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Who's
ehind

the mask?

STEVE HOYLE explains how a better understanding of the different types of
‘account manager’ will help you define the role for your own organisation

he term ‘account manager’ is one of the
most overused in selling today — so many
people with that title do nothing of the sort.

Analyse the words themselves — ‘account’

is fairly self-explanatory and means that
someone is in some way aligned with a particular
customer. ‘Manager’ on the other hand is more nebulous.
One of the classic definitions is that a manager plans,
organises, leads and controls an activity. Most ‘manager’
definitions containing at least two of these words.

Analyse further what account managers actually do
and you come across a wide range of activities, and a
wide range of skill levels. At one extreme may be a very
junior person with little or no training sitting in a call
centre and responding to requests for information, while
at the other you may have a very experienced and
expensive professional, working at senior levels within
their customer organisation. They could well be
developing and then closing substantial contracts for
both parties.

Our research into account management has led us to
identify three very distinct types of activity, which can
help in determining the optimal selling model. For
salespeople and sales managers, understanding that
there are three different aspects to the account manager
role should help develop your skills and your approach
SO as to maximise your performance.

First, account servicing is defined as that very valuable
and necessary function of being the focal point for the
customer for any sales-related issues. It can be totally
reactive, simply responding to customer requests for
information, pricing, and so on, or it can be proactive,
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perhaps by regularly communicating with the customer
to see if they are considering a purchase.

Account servicing is an activity that offers great scope
for automation, it can be undertaken by less expensive
staff, and it can educate the customer to buy in ways that
are more efficient for them and for you. It normally
happens in real-time and involves multiple short
interactions with lower level, often technical or
procurement people.

Second, account management is defined as working
with the customer to look at their medium and longer-
term requirements as they are currently understood.
Typically it will involve discussions with technical
or functional heads about planned projects,
so for example, a salesperson selling IT
would talk to the IT director about
planned IT projects over the next
12 months or so. It allows the
salespeople to start
positioning themselves to
best advantage, building
relationships with key
decision makers and
influencers as well as
trying to shape buying
criteria to favour their
solutions.

An essentially proactive
activity, account management
differs from mere account
servicing. You are not only
asking the questions about
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< future projects but you are acting upon the answers CASE STUDY
to put yourself in a stronger competitive position. It is
almost impossible to carry out real account management
without some form of account plan, setting out your
planned future goals, objectives, strategies and tactics.

Finally, and probably the activity that sets the really
smart salespeople apart from the rest is account
development. Good account management involves
discussions with senior functional managers about
planned future projects, but account development is
defined as actually going out into the business and
generating or at least shaping future demand. So while
the salesperson selling IT is talking to the IT director
about future requirements, the account developer is
talking to company heads about the whole business,
planting seeds and developing demand. This could
eventually end up as requirements that the IT director
has to fulfil and clearly the best account developers will
do this with the willing cooperation and support of
functional leaders such as the IT director.

By examining these three very different activities
— account servicing, management and development —
sales leaders can start to refine their selling models. CASE STUDY
They will be much more efficient and effective by getting
the right blend of people and processes to handle the

right customer issues at the
right time. In many cases

ACCOU”ZL develop menl‘ the one-size-fits-all ‘account

manager’ is not the best

ZIS dej?ned as ﬂCfU&llb/ approach either from a
genemz‘z’ng or al sales expense or a customer

satisfaction perspective.

leﬂ Sll Sb dpzng fu lllﬂ"e Sometimes a customer just

wants to order a component
d@m&lﬂd ’ quickly and easily with
minimum of overhead,
while at other times they
may want to plan out known deployments of your
solution, or to use your sales team as a source of ideas
and knowledge.

Understanding these different aspects to account
management should help you plan your time by having
better insight into the importance and urgency of
activities, while also perhaps pointing to areas where you CASE STUDY
either need help or personal development so that you
can cover all three angles effectively.

For example, if you are not particularly responsive to
customer requests, then perhaps you need to either set
blocks of time aside at certain parts of the day, or get
agreement for a more junior person to help you, or
educate your customer to be more self-reliant, or
probably a combination of all. Or if you do a good job of
servicing and managing your accounts, but do not
engage in much real account development activity, then
perhaps you should be involving managers or marketing
people more in your accounts, or ensuring you contact
customers at times when it is not critical (ie. not when
they have some emergency issue or at the end of the
month/quarter).

Contributor Steve Hoyle is a sales trainer, consultant and coach,
specialising in helping clients to grow the capability of their sales teams in
complex B2B environments. You can call him on 07785 381563 or email
steve.hoyle@proactbd.org
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