contacts with the client. The persons that they 
have most contact with is the senior management of the municipality which in turn delegates 
to the IT-department, thus they mainly work with the IT-director and his closest management 
group. The persons that are the most important at the client’s consist of 8-9 persons. In total, 
however, approximately 80-90 people are involved. These people are not all decision makers, 
but they are important in other ways.  
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Discussions 
The nature of discussions is dominated by the core operations of the client and IT. It was a 
demand at the time of the procurement that TietoEnator should be proactive when it comes to 
developing electronic services for the citizens. Examples of such services include: the 
possibility to search for daycare center vacancies and apply for high school via the Internet. 
Price and other details are already determined in conjunction with the procurement and are 
thus not discussed later on. When it comes to quality they have so called service level 
agreements which means that there are set service levels that TietoEnator are bound to reach 
(e.g. server uptime and how fast they can answer a support request), which is followed up 
each month. “-When it comes to quality in a broader sense we conduct customer satisfaction 
measurements where end users get a chance to say what they think about us and our products 
and services”, Mr. Knutsson says. At this time complaints are virtually non-existent; 
TietoEnator’s ambition is to do such a good job that complaints more or less never surface. 
The municipality also conducts vendor ratings of TietoEnator. This rating, which is 
conducted once a year, is quite substantial. It consists of many different criteria on which 
TietoEnator judged on a scale from 1-5. The score TietoEnator receives for each item is not a 
relative comparison to other suppliers, but rather an absolute comparison against the scale. 
TietoEnator is also judged on how its performance changes from year to year.  
 
In summary, it is new development projects (e.g. e-democracy) that dominate discussions. 
The estimated number of projects, that TietoEnator currently are involved in, is about 60 
projects. Thus, discussions at the level where Mr. Knutsson and the key account managers 
operate are held at a fairly high, general level; details are not discussed.   
 
Regarding the discussion climate; both TietoEnator and the client are open and frank when it 
comes to admitting that there is a current or an imminent problem looming on the horizon.   
 
TietoEnator have something they call “samrådsstyrelsen” (hereafter referred to as the board 
of consultation), consisting of the top management in Stockholm, a few persons from the 
board of directors, Nils Knutsson and a few others. The task of the board of consultation is to 
make sure that made agreements are realized and effectuated according to plans. Besides the 
board of consultation, TietoEnator also have something they call “utvecklingsforum” 
(hereafter referred to as the development forum), which Mr. Knutsson thinks is the most 
important. The participants of the development forum (consisting of people both from 
TietoEnator and the client) meet at least once every quarter to discuss what they are going to 
do during the following 12 month period, how to accomplish it and then they make a decision 
about it. For the daily, operational activities TietoEnator have something called “förvaltnings- 
och driftmöten” (hereafter referred to as administration and operation meetings) where they 
cover details such as how a system should look. These meetings take place some times once a 
week, but in most cases once a month. Mr Knutsson does not attend the administration and 
operation meetings unless there is some form of crisis. 
 
Competitors 
TietoEnator’s closest competitors are: WM Data, Ementor (former Merkantildata), Atos 
Origin (former Schlumberger), IBM, Cap Gemini, Hewlett Packard plus a few more. In the 
market there are in total 17-18 suppliers that have outsourcing contracts with the public 
sector. When it comes to competition the risk of losing the contract with Stockholm is very 
big. TietoEnator base this statement on an investigation that they have done regarding 
procurements that have been made during the last ten years. This investigation shows that of 
109 procurements concerning outsourcing, 41 of them were so called “second and third wave 



EMPIRICAL DATA 
 

36 

procurements”. A first wave procurement is when a public sector entity goes from own 
production to outsourcing to an external supplier. Second wave is when you expose that deal 
to competition when the contract expires after five to six years. Third wave is when you 
expose the deal to competition once more. As already mentioned, the last ten years there has 
been 41 second and third wave procurements. Of those 41 procurements the existing supplier 
has only managed to keep its contract in eight cases (i.e. approximately 80% lose their 
contracts!). Mr. Knutsson asserts that in textbooks it is said that when you get an outsourcing 
contract you will automatically get close to the customer, enabling you to create a strong 
relationship. He says that this description does not correspond to reality, at least not in the 
public sector, because the demand for low prices is very high, so much that it in most cases is 
the deciding factor when a public sector entity chooses supplier.  
 
Information exchange 
Mr. Knutsson thinks that the most important form of information exchange is knowledge 
exchange. “-we feel that one of our primary strengths is that we listen to what our client 
thinks and then we present proactive offers in different ways, often through the development 
forum”, he says. They do not use an extranet to exchange information with the client. 
Concerning sensitive commercial information he says that TietoEnator is not to keen on using 
so called “open book solutions” (i.e. to a greater or lesser extent total transparency). They do, 
however, report their profit margins to the municipality which they also officially report to 
the whole public sector. The municipality thinks that TietoEnator’s margin must not be 
higher than 10%. TietoEnator do not present their calculations, extra charges, etc. 
 
Contracts 
Concerning contracts, The Act of Public Procurement (lagen om offentlig upphandling), 
which was established in 1994 has made things a bit difficult since the Union of Local 
Authorities and the Association of County Councils (Kommunförbundet och 
Landstingsförbundet) interpreted the act as that no contract could be longer than five years, 
which Mr. Knutsson thinks is quite short a time in this context. However, he mentions that he 
is beginning to see a change regarding the length of contracts with some contracts running for 
seven to eight years. The contract with Stockholm is 5.5 years; the terms were that 
TietoEnator was guaranteed a contract for 3.5 years and then they would get a two year 
extension if the municipality was satisfied with their work. In some cases the duration of a 
contract can get “too long”, e.g. COOP signed a contract spanning over 10 years with no 
possibility for either them or the other party to break the relationship. The parties did not get 
along that well only after three or four years, but they still had to fight for another six or 
seven years. “-Of course it is beneficial with long term contracts, but both parties should have 
the possibility to say ‘this is not a good relationship, we do not feel comfortable with you’ 
and break the contract”, Mr. Knutsson says. “-But as long as you do a good job and everyone 
is happy and content, then you can prolong the contract”, he continues.  
 
It is quite common that TietoEnator ‘loans’ equipment (e.g. computers) to the client. The 
‘loan’ is then charged as a part of a service agreement; it is never free. 
  
Costs and margins 
The discussion concerning costs and margins is not completely closed, but almost, and that is 
something that both parties have agreed about. There is a discussion whether to introduce a so 
called “open book”-thinking, where an example of a discussion can be as follows; “-We have 
the ambition to have 10% profit on all sales and if the profit exceeds the limit we divide the 
surplus between the companies”. Moreover, some of TietoEnator’s competitors are 
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employing this “open book”-thinking but that is not the case with TietoEnator. They strive to 
keep it strictly businesslike; the client should not be concerned with the costs and margins of 
TietoEnator’s products and services.  
 
Collaboration and resource sharing 
When it comes to TietoEnator’s business-plans, marketing-plans etc, there is no collaboration 
between them and the client. On the other hand, in the area of research and development there 
is a very open policy and the client has the opportunity to have a complete insight into this 
area. Training of the client’s personnel is something that TietoEnator puts a lot of effort into 
through e.g. e-learning, which is an effort that has turned out well. Besides this are there no 
other forms of resource sharing between TietoEnator and any of the company’s clients. 
 
Exit barriers and joint investments 
There are no exit barriers after the contract has expired, as long as TietoEnator as well as the 
client fulfill their contractual responsibilities. However, if any of the parties wants to end the 
collaboration before the contract expires then there will be additional costs. When it comes to 
joint investments the public sector rarely involves in these kinds of activities. The public 
sector time and again talk about joint investments but these discussions very often come to 
nothing.     
 
Exit barriers in terms of dependence between the parties are fairly insignificant. Mr. 
Knutsson says that if there were to be a situation where the client is totally dependent on 
TietoEnator it would be a very unwise set-up. The municipality is not particularly dependent 
on e.g. technical support from TietoEnator. The dependence between TietoEnator and the 
client can rather found in the personal relationships that have been built up through the years.  
 
Trust 
The trust between TietoEnator and the client is for the moment very high which is indicated 
by customer-satisfaction measurements that have been carried out. If there is no trust then 
you should not continue, Mr. Knutsson says. For example: “the courtship” of the municipality 
of Stockholm began about 2-3 years before the actual procurement took place and by that 
time TietoEnator had got to know the client’s decision-makers quite well.      
 
