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Key account management (KAM) is used for managing relationships between a supplier and its strategically im-
portant customer firms, that is, the key accounts. KAM activities typically involve a firm-internal network of ac-
tors. While there is a rich body of literature on key account managers' work with external networks in customer
firms, this study focusses on themuch less explored KAM activities in interaction with the firm-internal network
that is required tomobilise resources and develop activities towards key accounts. The purpose of this study is to
develop a conceptual framework explaining how the firm's capability tomanage the internal KAM network con-
tributes to firm performance.We illustrate our framework using case studymaterial and develop avenues for fu-
ture research along the elements of our framework.
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1. Introduction

Firms and their environment have been described from different
vantage points. A recurring perspective interprets them as distinct busi-
ness networks that are interlinked through relationships (Anderson,
Håkansson, & Johanson, 1994). Depending on the specific theory one
draws on, these relationships are conceptualised and labelled in differ-
ent terms, for example, as ties (Granovetter, 1973, 1983), linkages
(Tsai, 2000), contracts (Reve, 1990), or, from the IMP Group perspec-
tive, in terms of actors, resources, and activities (Håkansson &
Snehota, 1995). Whatever the terminology, network theories share
the fundamental concepts of interaction and interdependence as well
as a distinction between firm-internal andfirm-external networks of re-
lationships as constituting units.

In key account management1 (KAM), a supplier firm on a business
market implements an idiosyncratic system that encompasses dedicat-
ed actors, resources, and activities in order to manage one specific

interface between the firm-internal and the firm-external networks,
that is, the relationshipswith its strategicallymost important customers
(Davies & Ryals, 2013; Gounaris & Tzempelikos, 2013; Guesalaga &
Johnston, 2010;Workman, Homburg & Jensen, 2003). These strategical-
lymost important customers are referred to as key accounts (KAs). KAM
typically involves the creation of a dedicated function or unit that is dif-
ferentiated from other customer-facing functions or units (Guesalaga &
Johnston, 2010; Pardo, Ivens, & Wilson, 2013, 2014). It involves the de-
velopment of specific routines (Homburg, Workman, & Jensen, 2002;
Storbacka, 2012). In most firms, specifically designated KA managers
and KAM teams constitute the central actors (Atanasova & Senn,
2011; Davies & Ryals, 2013; Jones, Dixon, Chonko, & Cannon, 2005;
Vafeas, 2015), although Homburg et al. (2002) identify some configura-
tions of KAMprograms inwhich actors not referred to as KAmanager or
KAM team take over responsibility for KAM.

Amain difference between KAMand classical salesmanagement lies
in the important coordinating role that KA managers fulfil between the
internal and external networks of relationships (Georges & Eggert,
2003; Pardo, 1999). In this role, they manage a set of relationships be-
tween their own company and the KA. While the external relationship
management task in KAM has been widely explored (e.g.,: Davies &
Ryals, 2013; Davies, Ryals, & Holt, 2010; Friend & Johnson, 2014;
Gounaris & Tzempelikos, 2014; Hakanen, 2014; Shi, Zou, & Cavusgil,
2004), the work of KA managers and teams within firm-internal net-
works has been rather neglected in academic research (exceptions in-
clude Atanasova and Senn (2011); Speakman and Ryals (2012)).

Our research focusses on all actors involved in themanagement of a
specific supplier–KA relationship. It attempts to understand the
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mechanisms inside a firm-internal network that foster processes that
create value for both the supplier and the KA. In line with Morgan and
Hunt (1994) as well as Meyer and Allen (1997), this study argues that
commitment and trust constitute key concepts not only for the effec-
tiveness and efficiency of firm-external supplier–KA relationships, but
also in relationships inside the firm-internal network in KAM. The
study further argues that resource-advantage theory (RAT) and the ca-
pability view (CV) of the firm allow conceptualizing internal KAM activ-
ities in a theoretical framework. In particular, RAT identifies central
resources required in KAM while the CV explains how these resources
are combined in KAM routines to enhance KAM performance.

In line with the strategic management literature (e.g. Pennings &
Lee, 1999; Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998), this research studies the following as-
pects. First, it analyses how (in addition to the external customer-side
network) KA managers handle a second network of relationships, that
is, relationships inside their own company that take the form of a
firm-internal network of actors involved in managing a specific KA
(Atanasova & Senn, 2011; Salojärvi, Saarenketo, & Puumalainen,
2013). Second, the KA manager is often a member of a unit comprising
several KAmanagers, often reporting to a KA director. In large organisa-
tions, several KA directors may exist, each one dedicated to a specific
field in which several KA customers have been identified. This study
analyses how the networks surrounding individual KA managers and
KA teamsmay differ. Third, this research analyses howKAmanagers de-
velop activities inside their internal network of relationships despite
their generally low level of hierarchical power. Fourth, with regard to
the firm-internal networkmanagement role of KAM, this research stud-
ies the role that commitment and trust between the different actors in-
side the supplier firm who are involved in KAM (i.e. KA managers, KA
directors, and members of the KA teams) play for the performance of
the KA manager and the KA team as well as for the success of the
KAM program.

