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THE KEYS TO EFFECTIVE STRATEGIC ACCOUNT 
PLANNING
Key 8: Engage the customer in the account-planning process

By Steve Andersen
President and Founder
Performance Methods, Inc.

The “Keys to Effective Strategic Account Planning” is a best-practice model Performance Methods, Inc., has 

developed from our extensive client work in the strategic account management area as well as our affiliation with 

SAMA. Chances are, if you’ve recently been to a SAMA event, you may have even attended a session bearing 

the same name. This model, based on 10 critical best-practice areas, establishes a SAM execution framework. 

In this article series, we “unpack” each key and provide insight into how global industry leaders achieve SAM 

excellence through effective implementation of best practices.
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Ever wonder why your customer doesn’t care about your 
account plan? Why should they, since most feel that account 
planning is something that suppliers do to get customers to 
spend more money with them? We’ve interviewed hundreds 
of customers, most of them considered to be strategic by 
their suppliers, and it’s typically the case that they have never 
seen the account plan (or any part of it) that bears their 
name. Further, if asked what value they receive from the 
account-planning process, they typically struggle to think 
of anything. Finally, when we ask what type of input they 
provided into their “strategic” supplier’s account plans for 
them, you guessed it: They almost always say “none at all.”

It doesn’t have to be this way. But unfortunately, in most 
implementations of account planning across the globe, the 
most important person – the customer – doesn’t have a seat 
at the table. In fact, most aren’t in the room or even in the 
building. They are outsiders looking in to a process that is 
supposed to be about value creation and co-creation on their 
behalf. Seem odd? That’s because it is. But the good news 
is that there are some organizations that have realized the 
fallacy of the “account-planning-in-a-vacuum” approach and 
are changing their ways. In our work with industry leaders 
from all over the world, the customer always proves to be 
the great unifying factor in our interventions with strategic 
account managers and their account teams. When this hap-
pens, account planning is being executed via a process that is 
customer value-focused rather than supplier revenue-focused. 

It’s amazing the types of obstacles that can be over-
come when the customer is the true focus of your account 
planning. (And don’t kid yourself: The customer can tell 
the difference right away.) When account planning is a 
customer-focused process, everybody wins: the supplier, the 
account manager, the account team and the customer. That’s 
because, as one of our clients likes to say, “When you put the 
customer first, amazing things can happen.” 

In this article we will discuss a proven approach to getting 
the customer engaged in the account-planning process, dis-
cuss the levels of customer involvement in account planning 
and provide examples that will help you ensure that your 
customer is invested in your account plan for them. After 
all, customers are much more likely to support your plan 
if they have a sense of “what’s in it for me?” – and when 
they do, your likelihood of making your account plan a 
reality increases significantly. Oh, and don’t tell anybody…
but when this happens, competitive advantage is captured 
– potentially for a long time. Because our experience has 
shown that customers tend to plan collaboratively with one, 
and only one, provider in a market. Wouldn’t you like for 
that to be your company?

“So you have a plan for me? Really?”
If you’re the customer, it’s hard to care about something 

that doesn’t exist. And when the customer doesn’t even know 
that the supplier has an account plan in place on their behalf, 
they don’t care because…how could they? So the first step 
is to help the customer understand that, as a supplier that 
considers them strategic, you are putting in place a plan that 
will be focused on their success. Sometimes, just telling this 
to a customer is enough to get them to recognize that there 
is something in it for them: If they reveal to you what types 
of business objectives they will be pursuing, maybe you can 
bring resources, expertise and services that will enable them 
to meet and exceed their objectives to help them be success-
ful. Who wouldn’t want this?

It may seem clear that this is the best path to pursue with 
practically any strategic account, but our experience is that, 
in reality, customers recognize the benefits of their suppliers’ 
account plans in a only a very small percentage of cases. In 
fact, one of the most resonating quotes ever from a customer 
executive we interviewed sums it up as follows:

“I hear that some of my vendors have plans for us. But 
if I don’t know what’s in these plans, I can assure you 
they have a zero chance of ever making them happen.”

He felt compelled to say this because I was interviewing 
him on behalf of a client that absolutely considered this 
executive’s company to be highly strategic to his business, 
and he had just asked me what I thought it meant for his 
organization to be considered a strategic customer. This 

Figure 1.  The keys to effective strategic account 
planning

1.  Define “What is a strategic account?” and assess the ongoing fit.

2.  Discover what the customer values most and validate it.

3.  Assess and strengthen the account’s most strategic relationships.

4.  Position and differentiate the supplier’s unique value with the customer.

5.  Integrate and balance the account and opportunity planning processes.

6:  Align the supplier’s objectives with the customer’s.

