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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article history: Literature has widely recognised the importance of key account management (KAM) in building long-term cus-
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tomer relationships. Although KAM grounds significantly on the relationship marketing theory, most empirical
studies focus on the financial impact a KAM programme can produce. Hence, only normative work can advise
practitioners on the implications from adopting a relational approach in managing their business with customers
who can help the supplier realise a broader set of strategic objectives. Drawing from 304 cases of different
suppliers, this article seeks to start filling this gap in the literature and offer empirical evidence regarding the
structural and relational implications from a KAM programme. In summary, the findings suggest that adopting
a relational perspective through the development of key account management orientation (KAMO) will result
in certain, necessary, structural reformation while allowing for specific relational skills to develop. Consequently,
supplier's performance also improves. Moreover, this chain of effects remains strong independently of resources
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Empirical available to the supplier, suggesting that KAM can be a significant basis for developing a competitive advantage
irrespectively of the supplier's size.
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1. Introduction enough though, prior research sustains a transaction, exchange-

Key account management (KAM) has received significant attention
by both academics and practitioners in recent years (Guesalaga &
Johnston, 2010). KAM is the systematic process of managing B2B rela-
tionships that are of strategic importance to the supplier (Homburg,
Workman, & Jensen, 2002; Millman & Wilson, 1995). KAM involves
performing additional activities aiming to tailor the supplier's offering
to meet the individual, often unique, needs of the key account (KA).
Less important customers do not receive this kind of treatment
(Salojdrvi, Sainio, & Tarkiainen, 2010; Workman, Homburg, & Jensen,
2003). Hence KAM is more than concentrating the sale effort on cus-
tomers generating large sums of sales revenue (Spencer, 1999); KAM
represents a proactive development towards a customer-focused orga-
nisation (Gosselin & Bauwen, 2006) with important organisational
implications (Salojdrvi et al., 2010).

KAM is the practice of relationship marketing in business markets
(e.g. Ivens & Pardo, 2007; Richards & Jones, 2009; Salojdrvi et al.,
2010; Zupancic, 2008). As such, KAM moves away from short-term,
transactional exchanges and focuses on more long-term, strategic and
collaborative relationships (Ryals & Humphries, 2007). Surprisingly
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focused view, which remains highly concentrated on the sales/profit
potential of the KA (Wengler, Ehret, & Saab, 2006). Consequently past
investigation has also failed to incorporate the supplier's relational
capabilities in explaining the outcomes of a KAM programme. Finally,
because KAM requires summoning significant resources to meet
the needs of individual KA through customisation, it remains unclear
whether KAM programmes can potential be equally effective for smaller
suppliers as it can be for larger ones.

With these gaps in the extant literature in mind, the present study
seeks to empirically examine the effect of key account management
orientation (KAMO) on the supplier's organisational structure, relation-
al capabilities and performance from a relational vantage. In addition,
drawing on the resource based view of the firm, this study seeks to
explore how the size of the supplier as manifested by the supplier's
span of control can moderate the impact of the KAM programme on
the supplier's relational, financial and non-financial outcomes.

Answering these research questions will allow making a significant
contribution on three fronts. The first contribution comes from explor-
ing the nomological significance of KAMO adoption as an antecedent
of the structural adjustments and relational capabilities that affect the
quality of the relationship between the two companies and eventually
the supplier's performance. The second contribution comes from the
investigation of the joined, interrelated, effect specific structural choices
and relational capabilities have on the quality of the relationship
between the supplier and the KA and, consequently, on the supplier's
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performance. Finally, by examining the moderation effect that span of
control has on the outcome of the KAM effort, this study seeks to
make a contribution by answering whether KAM is equally suitable
for suppliers with varying access to resources.

Next, we first present the theoretical background underpinning this
investigation, followed by the conceptual framework and research hy-
potheses. Next, we present the methodology before we proceed with
data analysis and hypotheses testing. Finally, we present the discussion
of the findings, the limitations and the directions for future research this
article opens.

2. Literature review
2.1. Relationship marketing and key account management

“National Account Management” was used in the eighties to de-
scribe the supplier's effort to deal with accounts operating nationwide
generating large sales volumes and revenue (e.g. Shapiro & Moriarty,
1984). At that time, achieving sales objectives was a crucial strategic
priority mainly driven by the growth rates witnessed in many different
sectors (Shapiro & Wyman, 1981). However, during the years that
followed many suppliers saw growth rates relaxing while a smaller
number of “National Accounts,” as the result of consolidation, com-
manded a larger proportion of the market. This produced an imbalance
of power between suppliers and customers with the latter growing
stronger. As a result, customers could impose harder deals squeezing
the supplier's profit margin. Heightened competition among suppliers
and competitive turbulence eroded further suppliers’ margins. The ini-
tial reaction was cost restructuring and an attempt to improve transac-
tional efficiency (Weilbaker & Weeks, 1997), which however could not
be a sustainable strategy in the long run, especially as business was in-
creasingly becoming globalised (Montgomery & Yip, 2000).