Relationship building  
Mr. Knutsson claims that strengthening the relationship with the client is the most prominent 
role of a key account manager. As a key account manager you guide the team members so 
that they convey correct information to the client and that all information is synchronized. 
Furthermore, he says that it facilitates collaboration if friendship, to some extent, arises 
between the key account manager and the client. This can be reached either by the use of 
social competence or, primarily, by just delivering a high-quality job. If the deliveries do not 
fulfill what is expected it does not matter how frequently you take the client to restaurants. If 
you have a successful business development and a good relationship, with the client, then the 
key account manager’s role will change as the relationship grows stronger. Though, it might 
not always be preferable to become too good a friend with the client, which has somewhat 
taken place in the relationship with the municipality of Stockholm. Too close a relationship 
with the client can result in difficulties when ending the relationship, especially if it is ended 
before the contract expires as a result of dissatisfaction among other parts of the company 
that participates in the collaboration with the client. 
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What TietoEnator primarily puts effort in when strengthening the relationships with their 
clients are development forums. According to Mr. Knutsson the client wants a distributor that 
comes up with new proposals and ideas concerning product improvements and effectiveness. 
Additionally you can go on common study visits together with the client. Besides the 
customer-satisfaction measurements TietoEnator also conducts complementary surveys 
where 60-70 people, within the client’s staff, are asked what they think about TietoEnator, 
what they think could be improved and in which areas?  These interviews are conducted both 
among senior management as well as at the end user level. The primary thing that the client 
has pointed out as subject for improvement is that they would like TietoEnator to coordinate 
their activities in a better way. This is a consequence of TietoEnator being a very large 
company. Another issue is that the client sometimes feels uninformed about certain features 
that TietoEnator offers but has not told the client about. As an example a client might say: “-
We have heard that you offered municipality X feature Y, why didn’t you offer us the same?” 
When such a situation arises it shows that TietorEnator has failed to sense the client’s 
interested in such a feature. However, all in all, this is a marginal problem. 
 
Other things that TietoEnator does to fortify the relationship between them and the client are 
social activities and regular visits at the client’s. They conduct social activities both with top 
management and the 80-90 people that are decision makers. TietoEnator visits the client at all 
levels, though mostly at top management level. Additionally, TietoEnator also goes common 
study visits with the client. 

4.4 The work of a key account manager  
Organizational structure  
Here we wanted to know where in the organizational structure that the key account managers 
are operating. The top of the organizational structure of TietoEnator can be described as:  
 

1) Two top levels of company management. 
2) Business operation management. 
3) Marketing Directors of each business area. 
4) Key Account Managers. 

 
Moreover, since KAM in most cases is a consolidated function that spans over a whole 
company it becomes difficult to position in a traditional organizational structure. 
 
Teamwork 
Mr. Knutsson says that if he was not a part of a team his work and responsibilities would be 
very difficult to accomplish. The composition of the team can somewhat differ depending on 
e.g. need of technical expertise, if a part of the team gets ill or there can be changes due to the 
fact that the client find it difficult to collaborate with certain persons. In the aforementioned 
case, when collaboration difficulties occur, you might need to replace the team member or 
team members that cause the difficulties. Though, the main idea is to keep the team as 
permanent as possible and in reality the team composition is rather stable, which is 
appreciated by the client.          
 
Tasks and responsibilities 
Within TietoEnator, a key account manager’s tasks and responsibilities are generally to make 
sure that the client is satisfied and that the own company’s stated growth objectives are 
maintained. KAM is measured by how much the sales volume increases from year to year. 
The whole concept of KAM is to know more about the client than the client knows about 
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itself. One of the key account manger’s tasks is to collect information about the client 
concerning its consumption of a product or service within our field of operation and also to 
find out the present and the potential future turnover that the specific client can represent the 
coming years.  
 
Within TietoEnator the people working with KAM are not normally responsible for the 
company’s profitability. The delivering units of the company are the ones that are responsible 
for the profitability of the products and services that they deliver. Furthermore, the key 
account manager is rarely involved in the actual implementation and evaluation of a project.  
 
Mr. Knutsson states that a key account manager has the most important role in the 
relationship building process with a client. He says that as a key account manager you act like 
a conductor who makes sure that the team does not present any incorrect messages and 
additionally that all the messages are accurately coordinated. It lies within the tasks of a key 
account manager to, to some extent, become friend with the client, partly by using social 
competence but first and foremost by doing a good job.   
 
The overall tasks and responsibilities of a key account manager come down to the following 
two things:  

1. Increase the company’s turnover.   
2. Increase the company’s sales volume.  

 
Intra- vs. interorganizational activities 
Mr. Knutsson points out the importance of making the client feel that this is a distributor that 
continuously develops, comes up with new ideas and propositions for improvements. This 
could be interpreted as a way to express that the interorganizational activities are the most 
important. The distribution of time and activities between intra- vs. interorganizational 
activities is approximately 50/50, within TietoEnator. He continues, “if you don’t meet the 
client, then it’s useless”, but he also argues that the internal work is very time-consuming in a 
company of TietoEnator’s size.    
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5 DATA ANALYSIS 
In this chapter we will introduce the reader to our analysis that is based on the empirical 
data from the previous chapter and the theories found in the conceptual framework of this 
thesis. We will compare the theories with the empirical data and carry out a pattern- 
matching analysis, in order to identify similarities or differences between theory and data. 
Our thesis is a single-case study and therefore we have  conducted a within-case analysis. 
Each research question will be analyzed in separate sections starting with research question 
one, followed by two and three. 

5.1 Identification/selection and characterization of key accounts  
Identification/selection of key accounts  
The financial stability of the customer is something that TietoEnator never needs to consider 
since they only deal with the public sector. Thus, the financial stability of the customer that 
Cheverton (1999) discusses does not apply to our empirical data.  
 
TietoEnator requires that the value of an account must exceed 100 million SEK in order to 
receive key account status. Additionally, profit margins must be at least 10%. These two 
criteria correspond to what Boles et. al. (1994) claim to be important when 
identifying/selecting a key account.  
 
The empirical data suggests that potential for future growth is one of the criteria that must be 
fulfilled in order for a client to achieve key account status. This finding corresponds to the 
theory discussing growth potential in terms of volume, value and profit opportunity 
(Cheverton, 1999). 
 
A client becomes a key account, more or less, as soon as they fulfill the selling criterion of 
100 million SEK, even if they are not an already existing customer. This means that an 
already existing relationship with the client is not a necessity when TietoEnator are selecting 
a key account. Hence, the empirical findings do not match the theories of Campbell and 
Cunningham (1983) and Cheverton (1999). 
 
When identifying/selecting key accounts the empirical data does not suggest any 
considerations regarding the level of competition. TietoEnator does not imply that the 
presence of competitors influences the choice of key account at all. Cheverton (1999), on the 
contrary, claims that the lower the level of competition the more attractive the customer is 
and therefore the likelihood of becoming a key account increases.    
 
A condensed comparison between the theoretical framework for identification/selection 
criteria and the empirical data concerning this question is presented in table 5.1  
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Table 5. 1:Identification/selection criteria of key accounts 

Identification/selection criteria 
 

Data comply 
with theory? 

• Customer’s financial stability. (C) No 
• Sales volume. (B) Yes 
• Acceptable profit margins. (B) Yes 
• Growth potential. (C) Yes 
• Closeness of existing relationship. (C) No 
• Age of the relationship. (CC) No 
• Level of competition. (C) No 
• Delivery and service requirements. (B) No 
• Resources necessary to service the 

account. (B) 
No 

• The buying company’s market 
situation. (C) 

No 

• Strategic fit. (C) No 
• Possibility of collaboration with the 

customer’s customer. (EL) 
No 

• Ease of access. (C) No 
Note: (Edman and Laurelli = EL. Campbell and Cunningham = CC. Boles et. al. = B. Cheverton = C.) 
 
The rest of the criteria in table 5.1 (Delivery and service requirements to Ease of access) will 
not be analyzed, due to the fact that they do not seem to be of importance to the particular 
strategic business unit of Public and Healthcare.  
 
To sum up, the specific criteria that are acquired by customer key account needs to fulfill are: 

• 100 million or more in sales during the specified period of the contract. 
• At least 10% profit margin. 
• Potential long-term cooperation. 