Against this background, and on the basis of the four arguments de-
veloped above, the purpose of our study is to (a) develop a model of
firm-internal KAMnetworks, and to (b) explore the fundamental struc-
ture of this model empirically. For this purpose, we first conceptualise
the firm-internal aspect of KAM. Second, we review the KAM literature
with respect to firm-internal network activities. Third, we introduce
firm-internal commitment and trust as potential antecedents to perfor-
mance in KAM. Fourth, we illustrate our conceptualisation using case
study material on the work of three KAM teams collected in 35 in-
depth interviews and through the analysis of documents from a large
international pharmaceutical firm. Finally, we discuss implications of
our conceptualisation as well as avenues for future research.

2. Firm-external and firm-internal networks in KAM

2.1. Managing two networks in KAM

Business networks are central in different research disciplines rang-
ing from economics to sociology (see Ojasalo, 2011, 2001). The IMP
Group and its related literature offer a rich conceptualisation of the
network concept. Henneberg, Naudé, and Mouzas (2010, p.355) define
networks as “complex, systemic webs of interdependent exchange
relationships within which companies and individual managers need to
operate”. Actors, resources, and activities are the constituting elements
of a network (Håkansson & Johanson, 1993). These three elements ap-
pear in the exchange between a firm and its partners on markets. At
the same time, the firm itself constitutes a network of relationships be-
tween, for example, functional units, geographic units, or individual
specialists who interact in business processes (Ritter, Wilkinson, &
Johnston, 2004). Hence, the KA manager coordinates a complex net-
work consisting of internal and external business relationships with in-
dividual and organisational actors.

Both sides of KAM, internal and external network management, are
important elements of the KAM concept and required for KAM

performance. From an internal perspective, KAM creates value for
the KA and the supplier by coordinating numerous complex and
customer-specific processes. From an external perspective, KAMcreates
value for the KA and the supplier by constantly improving the fit be-
tween the selling organisation's value offer and the needs of the KA
(Georges & Eggert, 2003). In the long run, a well-established KAM pro-
gramme can lead to a substantial competitive advantage (Pardo et al.,
2014; Sullivan, Peterson, & Krishnan, 2012; Tzempelikos & Gounaris,
2015).

In KAM, firms dedicate specific investments in the form of “special
personnel directed at an organization's most important customers”
(Workman, Homburg, & Jensen, 2003, p. 7). KAmanagers fulfil a coordi-
nating role between the two networks constituted by firm-external and
firm-internal relationships (Ivens, Niersbach, & Pardo, 2015; Jones et al.,
2005; Pardo, 1999).

Over the past decades, scholars have developed several conceptual
frameworks for KAM (e.g. Jones et al., 2005; Richards & Jones, 2009;
Shi et al., 2004; Storbacka, 2012) and a series of several empirical stud-
ies on KAM (e.g. Guenzi, Pardo, & Georges, 2007; Homburg et al., 2002;
Salojärvi et al., 2013;Workman et al., 2003) in order to provide insights
into themechanisms underlying successful KAM implementation. How-
ever, only a small part of this work is dedicated to issues offirm-internal
network management in KAM.

2.2. The external KAM network

On the one hand, the KA manager needs to manage the set of rela-
tionships between his own company and the KA (Ivens & Pardo,
2007). These relationships typically comprise contacts with units such
as purchasing, logistics, or R&D on the customer side, that is, more di-
verse contacts as compared to the contacts a classical sales representa-
tive needs to manage. In addition, activities in KAM reach higher
levels of intensity (e.g., in terms of frequency or closeness) because
the supplier–side actors focus their efforts onmanaging a small number
of KA customer-firms (Shapiro & Moriarty, 1984b; Shi et al., 2004). Fi-
nally, the KAmanager needs to understand the links and possible inter-
dependencies or frictions among his network contacts on the customer
side. He needs to analyse the potential impact of these links on his firm's
business with the customer and develop approaches in order to align
these links with his own business objectives. For example, in case two
customer-side departments have conflicting objectives with respect to
the supplier, the KA manager needs to identify ways of interacting
with both units that allow minimising the potential damage of the KA-
side internal conflict on the supplier–KA relationship.

2.3. The firm-internal KAM network

On the other hand, KA managers need to manage a network of rela-
tionships inside their own company. Atanasova and Senn (2011), for in-
stance, refer to the “persons involved in developing and maintaining
relationships with one or several key customers” (Atanasova & Senn,
2011, p. 279). Such a view enlarges the one developed by Arnett,
Macy, andWilcox (2005) that limits internal relationships to a core sell-
ing team or enterprise team constituted of selling organisation mem-
bers. The KA Manager is thus a relational coordinator between the
strategically important account and his own firm (see Fig. 1). His mis-
sion is to optimise value creation inside the supplier–KA relationship
for both parties involved. In order to reach his objectives, he draws
upon the relevant individuals and units inside his own company, iden-
tifies their required contribution, coordinates them internally, and es-
tablishes links between them and supplier–side units (such as
production, logistics, finance, R&D) (Pardo et al., 2014; Speakman &
Ryals, 2012). Like on the customer side, the KA manager needs to ana-
lyse and handle interactions between internal units in order to facilitate
value creation for his key account.
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