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Knowledge and competencies

What is expected of key account managers? 



Group 1: overall framework

1. Do the headline competencies from both qualifications cover the role 
of a key account manager? 

2. To what extent are they recognisable to companies’ Learning and 
Development departments? 

3. Are they/can they be aligned with current provision from colleges and 
consultants? 

4. If not, what should change?    

Headline competencies

• Customer understanding & development 

• Relationships 

• Knowledge

• Sales and business development

• Critical core competencies

• Organisational effectiveness



Validity of headline competencies

At this level should the job be seen in terms of a broader description of 
activities/issues rather than competences?

• General management/business understanding: basics of being a business 
person/understanding of cost and finance

• Marketing and customer understanding, understanding of purchasing

• Business development

• Organising/project management and managing power and politics in organisations, 
leadership

• Interaction: communication, influence, interpersonal skills

Is there a useful evolution of these activities that would help distinguish between 
Certificate and Diploma levels? Not sure

• Awareness

• Understanding and analysing

• Action

• Reflection and learning 



Group 2: Certificate level

1. Is up to 3 years’ experience an appropriate indicative period for a 
Certificate-level qualification?

2. Do the Certificate-level competencies represent reasonable expectations 
of a key account manager in the first 3 years (as a key account manager)? 

3. What would you add/remove/change, if anything?

Headline competency area Competency

Customer understanding & 
development 

• Customer organisation
• Customer plan
• Customer plan implementation

Relationships • Customer relationships
• Internal relationships

Knowledge • Product knowledge
• Applications/processes
• Own company operations, strategy & capabilities

Sales and business 
development

• Selling

Critical core competencies • Communications
• IT and systems literacy

Organisational effectiveness • Managing without authority



Certificate level competencies

Is 3-year period necessary?
• Depends on key account manager's background
• (Maybe OK just as an indication)

Certificate competencies
• Networking
• Empathy
• Tenacity

Certificate or Diploma level?
• Understanding of costing and pricing
• Influencing

Notes:
• Needs fuller definition/description of competencies
• Also examples of evidences
• Clarify what is different from sales competencies? Needs job 

description



Group 3: Diploma level

1. Do the Diploma-level competencies represent reasonable expectations of   
a key account manager after 3 years experience as a key account manager, 
assuming they have acquired Certificate-level competencies? 

2. What would you add/remove/change, if anything?

Headline competency area Competency

Customer understanding & 
development 

• Customer business
• Value creation
• Customer strategy development

Relationships • Trust
• Other stakeholders
• Networks

Knowledge • Industry knowledge
• Knowledge of complementary disciplines

Sales and business development • Business development
• Negotiation

Critical core competencies • Finance
• Decision-making

Organisational effectiveness • Leadership
• Political awareness
• Global effectiveness



Diploma level competencies

Organisation
• Project management
• Change management
• Personal organisation

Customer
• Fully analyse customer
• Joint strategy development
• Trust and collaborative 

behaviours

Thought – different key account managers – different competencies?

Organisational effectiveness
• Understanding organisation
• Cultural sensitivity
• Intercultural competencies

Sales and business 
development
• Complex negotiation
• Leadership and team 

development



KAM failure factors

1. Which of these factors have you observed in operation?

2. How does it cause KAM failure?

3. What could be done to counter it?



KAM failure: factors observed

• Lack of customer centricity - or too much of the wrong kind!?

• Counter cultural KPIs

– Cost cutting

– Operational efficiency 

– Poor processes/governance

• KAM communication/focus

– Poor internal communications - KYC

– Going 'native'

– Poorly managed KAM programme pushed down from the top

– Empowerment/limited mandate

• Key account selection

– Too many/few 

– Poor criteria

• Metrics

– Not understood

– Too many

– Incorrect



KAM failure

Q1&2. Factors of failure observed?

• Individual interests

• Lack of competency

• Lack of support (related to change)

• Costs

Q3. How to cope with it?

• Alignment – internal

- external



KAM failure

Q1. All of them

Q2.

• No consistency in action

• No support

• No motivation

• No follow-up 

• Fear of other managers e.g. country 
robber barons

• Fear of change/disruption

• Kills innovation

• Panders to power bases

Q3.

• Senior management commitment and buy-in

• Total change of culture and leadership

• Acceptance of a long-term commitment

• Long-term implementation plan

• It is an imperative for the business

• Strategic business plans for KAs

• Change management process

• Whole company education on KAM

• Measure the KA success

• Reward systems linked to team work

• Balance long-term and short-term



How can AKAM improve KAM practice?

Establish credibility

• Promotion/education to stakeholders (not KAMs)

• Business pilots – examples for publicity. 

• Four pillars: consultants, academics, practitioners, companies

• HR/Finance – workshops

• University departments – advice

• Practitioners:
– Advice 

– Impact on wages

– Job search

– Career progress lies business



How can AKAM improve KAM practice?

• Findable on Google search

• Social media

– Short but serious messages

– Signposting to website

– Clear message and clear expectations

– Valuable, usable aids

• Be reference point for Best Practice

• Tools for members' use

• Referral to qualified providers

• Blog

• Key Account Manager of the Year award

• Customer reviews

• Webinars/highlights

• Carefully selected meetings

• Proactive contacts with HR and their professional organisations

• Qualifications

• Invitations to companies



How can AKAM improve KAM practice?

1. Body of knowledge

• Systematic review of literature

• Systematic review of Best Practice

• Systematise the knowledge: key 
cornerstones and key issues

• Formalise the core body of knowledge 
we have

• Database of helpful articles

• Competencies definition

• Defining what KAM programme actually 
means

2. Platform for sharing experience and 
challenges

• Experience sharing and participation of 
practitioners

• Problem based discussions

• Solutions discussions

3. Education and qualifications
• Certificate and Diploma of professional 

competence and development
• Accreditation of those disseminating expertise: 

partner organisations/universities/consultants

4. New research
• Academics and consultants
• Generate and promote it
• Articles and collaboration

5. AKAM publication (like 'Velocity')
• Bulletins/newsletter (start small)
• 3 times a year
• Mixture of academic and practitioner
• Online magazine?

6. Events and meetings