 
Characterization of key accounts  
Characterizing for TietoEnator’s key accounts is that the buying-decision process is long but 
it is not necessarily a complex procedure. How long the process is depends on how much 
information there is that needs to be processed. Edman and Laurelli (1997) state that a 
characteristic of a key account is that the buying-decision process is long and complex. Since 
our empirical data says that the process can be long but not necessarily complex it complies 
partly, but not entirely, with the statement of Edman and Laurelli (1997). 
 
The strategic business unit Public and Healthcare has an annual turnover of 1.3 billion SEK 
and about 30-35% of this turnover is related to key accounts. Even though this could be 
considered a fairly large amount of the total turnover it should be noted that these 30-35% are 
comprised by 17-18 key accounts. Therefore, it could be considered questionable if the just 
mentioned data corresponds to Edman and Laurelli’s (1997) theory that states that a large 
portion of the selling company’s turnover is depending on a small number of customers.  
 
TietoEnator offers a wide range of products and services, which in many cases form a 
complete IT solution with a high level of complexity. Due to this complexity both parties will 
naturally want to have a relatively long-term relationship. In TietoEnator’s case it usually 
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means a contract duration of five to six years. This seems to correspond quite well to what 
Edman and Laurelli (1997) state regarding important products and long-term strategic 
thinking.  
 
When it comes to joint investments the public sector rarely involves in these kinds of 
activities. The empirical data implies that textbooks often suggest that when you get an 
outsourcing contract you will automatically get close to the customer enabling you to create a 
strong relationship. However, in the case of TietoEnator this description does not correspond 
to reality, at least not in the public sector, because the demand for low prices is very high, so 
much that it in most cases is the deciding factor when a public sector entity chooses supplier. 
Accordingly, TietoEnator’s clients are unwilling to invest in joint activities and they focus to 
a large extent on price. We interpret this as a sign that TietoEnator’s clients are not interested 
in activities of reciprocation. Therefore, the buyer-seller relationship mentality that Edman 
and Laurelli (1997) describe by the following line of argument; “If you help me, then I will 
help you” is not supported by the collected data. 
 
To TietoEnator trust is an important issue in relationship building and it is something that 
grows progressively stronger as the relationship develops. Another stabilizing factor in the 
relationship between TietoEnator and the client is that if any of the parties wants to end the 
collaboration before the contract expires, then there will be additional costs. As previously 
mentioned, the duration of a contract is often five to six years; however, it does not mean that 
the relationship ends there, since it can be renewed. Consequently, a relationship of this kind 
can be quite long lasting. All in all, the empirical data matches Edman and Laurelli’s (1997) 
statement that key account relationships can be characterized as stable and long lasting. 
 
10-12 persons from TietoEnator have regular contacts with the client. The persons that they 
have most contact with is the senior management of the municipality which in turn delegates 
to the IT-department, thus they mainly work with the IT-director and his closest management 
group. The persons that are the most important at the client consist of 8-9 persons. This 
empirical finding supports Edman and Laurelli’s (1997) description that usually several 
persons from different parts of a company participates in the decision-making process.  
 
The empirical data implies that the use of middlemen, between TietoEnator and its 
customers, is very limited. In general, the distribution channels can be described as short and 
direct. As mentioned previously, 10-12 persons are in contact with the client, more or less, on 
a daily basis. Thus, these data correspond to yet another characterizing feature presented by 
Edman and Laurelli (1997) concerning short distribution channels and close direct contact.  
 
According to the gathered data TietoEnator put more emphasis in using strategic resources 
when serving key accounts than “ordinary” customers. This data align with the characteristic 
“use of strategic resources” stated by Campbell and Cunningham (1983).  
 
TietoEnator can offer a wide range of products and services. They can offer a concept of 
standard systems, mainframe/server operations and consulting. This finding agrees with 
theory that states that in this type of collaboration the seller usually does not offer only one 
product but a concept of goods and services along with support and maintenance (Edman and 
Laurelli, 1997). 
 
In Sweden there are 290 municipalities, 21 county councils and 280 governmental authorities, 
hence the number of buyers could be considered fairly limited. In the market there are in total 
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17-18 suppliers that have outsourcing contracts with the public sector. According to theory a 
limited number of sellers and buyers can be a distinguishing feature in the area of KAM 
(Edman and Laurelli, 1997). We interpret the data as compliant to the theory. However, the 
theory does not declare the meaning of “a limited number” and therefore we are a bit wary of 
calling close to 600 buyers “a limited number”. 
 
In table 5.2 a summarized comparison between the empirical data and theory is presented. 
 
 
Table 5. 2: Characteristics of a key account  

Characteristics Data comply 
with theory? 

• Long and complex buying process. (EL) Yes/No 
• A large portion of the selling company’s 

turnover is depending on a small number of 
customers. (EL) 

No 

• Important products and long-term strategic 
thinking. (EL) 

Yes 

• “If you help me then I will help you” (EL) No 
• Stable and lasting relationships. (EL) Yes 
• Several persons involved in the decision-

making process. (EL) 
Yes 

• Short distribution channels, close direct 
contact. (EL) 

Yes 

• Use of strategic resources. (CC) Yes 
• A concept of goods and services is offered. 

(EL) 
Yes 

• Limited number of sellers and buyers. (EL) Yes 
Note: (Edman and Laurelli = EL. Campbell and Cunningham = CC) 

5.2 Development of key account relationships  
Research question two deals with how the relationship between TietoEnator and the 
municipality of Stockholm can be described. More specifically, we aim to identify the 
characteristics of the relationship at present, how and if those characteristics have changed 
since the beginning of the relationship and lastly what TietoEnator has done/is doing to 
enhance the relationship.  
 
The relationship at present 
The contract frequency between TietoEnator the client has increased over the years, so much 
that they now meet more or less every day. The increase in contact frequency can be 
interpreted to correspond to Cheverton’s (1999) Mid-KAM stage where he states that a Mid-
KAM characteristic is increase in time spent in meetings.  
 
TietoEnator knows what the value of the contract with the client is worth (over 600 million 
SEK) and approximately how large their profit will be (10%). This could be said to be a 
characteristic of the Partnership-KAM stage: stable pricing. McDonald et. al (1997) state 
that”pricing will be long-term and stable, possible fixed, but it will have been established that 
each side will allow the other to make a profit”. This matches the empirical data quite well as 



DATA ANALYSIS 
 

44 

the contract with the client is 5.5 years (long-term), TietoEnator knows that the client will 
purchase products and services for at least 100 million SEK during the duration of the 
contract (stability) and the client allows TietoEnator to make a 10% profit.  
 
A characteristic of the Synergistic-KAM stage is transparent margins and costings. 
TietoEnator openly presents its profit margin to the client, however costs etc. are not 
presented as TietoEnator is not willing to employ a full blown “open book solution”. Thus, it 
could be concluded that in respect of the transparency characteristic the relationship is only 
partially fulfilling the criteria.   
 
Nowadays 10-12 persons have regular contacts with the client. The persons that they have 
most contact with is the senior management of the municipality which in turn delegates to the 
IT-department, thus they mainly work with the IT-director and his closest management 
group. The persons that are the most important at the client consist of 8-9 persons. In total, 
however, approximately 80-90 people are involved. This data seems to agree fairly well with 
a characteristic of the Partnership-KAM stage: access to people is facilitated. 
 
When it comes to quality the municipality and TietoEnator have so called service level 
agreements. It means that there are set service levels that TietoEnator are bound to reach (e.g. 
server uptime and how fast they can answer a support request. The municipality also 
conducts vendor ratings of TietoEnator where they are judged in many different areas on a 
scale from 1-5. These two activities clearly correspond to the “clear vendor ratings” and 
“performance measures” criteria in the Partnership-KAM stage.  
 