7.  Develop and implement a proactive strategy to grow the account.

8.  Engage the customer in the account-planning process.

9.  Establish performance metrics to measure and track SAM execution.

10.  Provide coaching and sponsorship to account teams as needed.
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comment forever clarified for me exactly what’s lost when a 
supplier pursues account planning in a vacuum, with little or 
no customer involvement in the account-planning process…
much less any awareness of the value to his own organiza-
tion. (Also note the executive’s use of the term “vendors.” 
Ouch!)

The reality is that there are four levels in the evolution 
of customer engagement in account planning, and they 
can be described in very distinct terms. Based on our work 
with clients, there are clear lines of demarcation between 
these levels, and these manifest themselves not only in the 
level of engagement that the customer has in the supplier’s 
account-planning process but also in the level of relationship 
that the supplier has with the customer – and the level of 
customer mindshare that the supplier has captured through 
its efforts to create and accrue past proven value. (Note: The 
reader may want to reference articles 3, 4 and 7 in this series 
on assessing and strengthening the account’s most strategic 
relationships; positioning and differentiating a supplier’s 
unique value with a customer;   and developing/implement-
ing a proactive growth strategy, respectively.)

As we unpack these levels and explore the dimensions and 
characteristics of each, the reader is urged to think of one of 
your most strategic customers and your corresponding account 
plan. As you do so, ask yourself the following two questions:

1.  “Which level do I feel best describes my customer’s level 
of engagement and commitment to my account-planning 
efforts on their behalf?”

2.  “If I asked my customer to describe their level of engage-
ment and commitment to my account plan and planning 
efforts on their behalf, what would they say?”

The ultimate truth in all matters regarding customer-suppli-
er engagement resides, of course, with the customer. But in our 
work with suppliers and their most strategic accounts, we have 
found that the delta, or “gap,” between what we think and 
what the customer thinks can be quite stark when it comes to 
awareness, involvement, commitment and engagement with 
the account-planning process. J.P. Fowler is Zurich Insurance 
Group’s executive vice president and head of customer rela-
tionship management for global corporate in North America, 
and he puts it this way: 

“Our customers trust us to be good stewards of their 
relationship with us, and this includes the future that we 
plan together as partners. If the customer is not ‘front 
and center’ in the account-planning process, then it’s 
as if we’re having a party and not inviting the guest of 
honor. On the other hand, when the customer is engaged 
and has equity in our account plans for them, the impact 
can be dramatic.”

Level 1: Total unawareness

Work with enough clients in the strategic account plan-
ning and management space, and you realize very quickly 
that there are many suppliers making plans for their custom-
ers without even telling them. J.P. Fowler is absolutely right: 
Account planning void of at least some level of customer 
involvement is like a birthday party without the birthday 
boy or girl in attendance. Only in this case, the candles never 
really get lit! At this level of engagement in the account-
planning process, there is no engagement – and the customer 
doesn’t even know that you have a plan for them. You can’t 
care about something that doesn’t exist, and, at this level, it’s 
as if you aren’t doing anything for the customer because they 
are completely unaware you have a plan for them.

But the real problem lies beneath the surface because, in 
this scenario, the supplier is investing time and resources into 
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a weak relationship, and the customer is oblivious. It’s clear 
that the relationship is vendor-level at best, and the sad reality 
is that, if some of the supplier’s efforts had been diverted to 
having discussions with the customer about planning the 
future together, the process itself could have possibly helped 
to elevate the relationship. I wish we could say that this is a 
rare occurrence, but it’s not. There are many customers across 
the globe that are completely unaware of the account plans 
that their vendors have developed for them, and even if they 
did know, most of them wouldn’t care.

Level 2: Awareness but no real involvement

A bit better – but still not ideal – is the scene which the 
customer at least knows that the supplier is investing time and 
resources into planning the future with them. At this level, 
the customer has awareness that the supplier is attempting 
to put in place a plan that will be focused on future growth. 
But because the customer has no insight into what’s inside 
the plan, they don’t relate to it. The customer that likes 
the supplier may feel a sense of gratitude and appreciation 
that someone is doing something on their behalf, but it’s 
hard to get excited about something that you know little, if 
anything, about. From the perspective of customers at this 
level of supplier relationship, the contents of the plan are at 
best data-oriented and void of any insight that might be of 
benefit to them. And if the customer is not so fond of the 
supplier, they may even assume that the plan is purely for the 
benefit of the supplier, i.e., focused on how they make more 
sales to the customer rather than how they create more value 
with the customer.

In this type of relationship, if there is an account plan 
in place, it likely will be considered the supplier’s plan and 
not a plan that is for the customer. And if the customer 
assumes that these plans are largely focused on the supplier’s 
sales targets, they are probably correct. Unfortunately, in 
account planning, the benefit of the doubt rarely goes to the 
supplier. And in this type of scenario, it can sometimes be 

self-defeating. In relationships that the customer considers 
to be at least borderline strategic, there are always things on 
the customer’s wish list – and when these aren’t happening 
as requested, then the customer feels let down. 