With profitability endangered, other objectives, such as reference
value or know how development became important strategic priorities
as a means for the suppliers to differentiate from competition and com-
pensate for relatively higher costs and prices (cf. Boles, Johnston, &
Gardner, 1999; Millman & Wilson, 1999). Consequently, suppliers' at-
tention starts shifting from facilitating present and future transactions
with “National Accounts” at a low cost to strengthening the relationship
between the two companies, understanding the account's needs better
and developing the necessary know-how to cater for these needs; the
concept of relationship marketing introduced in the nineties has geared
this paradigm shift for many suppliers (Gronroos, 1994).

The extant literature reports on the importance of adopting a rela-
tionship marketing approach in managing customer relationships
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). In a broader perspective, the implementation
of a relationship marketing strategy seeks to identify the customers
who are more likely to respond positively and maintain a long-term
relationship with the company if the supplier can satisfy their needs
and wants (Parvatiyar & Sheth, 2000). In other words, a relationship
marketing strategy is not relevant to all customers; a relational strategy
targets only these customers who are likely to commit themselves in a
long-term relation with the supplier.

Relationship marketing is especially important in the business-to-
business (B2B) context where customers tend to be few and powerful
and buyer-seller relationships are characterised by complexity, interde-
pendence and a long-term orientation (Anderson & Narus, 1990; Heide
& John, 1992). Within this context, suppliers have to identify existing
and/or potential customers whose approaches to purchasing warrant
a long-term relation and commitment to the supplier who will provide
them with a superior solution and meet their purchasing needs and
criteria (Pressey, Tzokas, & Winklhofer, 2007). Moreover, suppliers
have also to consider the cost associated with the organisational
restructuring necessary to facilitate a relationship marketing strategy
as well as the cost of adapting their operational procedures, product as-
sortment and features and business practices to match the customer's

individual needs (Homburg, Workman, & Jensen, 2000). Therefore, the
deployment of a relational strategy is limited to a relatively smaller
number of existing or potential customers; the “Key Accounts”: these
customers with whom the supplier identifies a significant strategic fit
(McDonald, Millman, & Rogers, 1997). Suppliers can then deploy a
relationship marketing strategy aiming to better understand the specific
requirements of such customers and satisfy them. The implementation
and management of this relational strategy lies at the heart of the
“Key Account Management” notion, the evolution of NAM within the re-
lationship marketing paradigm (Abratt & Kelly, 2002; McDonald et al.,
1997). Hence, within this paradigm, we define KAM as “the manage-
ment of the supplier's relational strategy, manifesting the willingness
of the supplier to assume the effort (and cost) to customise its offering
to meet the unique requirements of customers with whom (the sup-
plier) sees a strategic fit (‘Key Accounts’) so that (the supplier) can
realise significant strategic objectives that outweigh the sacrifices
of customisation.”

Following from this definition, suppliers engage in KAM because of
the anticipated long term benefits from the collaboration with KAs.
Suppliers can usually benefit from higher revenues (Workman et al.,
2003), know-how development (Ojasalo, 2001; Pels, 1992), reference
power (McDonald et al., 1997; Ojasalo, 2001) or entering new markets
and exploring emerging market opportunities (Boles et al., 1999). Cus-
tomers also benefit from a KAM initiative through customised offerings,
closer cooperation, and faster response (Ryals & Humphries, 2007).
However, the ability to co-create value in the relationship cannot be
taken for granted (Ryals & Humphries, 2007). Trust between the two
parties and commitment in the relationship usually precede the ability
of the supplier and the customer to co-create value through their rela-
tionship (Millman & Wilson, 1995). In turn, the anticipated value from
the relationship influences the process and the criteria through which
KAs are identified. While in the past sales revenue was the yardstick
by which suppliers identified important national accounts, under the
relationship marketing paradigm and the practice of KAM, suppliers
use a variety of criteria such as status or potential for developing
know-how to identify their KAs (e.g. Boles et al., 1999; McDonald
et al., 1997; Pels, 1992). Hence, the practice of KAM is not limited to
larger customers; smaller accounts can also be identified as “key” and
qualified to enter the suppliers KAM programme as long as the supplier
perceives them to serve and facilitate the accomplishment of his own
strategic objectives (Millman & Wilson, 1995).

From the previous discussion on relationship marketing it becomes
evident that NAM and its driving principles have become obsolete and a
new paradigm has emerged as the framework underlying the manage-
ment of the relationship between the supplier and the customer.

2.2. Key account management orientation: a paradigm shift

Over the past years, many studies have produced empirical evidence
of the benefits from a close buyer-seller relationship and customer cen-
tricity (e.g. Cannon & Perreault, 1999; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Relation-
ship success largely depends on the ability of the management to adopt
and implement a customer relationship orientation (Day, 2000), which
establishes a “collective mind” in the organisation according to which
the relationships with the customers represent assets (Jayachandran,
Sharma, Kaufman, & Raman, 2005). Customer orientation is pervasive
influencing all interactions with customers before, during and after
the sale (Day, 2000) driving thus the choice of means (processes) to de-
velop and sustain customer relationships (Jayachandran et al., 2005;
Salojdrvi et al., 2010). Nevertheless, customer relationship orientation
tends to concentrate on “customer segments.” In KAM, the focus is on
the individual account for whom resources are often reallocated from
other non-key accounts (Homburg et al., 2002). Hence, a different
mind-set is necessary to facilitate the transition from traditional sales
to KAM (Davies & Ryals, 2009).
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