The duration of the contract with Stockholm is 5.5 years; the terms were that TietoEnator was 
guaranteed a contract for 3.5 years and then they would get a two year extension if the 
municipality was satisfied with their work. According to McDonald et. al. (1997) a 
characteristic of the Partnership-KAM stage is that agreements between parties will be long-
term; minimum three to five years. Consequently, in respect of the contract characteristic the 
relationship is clearly at the Partnership-KAM stage. There are no exit barriers after the 
contract has expired, as long as TietoEnator as well as the client fulfill their contractual 
responsibilities. However, if any of the parties wants to end the collaboration before the 
contract expires then there will be additional costs. Though, it should be noted that if any of 
the parties feel that the relationship is not working it is allowed to end the relationship. 
According to Cheverton (1999) a possible characteristic of the Partnership-KAM stage is that 
‘step-outs’ are permitted and the corresponding characteristic in the Synergistic-KAM stage 
is that “exit barriers are in place”. Thus, the relationship between TietoEnator and the 
municipality could be said to be concurrently at both the Partnership- and Synergistic-KAM 
stage.   
 
When it comes to TietoEnator’s business-plans, marketing-plans etc, there is no collaboration 
between them and the client. On the other hand, the focus of discussions is mainly on new 
development projects which correspond well to the Synergistic-KAM characteristic “focus on 
innovation”. Joint R&D, joint business plans and joint marketing plans are characteristics of 
the Synergistic-KAM stage. It is clear that neither of these fits the empirical data, even 
though the R&D aspect seems to be not too far away from becoming a joint function. 
However, since the public sector is somewhat reluctant to take part in joint investments we 
surmise that joint R&D is at best a project far off into the future. 
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The trust between TietoEnator and the client is for the moment very high. This matches very 
well a characteristic of the Partnership-KAM stage, which states “relationships are based on 
trust”. In line with the high level of trust, TietoEnator is one of the very few suppliers of the 
municipality which has been awarded key supplier status. ‘Key supplier status’ is also a 
feature of the Partnership-KAM stage.  
 
The municipality wants a distributor that actively comes up with new proposals and ideas 
concerning product improvements and effectiveness. Once again, this characteristic 
corresponds with a characteristic from the Partnership-KAM stage that states that 
“continuous improvement is expected”. 
 
The empirical data suggest that it is of importance that TietoEnator’s stated growth objectives 
are maintained and that KAM is measured by how much the sales volume increases from 
year to year. This matches a criterion of the Early-KAM stage; the supplier focuses on 
increased volume. 
 
Mr. Knutsson claims that as a key account manager you act like a conductor who makes sure 
that the team does not present any incorrect messages and additionally that all the messages 
are accurately coordinated. This description matches very well with theory that states that the 
key account manager’s role is one of coordination and orchestration. 
 
In table 5.3 a summarized comparison between the empirical data and theory is presented. 
The table shows the characteristics from theory that complies with TietoEnator’s relationship, 
at present, with the municipality of Stockholm.   
 
Table 5. 3: Possible characteristics of KAM stage 

Characteristics Data comply with stage 
• Sales volume focus Early-KAM 
• High level of trust Partnership-KAM 
• Stable pricing Partnership-KAM 
• Facilitated access to people Partnership-KAM 
• Continuous improvements   Partnership-KAM 
• Vendor ratings and performance measures Partnership-KAM 
• Contracts Partnership-KAM 
• Coordination of resources Partnership-KAM 
• ‘Step-outs’ are permitted Partnership-KAM 
• Key supplier status is awarded Partnership-KAM 
• Exit barriers in place Synergistic KAM 
• Focus on innovation  Synergistic KAM 
• Transparent margins Synergistic KAM 

 
 
The changing of the relationship  
The contract frequency between TietoEnator the client has increased over the years, so much 
that they now meet more or less every day. This data complies fairly well with “increase in 
time spent in meetings” - a characteristic of the Mid-KAM stage. Initially, Mr. Knutsson and 
a colleague were the ones who managed the contact with the client. This data complies quite 
well with the Early-KAM stage where the principal contact takes place between two people – 
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salesperson and buyer. Nowadays 10-12 persons have regular contacts with the client. As 
previously mentioned, this data seems to agree fairly well with a characteristic of the 
Partnership-KAM stage: access to people is facilitated. 
 
At the very beginning of the relationship TietoEnator made an estimate of the total value of 
the contract with the client. This action suits very well with the Pre-KAM characteristic that 
states the seller will be assessing volume potential.  
 
The data suggests that the demand for low prices is very high, so much that it in most cases is 
the deciding factor when a public sector entity chooses supplier. This seems to clearly 
correspond to the Pre-KAM characteristic that states that the customer will judge 
competitiveness on price. However, the relationship has left this stage in respect of this 
characteristic since the price is decided upon at or around the signing of the contract (which is 
several years ago).  
 
The ‘courtship’ of the municipality of Stockholm began about 2-3 years before the actual 
procurement took place and by that time TietoEnator had got know the client’s decision-
makers quite well. The trust between TietoEnator and the client is for the moment very high. 
This could be construed as a sign that the trust within the relationship has successively 
increased and reached beyond the Mid-KAM characteristic concerning increased trust and 
developing of openness.  

5.2.1 Relationship bonding 
Theory (Burnett, 2001) states that there are four primary ways of to fortify a relationship; 
developing trust, creating entry barriers, reinforcing exit barriers and joint venture projects. 
These four areas will now be discussed in more detail in regards to whether TietoEnator 
employ these activities or not.  
 
Developing trust  
TietoEnator meet the client as good as very day which matches with theory that states that 
high-frequency contacts is a way of developing trust. Also, since the level of trust between 
the parties is very high at present one would surmise that the communication between them 
could be classified as open (another activity for developing trust according to theory). 
 
As previously mentioned, TietoEnator have something they call the board of consultation. 
The task of the board of consultation is to make sure that agreements are realized and 
effectuated according to plans. The work of the board of consultation clearly matches the 
“ensuring policies are kept”-activity as stated in theory.   
 
The empirical data suggests that when a situation arises where the client wants a feature that 
TietoEnator has not informed them about, it is TietoEnator that has failed to sense the needs 
of the client. The aforementioned fact coupled with the fact that TietoEnator conducts 
customer satisfaction measurements and has the ambition to serve the client to the extent that 
complaints should be virtually non-existent show that TietoEnator is indeed flexible and 
empathetic (another trust developing activity according to theory). 
 
Other things that TietoEnator does to fortify the relationship between them and the client are 
social activities and regular visits at the client’s. They conduct social activities both with top 
management and the 80-90 people that are decision makers. TietoEnator visits the client at all 
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levels, though mostly at top management level. Both these activities are considered to be trust 
developing activities according to theory.  
 
Both TietoEnator and the client are open and frank when it comes to admitting that there is a 
current or an imminent problem looming on the horizon. This data complies with theory that 
states that “sharing mutual problems” and “giving warnings of future problems” are 
characteristics of developing trust.  
 
The board of consultation consists of the top management in Stockholm, a few persons from 
the board of directors, Nils Knutsson and a few others. The task of the board of consultation 
is to make sure that made agreements are realized and effectuated according to plans. This 
top management involvement is also a characteristic of developing trust according to theory. 
 
Creating entry barriers 
When TietoEnator accepts a client as a key account they make sure that the value of business 
during the contractual period will exceed 100 million SEK and the margin of the deal is at 
least 10%. Hence, it could be considered that TietoEnator’s pricing is based on overall 
business, which, according to theory, is a way of creating entry barriers. However, at the 
same time it could be considered that their pricing meets another ‘entry barrier creating 
criteria’ – low and competitive. Though, it should be noted that the low pricing strategy does 
not seem to really be a self-imposed choice, but rather a consequence of the client’s 
somewhat harsh demand for low prices. 
 
Besides the board of consultation, TietoEnator also have something they call the development 
forum. The participants of the development forum (consisting of people both from 
TietoEnator and the client) meet at least once every quarter to discuss what they are going to 
do during the following 12 month period, how to accomplish it and then they make a decision 
about it. This corresponds very well to the entry barrier “joint long-term planning”. 
 
What makes TietoEnator an attractive company is that they can offer such a wide range of 
products and services. TietoEnator also offers its clients customization of both products and 
services. However, TietoEnator’s products and services are not unique in the sense that there 
are other suppliers that can deliver the same type of products and services. Hence, the entry 
barrier called”superior products and applications” in theory, does not match the empirical 
data. 
  
Theory also lists three more ways of creating entry barriers: electronic links, network of 
relationships, joint innovation teams. Neither of these activities is supported by the empirical 
data; TietoEnator does not use an extranet in order to service the client, there does not seem 
to be a network of relationships and joint innovation teams is perhaps never possible due to 
the nature of the client (the public sector). 
 
Reinforcing exit barriers 
The duration of the contract with the municipality of Stockholm is for 5.5 years. This 
complies with theory that states that agreeing on formal long-term contracts is a way of 
reinforcing exit barriers.  
 
Training of the client’s personnel is something that TietoEnator puts a lot of effort into 
through e.g. e-learning, which is an effort that has turned out well. This data matches theory 
very well – “giving specialized training support”. 
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As stated in the data chapter, the municipality of Stockholm is not particularly dependent on 
e.g. technical support from TietoEnator. Hence, this data does not comply with theory that 
lists “making the customer dependent on technical support” as a way of reinforcing exit 
barriers.  
 
It is quite common that TietoEnator ‘loans’ equipment (e.g. computers) to the client. The 
‘loan’ is then charged as a part of a service agreement; it is never free. Theory states that 
loaning equipment is a relationship bonding activity. Unfortunately, though, it does not 
specify what ‘loaning’ constitutes in this respect. If it means loaning to the client without 
receiving a direct payment for that particular equipment, it does not comply with the 
empirical data. If, however, it means to loan in the sense that the supplier gets paid, then it 
matches the empirical data.  
 
There can not be found any support in the data for the rest of the “reinforcing exit barriers” 
activities  (agreeing overriders and retrospective rebates, encouraging inter-company trading, 
forming customer clubs, utilizing consignment stocks, incorporating unique component 
design and tooling, capitalizing on family or cultural ties and moving into shared premises). 
Moreover, these activities are unlikely to be applicable for the relationship between 
TietoEnator and the municipality of Stockholm. 
 
Joint venture projects 
As previously mentioned, TietoEnator has a development forum where participants 
(consisting of people both from TietoEnator and the client) meet at least once every quarter to 
discuss what they are going to do during the following 12 month period, how to accomplish it 
and then they make a decision about it. This activity corresponds very well to theory that 
states that creation of joint project teams is a relationship bonding activity. 
 
The next activity stated in theory is “assigning staff to the customer”. We are, unfortunately, 
not sure how to interpret this activity. Since this activity is under the heading “Joint venture 
projects” we interpret that it could mean that the selling company assigns its staff to work at 
the customer’s during the whole span of a project. However, we surmise that it could also 
mean that the selling company just assigns certain staff to service a certain account. If the 
former interpretation is correct then this activity does not apply to TietoEnator. However, if 
the latter interpretation is correct, then the empirical data complies with theory as 10-12 
people at TietoEnator have regular contacts with the client and hence could be considered 
part of a the KAM team.  
 
There can not be found any support in the data for the rest of the “joint venture projects” 
activities (collaboration in joint business ventures, pooling research and development 
facilities and staff, working with the customer in market research and a shared customer 
database). Furthermore, a “shared customer database” is not applicable to this relationship.  
 
In table 5.4 a summarized comparison between the empirical data and theory is presented. 
The table shows the activities from theory that complies with TietoEnator’s relationship, at 
present, with the municipality of Stockholm.   
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Table 5. 4: Relationship activities for relationship bonding 

Relationship activity 
 

Data comply 
with theory?  

Developing trust  
• High-frequency contacts Yes 
• Ensuring policies are kept Yes 
• Open communication Yes 
• Being flexible and empathetic Yes 
• Regular factory visits at all levels Yes 
• Social activities and entertainment Yes 
• Sharing mutual problems Yes 
• Giving warnings of future problems Yes 
• Involvement by top management Yes 

Creating entry barriers   
• Pricing based on overall business  Yes 
• Joint long-term planning Yes 
• Superior products and applications No 
• Low competitive pricing Yes 
• Electronic links No 
• Network of relationships  No 
• Joint innovation teams No 

Reinforcing exit barriers  
• Agreeing on formal long-term contracts Yes 
• Giving specialized training support Yes 
• Making the customer dependent on technical support No 
• Loaning equipment (e.g. computer systems) Unclear 
• Giving financial support (leasing etc.) No 
• Capitalizing on family or cultural ties Not applicable 
• Agreeing overriders and retrospective rebates Not applicable 
• Encouraging inter-company trading Not applicable 
• Forming customer clubs Not applicable 
• Utilizing consignment stocks Not applicable 
• Incorporating unique component design and tooling Not applicable 
• Moving into shared premises Not applicable 

Joint venture projects  
• Creating joint project teams Yes 
• Assigning staff to the customer  Unclear 
• Collaboration in joint business ventures No 
• Pooling research and development facilities and staff No 
• Working with the customer in market research No 
• A shared customer database Not applicable 
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5.3 The work of a key account manager 
In this section we will analyze the work of a key account manager. First, we will begin with 
comparing data with theory concerning a key account manager’s organizational role and 
secondly we will examine the tasks of a key account manager. 
 
Organizational role 
According to the empirical data of this thesis KAM is, in most cases, a function that spans 
over a whole company and therefore becomes difficult to position in a traditional 
organizational structure. In the case of TietoEnator the top of the organizational structure can 
be described in the following way:  
 

1. Two top levels of company management. 
2. Business operation management. 
3. Marketing Directors of each business area. 
4. Key Account Managers. 

 
The key account selling is organized in teams and the composition of a KAM team can differ 
somewhat depending on e.g. the need of technical expertise or other special requirements. 
Theory explains that the KAM function can not fully be described by a traditional 
hierarchical structure (Rehme, 2001; Edman and Laurelli, 1997). Furthermore, the role of a 
key account manager comprises several functions from different hierarchical levels within the 
organizational structure (Edman and Laurelli, 1997). Even though the data reveals that it is 
difficult to position KAM in a traditional organizational structure it seems that there is no 
uncertainty where in the hierarchy KAM belongs. A parallel between data and theory can be 
drawn when discussing that KAM and the key account manager’s role can have several 
functions depending on which client that is serviced.  
 
Tasks     
Mr. Knutsson states that one of the most prominent and important role of a key account 
manager is found in the relationship building process with important clients. This statement is 
in accordance with the theory stated by Maister (1999) that claims that one task of the key 
account manager is to be responsible for managing the relationships with major clients. 
 
The empirical findings suggest that the whole concept of KAM is to know more about the 
client than the client knows about itself. One of the key account manger’s tasks is to collect 
information about the client concerning its consumption of relevant products or services and 
the potential future turnover. On this point theory suggests that the key account manager 
should understand the customer’s needs and their decision making process and by that be able 
to coordinate and tailor the offerings (Edman and Laurelli, 1997; Millman and Wilson, 1995). 
The data aligns quite well to the theory concerning these tasks, maybe except the part about 
understanding the decision-making process which we could not find clear evidence for in the 
data, but it can perhaps be considered to be a part of the management of the relationship.  
 
The key account managers at TietoEnator have two overall tasks and responsibilities which 
are to increase the company’s turnover and to increase the company’s sales volume. The task 
is to maintain the company’s stated growth objectives since KAM is measured by how much 
the sales volume increases from year to year. When it comes to profitability it normally does 
not concern the key account manager but the delivering units of the company. Millman and 
Wilson (1995) claim that it lies within the area of the key account manager to be responsible 
for sales- and profit growth. Here the empirical findings only correspond to the theory 
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suggesting that the key account manager is responsible for sales growth and not the 
company’s profit. 
 
One of the most general tasks of a key account manager is to make sure that the client is 
satisfied. As a key account manager you act like a conductor of an orchestra who makes sure 
that the entire team’s messages and work are accurately coordinated. It also lies within the 
tasks of a key account manager to become friend with the client, at least to some extent. 
According to Mr. Knutsson one of the most important informational exchanges between 
TietoEnator and its clients is the exchange of knowledge. When interpreting the empirical 
data discussed above, it indicates that the data agrees quite well to what theory claims 
concerning that a key account manager should encourage the KAM team when serving the 
account, facilitating the exchange processes by getting to know the customer, conveying facts 
and knowledge and coordinate the personnel in order to keep the customer satisfied (Maister, 
1999; Edman and Laurelli, 1997; Millman and Wilson, 1995).  
 
The gathered data does not imply that the key account manager conducts any particular 
promotion of the KAM concept within the company as stated by Edman and Laurelli (1997). 
On the other hand, the intra- vs. interorganizational tasks will be further discussed later on in 
this chapter.   
 
The mentality of TietoEnator is that they provide their customers with proactive offers in 
different ways because they claim that the client wants a distributor that gives new ideas 
concerning product improvements and effectiveness. Though, the empirical data suggest that 
the key account manager is seldom involved in the implementation and evaluation activities. 
This data is contrary to what Edman and Laurelli (1997) state concerning the tasks of a key 
account manager. 
 
In table 5.5 a summarized comparison between the empirical data and theory is presented.  
 
Table 5. 5: The tasks of a key account manager 

Task 
 

Data comply 
with theory? 

• Responsibility of managing relationships with major clients 
(relationship builder/officer). (M) 

Yes 

• Understanding of the customer’s needs and decision-making 
process. (EL) 

Yes 
 

• Coordination and tailoring of offerings. (MW) Yes 
• Responsibility for sales/profit growth. (MW) Yes/No 
• Facilitation of exchange processes. (MW) Yes 
• Encouragement of the members of the key account team to play 

an active role in the servicing of key accounts. (M) 
Yes 

• Coordination of personnel. (M) Yes 
• Assist, facilitate and convey the customer with facts and 

knowledge. (EL) 
Yes 

• Promotion of the KAM concept within the company. (MW) No 
• Implementation. (EL) No 
• Evaluation of the result. (EL) No 

Note: (Edman and Laurelli (1997) = EL. Maister (1999) = M. Millman and Wilson (1995) = MW.) 
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Intra- vs. interorganizational activities 
Mr. Knutsson states; “if you don’t meet the client, then it’s useless”. Our gathered data 
emphasize the importance of making the client feel that the distributor develops, comes up 
with new ideas and improvements. This could be interpreted as interorganizational activities 
being the most important. The distribution of time and activities between intra- vs. 
interorganizational activities, within TietoEnator, is approximately 50/50. Since TietoEnator 
is a large company the internal work is very time-consuming. The most important are the 
external activities (Pardo, 1999) which comply with what Mr. Knutsson says are the most 
important. The reality, however, seems to be a combination of the statement made by Pardo 
(1999) and the one made by Maister (1999), which emphasizes the importance of internal 
activities.       
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6 FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
In this final chapter, we will answer our research questions and present our conclusions. 
Each one of the three research questions will be answered in separate sections. We will first 
present findings and conclusions concerning each research question based on the analyzed 
data. At the end of the chapter implications for management, theory and future research, 
within this area of study, will be presented. 

6.1 Identification/selection and characterization of a key account 
On the basis of our findings it can be concluded that companies selling to the public sector 
are less concerned about their customer’s financial stability. According to our findings there 
is no risk that a municipality goes bankrupt and therefore losses on account receivables are 
non-existent.  
 
We have come to the conclusion that the criterion of a minimum sales volume to a customer, 
in order to achieve key account status, is one of the most utilized criteria when 
identifying/selecting key accounts. We come to this conclusion since our findings point out 
the sales volume as the most prominent determinant when identifying/selecting key accounts. 
Additionally, our study shows that future growth potential and acceptable profit margins 
represents important criteria in the identification/selection process.  
 
When discussing sales volume and potential future growth it also becomes interesting to 
include the intenseness of competition that the company is exposed to. We could not find any 
indications of that the level of competition would be of significant importance as an 
identification/selection criterion. Hence, we conclude that competition does not influence 
whether TietoEnator should grant a customer key account status or not. 
    
Our findings suggest that any prior relationship is not necessary when granting a customer 
key account status. This study implies that if only previously mentioned criteria are fulfilled 
the customer becomes a key customer regardless if a prior relationship exists or not. From 
this we draw the conclusion that despite the importance of existing customer relationships it 
is not of crucial importance when identifying/selecting key account customers.  
 
We believe that the characteristics of a key account can vary between companies since the 
characteristics of a key account are determined by e.g. products offered, the nature of the 
relationship and the market situation. 
 
The length of the buying-decision process is, according to the findings, dependent on the 
amount of information that needs to be processed. However, a long process does not 
necessarily imply that the process, because of its length, has to be complex. 
 
Our findings did not entirely support Edman and Laurelli’s (1997) statement that a large 
portion of the selling company’s turnover is depending on a small number of customers. On 
the other hand, we are not certain how to interpret “a large portion…” but we come to the 
conclusion, based on our analysis that TietoEnator is not completely dependent on its key 
accounts. Although, the sales volume of key accounts constitutes an important part of the 
total sales volume. 
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If a product is complex or if the offering is a whole concept and comprises a complete 
solution then we find that the companies want to have stable long-term relationships. Our 
findings, however, do not suggest that there are necessarily any relational bonds after the 
contract has expired.  
 
Our study implies that selling to key accounts normally involves several people from 
different parts and levels of a company. In the case of TietoEnator these people have a close 
regular contact with the client and thus, we conclude that the distribution channels between 
TietoEnator and the client are of a short character.  
 
In terms of strategic resources the findings of this thesis reveals that TietoEnator utilize more 
strategic resources when serving a key account than an ordinary customer. We do not 
consider this finding to be very surprising and hence we come to the conclusion that 
companies with a KAM function use their strategic resources in order to meet the 
requirements of a key account.   
 
It can also be concluded that in the area where KAM is utilized there is a fairly limited 
number of sellers and buyers. The public sector has a very precise number of municipalities, 
county councils and governmental authorities and even though they might purchase large 
volumes we consider the number of them to be limited.  
 
If we were to establish a KAM function within a company, the first thing we would ask 
ourselves is: How can both parties benefit from granting the customer key account status? 
This is an important issue to consider since we have to allocate more resources, for that 
customer, than the average customer. If you know the answer to this question then we think 
that identifying/selecting a customer, as a key account, could be done without any 
considerable problems. We conclude that companies that utilize KAM can answer the above 
stated question. Although companies can answer this question it can not be assumed that they 
all identify/select and characterize their key accounts based on the same criteria. Since 
TietoEnator is selling to the public sector, the criteria of identification/selection and 
characterization may differ compared to a company operating in the private sector.  

6.1.2 RQ 1: How does a company identify/select and characterize its key customers? 
Here we will present an answer to research question one. We base the answer on the analysis 
in chapter five and the conclusions that we made in section 6.1. According to our findings the 
identification/selection and characterization criteria of a key account are the following: 
 
Identification/selection criteria of a key account: 

• A large sales volume per customer (not necessarily a large portion of the company’s 
total sales volume). 

• Future potential growth (in terms of sales volume). 
• Profit margins that align with the company’s stated profit objective (this criterion can 

probably be applied to every customer served). 
 
Characteristics of a key account:   

• Complete solutions and a whole concept of products and services are offered. 
• A long and sometimes complex buying process. 
• More strategic resources are assigned to supply the account (compared to a customer 

that has not been granted key account status).  
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• Long-term relationships (the companies want to establish stable and lasting 
relationships with each other). 

• Several people, from different parts of the company, are involved in the selling 
process. 

• The channels of distribution are short. 
• Frequent direct contact between the people involved (this includes people from the 

buying company as well). 
• The market is relatively limited in terms of numbers of buyers and sellers.  

 
6.2 Development of key account relationships 
In the analysis chapter we identified 13 characteristics of the current relationship between 
TietoEnator and the municipality of Stockholm. Of these 13 characteristics we found out that 
9 of them corresponded to the Partnership-KAM stage and hence it is our conclusion that the 
Partnership-KAM stage best describes the current situation of the relationship. However, 
there are, to a lesser or greater extent, four characteristics that do not fit the description of the 
Partnership-KAM stage: sales volume focus (Early-KAM), exit barriers in place, focus on 
innovation, transparent margins (all three belonging to the Synergistic-KAM stage). Sales 
volume focus will probably always be present, irrespective of how much further the 
relationship would develop. This is due to the fact that increasing of sales volume is one of 
the chief tasks of a key account manager. As already mentioned in the previous chapter, the 
relationship between TietoEnator and the municipality could be said to be concurrently at 
both the Partnership- and Synergistic-KAM stages regarding ‘step-outs’ and exit barriers. 
When it comes to transparency, TietoEnator only presents its profit margin to the client – 
nothing more. It seems that TietoEnator is reluctant to go any further in terms of transparency 
and the fact that they do present their profit margins appears to be more as a consequence of 
the demands of the client. Consequently, overall there are many factors suggesting that the 
relationship is at the Partnership-KAM stage.     
 
On the whole we believe that the relationship has progressed from the early stages (Pre- and 
Early-KAM) through the Middle-KAM and is now at the Partnership-KAM stage. As 
previously mentioned, the ‘courtship’ of the municipality of Stockholm began about 2-3 
years before the actual procurement took place and by that time TietoEnator had got to know 
the client’s decision-makers quite well. Presumably, the Pre-KAM stage was already finished 
before the contract was signed and therefore the relationship developed at a higher pace as 
soon as the actual collaboration officially began. It is our conclusion that relationship 
development does not occur in a completely straightforward and linear fashion as theory 
would have you believe. It rather seems to happen in a non-sequential manner where the 
relationship can be at two or more stages concurrently. In conclusion, it seems easier to tell 
where a relationship is at present than to say where it began.  
  
Regarding relationship bonding, it can be concluded that when it comes to trust developing 
activities there is only one way to describe TietoEnator’s efforts: exemplary – at least from a 
theoretical viewpoint. This is also clearly reflected in the fact that the level of trust between 
TietoEnator and the client is very high for the moment.  
 
When it comes to the other relationship bonding activities we found that there are some 
activities that TietoEnator does not employ. It is, however, not certain that all of these 
activities are even applicable to the specific relationship between TietoEnator and the 
municipality. This is mainly due to the fact that one of the parties is a public sector entity and 
hence activities such as “encouraging inter-company trading” and “a shared customer 
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database” are not feasible. Other reasons for not employing some activities is that they go 
against TietoEnator’s philosophy (e.g. making the client dependent on technical support) and 
because the municipality is reluctant to some activities (e.g. joint investments). Assuredly, 
there are a couple of activities that TietoEnator might want to consider; utilizing an extranet 
and joint innovation teams (if that is appealing to the client, of course). 
 
All in all, it seems as if TietoEnator maintains a high level of proactivenss, which is 
demonstrated by, among other things, the fact that TietoEnator conducts customer 
satisfaction measurements and has the ambition to serve the client to the extent that 
complaints should be virtually non-existent. 
 
In conclusion, the relationship between TietoEnator and the municipality of Stockholm has 
reached a mature stage. It is our belief that TietoEnator can not do much more to improve the 
relationship (besides, perhaps, a couple of activities) nor reach any further on the relationship 
development scale. It would probably be difficult for the relationship to completely reach the 
Synergistic-KAM stage; a merger between a municipality and a privately owned company is 
an uncommon occurrence.  
 
It is our contention that the development of a relationship and the relationship bonding 
activities that take place in order to further the relationship are inextricably intertwined. What 
we mean by that is: as both parties commit to the relationship by conducting some form of 
relationship bonding activity (such as being flexible and empathetic, employing long-term 
planning, agreeing on long-term contracts etc.) the relationship progresses to a higher stage. 
We believe that the characteristics of the stage that the relationship then reaches is merely a 
reflection of the current level of relationship bonding in terms of number of activities and the 
intensity of those activities.  
 
6.2.1 RQ 2:How can the development of key account relationships be described? 
Here we will present an answer to research question two. We base the answer on  
the analysis in chapter five and the conclusions that we made in section 6.2.  
According to our findings the development of key account relationships can be described as 
follows: 
 

• The relationship can be at two or more stages simultaneously.  
• It may not be possible to describe the progression through different relationship stages 

in a linear order, but rather in a non-sequential fashion.  
• The higher the level of relationship bonding the further the relationship will develop 

along a continuum of stages where each stage is a reflection of the level of 
relationship bonding.   

• The best way of fortifying and developing a key account relationship is to achieve a 
high level of trust between the parties.  

6.3 The work of a key account manager 
Since the part of TietoEnator that we have investigated only does business with the public 
sector it might, in some ways, diverge from working towards private companies. 
Additionally, it is possible that the work of a key account manager can be described in 
various ways depending on which company that is asked. Despite these concerns, when 
studying the empirical data, regarding research question three, and comparing it to theory we 
find that the similarities are notably more than the differences.   
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According to our findings there are two undertakings of a key account manager that we think 
stands out a little more than the others. The first one is to be responsible for building and 
managing the relationship with major clients. The second is to increase the company’s sales 
volume. Moreover, our findings indicate that in order to carry out these two major tasks the 
key account manager have to be part of a team and the manager’s obvious role, in the team, 
becomes to coordinate the activities of the team. We believe that to successfully manage a 
key account an important task is to unify the KAM team. As can be found in our findings, the 
key account manager should encourage and coordinate the team when serving the account.  
 
Our findings indicate that the key account manager should collect such a large amount of 
information about the client so that he/she in the end “knows more about the client than the 
client knows about itself”. By having information concerning the client’s need the key 
account manager can more easily tailor the offerings and presumably satisfy the client.  
 
Although theory stated that the key account manager should promote the KAM concept, 
within the own company, our findings do not state likewise. We think this can be due to the 
fact that the use of KAM is so conventional within TietoEnator that promotion is of less 
necessity. Only because the findings and theory does not exactly comply on this issue, it does 
not automatically mean that the theory is totally falsified. Instead, have in mind that since 
TietoEnator is a large company with quite many key accounts one can assume that most of 
the personnel are aware of the notion of KAM in one way or another.  
 
The findings of the thesis imply that the KAM team manager has an important position when 
it comes to conveying facts and knowledge. In theory disparate views are presented on the 
issue whether the key account manager should focus on intra- or interorganizational 
activities. Our findings indicate that the most of the key account manager’s focus should be 
on interorganizational activities i.e. towards the client. To come to a conclusion whether 
intra- or interorganizational activities are the most important is not easy. It probably depends 
on which company that is studied and which customer that is served. All in all, we consider 
the key account manager’s role to be a link between the client and the supplying company. A 
function where he/she has insight into both parties’ activities and from that position he/she 
can facilitate the coordination of the KAM team that is as accurate as possible.  
 
Some say that the definition of the key account manager’s work is, as easy as, ‘…being 
responsible for the sales to large and important customers’. We say that a key account 
managers tasks, or responsibilities, are not that easily defined. We think that a customer can 
be important in many different ways e.g. in terms of sales volume, potential profitability or 
relational connections. Assume that the customer is identified; we believe that the next step is 
to divide the area of responsibility into a number of smaller tasks in order to facilitate the 
manager’s work. The tasks are many and the empirical data shows that even in reality it is 
difficult to exactly explain them. It stands clear that the work of a key account manager can 
cover many functions within an organization and can therefore not be ascribed only one task.  

6.3.1 RQ 3: How can the work of a key account manager be described? 
Here we will present an answer to research question three. The answer is based on the 
analysis in chapter five and the above mentioned conclusions. We do not consider our 
conclusions to be specific enough for utilization as a step-by-step manual for key account 
managers but, notwithstanding, they could be employed as guidelines. We describe the work 
of a key account manger in the following way.  
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According to our findings a key account manager should: 
• Be responsible for building, nurturing and managing the relationship with clients that 

in some way require special attention. 
• Strive to increase the company’s sales volume (since we think that KAM, by and 

large, is a sales function within a company. Undoubtedly more complex than an 
ordinary sales unit, involving e.g. deeper relationships but nonetheless a function that 
should generate sales).  

• Be completely aware of what the customer expects from the product or service (gather 
information about the customer in order to understand its needs). 

• Coordinate the KAM team’s activities so that the client is served in the best way 
possible. 

• Act as an information link between the supplier and the customer.  
 

6.4 Implications/recommendations  
In this last section of the thesis we will discuss implications for theory, management and 
future research. 

6.4.1 Implications for management   
A company that works with key accounts needs to establish clear criteria for which customers 
that should be granted key account status and how to service those customers. We believe 
that it is important that all personnel working with key accounts should be aware of their own 
company’s definition of a key account and how to serve it in the best possible way. This is 
important in order to create guidelines that all personnel within the KAM team can adhere to, 
and thereby they will know which activities to emphasize and which activities to pay less 
attention to. 
 
It is important that management makes sure that the whole KAM-team is engaged in 
relationship building activities. The chief reason for doing so is to ameliorate the level of trust 
between the parties.  
 
The parties involved in a KAM relationship should have the possibility to break the 
relationship if any of the parties feels discontent with how the cooperation functions. In other 
words, it is better to cut your losses in an unfruitful relationship rather than clinging to a 
deteriorating relationship solely because the stipulated duration of the contract has not 
expired.  

6.4.2 Implications for theory 
The overall purpose of this thesis was to gain a better understanding of key account 
relationships from the selling company’s perspective. We have explored how a large 
company utilizes its KAM function when selling to the public sector. In order to facilitate the 
research we divided the purpose into three research question: 1) the identification/selection 
and characterization of a key account, 2) the development of a key account relationship and 
3) the tasks of a key account manager. Based on our findings we drew a number of 
conclusions and began to explain these issues for the reader with the aim of achieving the 
purpose of this thesis.  
 
During our work we found that theory often describes a key account or relationship 
development with a key account in far more criteria and stages than is applicable in reality. 
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We do not say that theory necessarily is incorrect but perhaps it needs to be adjusted 
depending on which kind company or industry one is investigating. Our main contribution to 
theory is that we have studied a company using KAM when selling to the public sector which 
we believe is an area that requires further research.  

6.4.3 Implications for future research 
This research has provided an insight into how a company utilizes their KAM function when 
selling to the public sector. We could not really find any theory that explicitly describes key 
account selling to the public sector. Hence, it would be interesting to conduct a multiple case 
study in order to investigate if there are any differences between companies selling to the 
public sector and those selling to the private sector. Moreover, it would also be interesting to 
study if there are any differences in how a service company utilizes KAM compared to a 
manufacturing company. 
 
Regarding relationship bonding activities it would be interesting to more deeply investigate 
which activities that have the most impact on the relationship, in terms of both positive and 
negative effects. Since our findings indicate that TietoEnator has a very thorough approach to 
relationship bonding activities it would be interesting to conduct a research on how these or 
similar activities are perceived by the buying part of the relationship. 
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Interview guide (English) 
 
General information: 

 Name of the company: 
 Business area: 
 Name of the respondent: 
 Title/Position of the respondent: 
 Operational area/responsibilities of the respondent: 
 Years of experience within the field: 
 Annual turnover of the business area: 
 Annual turnover from key accounts: 

 
 
RQ 1: Identification/selection and characterization of a key account? 
 

1. What does the concept “Key Account” mean to you? 
2. What do you want to achieve by giving a customer key account status? 
3. Are you able to select which customers to grant key account status or are you being 

selected by the customer? 
4. Do you collect information about the customer before the selection occurs, if so, what 

information are you looking for? 
5. Are there any special criteria that must be fulfilled by the customer in order to get key 

account status, if so what? Do they change from customer to customer? 
6. What makes a potential key account attractive? 
7. What makes your company attractive to the customer? 
8. Do you employ any special type of procedure when identifying key accounts? Is there 

a formal process within the company? 
 
 
RQ 2: The development of key account relationships? 
 

1. Can you describe the current relationship you have with at least one of your existing 
key accounts? 
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2. Can you please characterize at least one of your existing key accounts in terms of: 

 
3. How would you describe the development of the relationship with the key account 

(the key account that has been described above in question one and two) from the start 
till today?  

 
4. What does your company do in order to enhance the key account relationship? 

a) Is there anything else that you would consider important to do in order to create a 
long lasting relationship? 

 
 
RQ 3: The work of a key account manager? 

1. Where in the organizational structure do you work? 
2. Are you a part of a team? If so, is that team permanent or fluid? 
3. How can a key account manager’s tasks/responsibilities be described? 
4. What would you consider to be your most important task? 
5. Which do you regard as more important, intra- or interorganizational activities? 

(Facing outward or inward?) 
6. How is your time distributed between intra- vs. interorganizational activities? If there 

is a difference then why do you emphasize activities the way you do?  
  

a) Frequency of contacts?   
b) Number of contact points (number of contacts in the buying company). 
c) Ease of access to other contacts than the main contact. 
d) The nature of discussions (e.g. price, quality, volume, distribution, 

complaints). 
e) The influence of competitors (the risk of losing a customer). 
f) Information sharing (sensitive commercial information, extranet, exchange of 

knowledge etc). 
g) Contracts (long-term/short-term). 
h) The role of a key account manager in the relationship building process. 
i) Openness regarding costs and margins. 
j) Collaboration in areas such as: R&D, business plans, marketing plans, training 

of personnel. 
k) Sharing of resources - including people  
l) Exit barriers (i.e. how easy is it to terminate the cooperation?; switching costs, 

personal relationships, joint investments etc). 
m) The level of trust. 
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Intervjuguide (Svenska) 
 
Generell information: 

 Företagets namn: 
 Affärsområde: 
 Namn på respondent: 
 Titel/befattning: 
 Respondentens arbets-/ansvarsområde: 
 Antal år av erfarenhet av KAM: 
 Affärsområdets årliga omsättning: 
 Årlig omsättning från key accounts: 

 
 
RQ 1: Identifiering/val och karakterisering av key accounts? 
 

1. Vad innebär ett ”key account” för er? 
2. Vad vill ni uppnå genom att ge en kund key account status? 
3. Har ni möjlighet att välja vilka kunder som ni vill ge key account status eller blir ni 

valda av kunden?  
4. Insamlar ni information om kunden innan ni gör ert val av kund? I så fall, vad är det 

för information ni är ute efter? 
5. Finns där några speciella kriterier som kunden måste uppfylla för att tilldelas key 

account status? I så fall, vilka? Kan kriterierna vara olika för olika kunder? 
6. Vad är det som gör ett potentiellt key account attraktivt? (Kunden är alltså inte ett key 

account än). 
7. Vad tror du/ni det är som gör ert företag attraktivt för kunden? 
8. Använder ni er av någon speciell procedur när ni identifierar key accounts? Finns det 

någon formell process för detta inom företaget? Kort och gott, hur går ni tillväga? 
 
 
RQ 2: Hur kan utvecklingen av key account relationer beskrivas? 
 

1. Kan du beskriva er (företagets) nuvarande relation till åtminstone ett av era key 
accounts? 

2. Kan du beskriva minst ett av era key accounts i följande termer: 
a) Kontaktfrekvens (hur ofta talar ni med kunden?) 
b) Antal personer inom det köpande företaget som ni är i regelbunden kontakt 

med? Vilken/vilka befattningar har kontakten/erna? 
c) Tillgängligheten av kontaktpersoner förutom huvudkontakten. 
d) Diskussionsämnen (t ex. pris, kvalitet, volym, distribution, klagomål) 
e) Konkurrens (risken att förlora kunden). 
f) Informationsutbyte (t.ex. kunskapsutbyte, extranet, känslig kommersiell 

information) 
g) Kontrakt (långsiktiga/kortsiktiga) 
h) Key account managerns roll i relationsuppbyggnaden.  
i) Öppenhet vad det gäller kostnader och marginaler. 
j) Samarbete inom områden som: FoU, affärsplaner, marknadsföringsplaner, 

personalutbildning etc. 
k) Resursdelning mellan förtagen – personal inkluderat. 



APPENDIX : B 

 

l) Utträdesbarriärer (dvs. hur lätt är det att avsluta samarbetet?, 
omstruktureringskostnader, personliga relationer, gemensamma investeringar 
etc). 

m) Förtroende mellan företagen. 
 

3. Hur skulle du beskriva relationsutvecklingen, med ert key account (det key account 
som behandlats ovan i fråga ett och två), från första början fram till idag? 

 
4. Vad gör ert företag för att förstärka relationen med ert key account?  

a) Finns det något annat som du anser skulle kunna vara viktigt att beakta när 
man vill skapa långsiktiga relationer mellan säljande och köpande företag? 

 
 
RQ 3: En key account managers arbete? 
 

1. Var i organisationsstrukturen arbetar du? 
2. Är du en del av ett team? I så fall, är teamet permanent eller ändras sammansättningen 

utifrån vilken kund som betjänas? 
3. Hur kan en key account managers uppgifter/ansvarsområden beskrivas? 
4. Vilken av dina/era uppgifter anser du/ni vara viktigast? 
5. Vilket tycker du är viktigast, intra- eller interorganisatoriska aktiviteter? (Arbetet 

inom det egna företaget eller utåt mot kunden). 
6. Hur ser tidfördelningen ut mellan intra- vs. interorganisatoriska aktiviteter? Om det 

finns en skillnad, varför uppmärksammar/betonar du/ni aktiviteterna på det sätt du/ni 
gör? 

 