Level 3: Involvement but no real commitment

The situation begins to improve in this scenario, as the 
customer is willing to invest time in planning the future of 
their relationship with the supplier. And because time is a 
scarce resource for most customers, they are only likely to 
involve themselves in account-planning efforts with sup-
pliers that they favor. When you are operating at preferred-
supplier level, you at least have separated yourselves from 
some of your competitors in terms of how your customer 
spends its time and with whom it involves its resources in 
discussing their future. If the customer didn’t want to have a 
future with the supplier, then they probably wouldn’t be this 
involved, so there are certainly some good signs here.

But the missed opportunity is that, without real com-
mitment to the account plan and planning process, the 
customer is simply going through an exercise on behalf of 
the supplier. They probably feel that they know a bit about 
what’s in the supplier’s account plan for them, but because 
they aren’t committed to it, they don’t really care. And while 
you’re certainly better off in this scenario than at Levels 1 
and 2, it’s still far from where you need to be to ensure col-
laboration and a relationship that is authentic and strategic 
in nature. When the customer considers the supplier to be 
one of a relative few that are “preferred,” it’s certainly an 
improving picture. But you’re still not where you need to be 
in strategic account management and planning, because the 
customer really isn’t committed to doing anything with the 
supplier after the initial planning discussions. At this level, 
the customer has no “skin in the game” and is unlikely to 
feel any real equity in the supplier’s account-planning efforts 
on their behalf. But at least they know the supplier has a plan 
and that they’ve had an opportunity to provide input, which 
is certainly better than the alternative.
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“If the customer is not ‘front and center’ in the account-planning process, 

then it’s as if we’re having a party and not inviting the guest of honor.”
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Level 4: Commitment and engagement

Now we arrive at our desired destination, the place where 
the supplier and the customer participate in account plan-
ning together. At this level, the customer sees the supplier as 
a partner to their business and an organization with which 
they have developed a trust-based relationship, thus allow-
ing the parties to meet at the planning table for mutual 
collaboration and value co-creation. In this type of scenario, 
there is every reason to believe that account planning will be 
successful and account plans effectively executed, because 
both parties are committed and engaged. Customers tend 
to have only one (or, at most, two) planning partners in any 
specific market, and so these relationships tend to be quite 
special and exclusive. 

In this type of relationship, there is an account plan in 
place, and it is clear to each party what’s in it for them 
and the level of engagement required to get there. Sure, 
the customer recognizes that there are growth strategies 
and opportunities contained in the plan, but at this level, 
that’s a good thing because the customer is committed to 
helping the supplier achieve these objectives. And they feel 
this way because they know that the supplier has focused 
the account plan on helping the customer meet their own 
objectives – and so, as they align objectives through account 
planning, opportunities for value creation are identified and 
developed together. Regarding this level of collaboration 
and engagement in the account-planning process, Zurich’s 
J.P. Fowler adds this: 

“When account planning becomes focused on the 
customer and their drivers, objectives and challenges, 
the entire process is elevated. In these types of trust-
based relationships, the opportunity to innovate and 
co-create value is taken to a whole new level. This is 
account planning at its finest.”

Conclusions and recommendations

In the Keys to Effective Strategic Account Planning 
article series, we have covered many of the high-impact 
areas of contemporary account-planning effectiveness, but 
none may be as elusive or high impact as this one. When we 

engage the customer in the account-planning process, we 
are inviting them to join us in planning the future, and this 
type of “future” has a chance to become reality because of 
the commitment, engagement, mutual equity and partner-
ing that are fundamental to its pursuit. Anybody can create 
an account plan in a vacuum, and the customer knows this. 
So having an account plan won’t get you very far in today’s 
competitive global markets. 

But the suppliers that realize that the best account plans 
are those created with the customers engaged as committed 
partners will be far ahead, no matter which markets they 
serve. Because if this were easy, everybody would do it. But 
it’s not easy, and it can’t happen without an investment of 
time and resources. It is a very small percentage of account 
plans that are actually based on true customer-supplier 
collaboration, but those that do result in a type of commit-
ted engagement from both parties to do what is required 
to make the plan a reality. This is where the innovation 
happens, this is where the value creation and co-creation 
happens, and this is where sustainable competitive advan-
tage is born.

I recently heard a leading global company say, “We have 
account plans, but we aren’t really doing account planning.” 
A deeper look revealed just what we expected: The custom-
ers either didn’t know there was a plan in the first place, 
didn’t know what was in their plan, or just simply didn’t 
care about their plan – all symptoms of generating account 
plans without the supporting processes, best practices 
and customer engagement to make them implementable 
and sustainable. The organizations that subscribe to this 
evolving way of thinking about account planning will be 
the developers of tomorrow’s best-in-class account plans. 
Because pursuing this more customer-centric approach to 
account planning will lead them to a profound realization: 
If we ask the customer to engage and help us plan the future 
with them, there is a much greater likelihood that we will 
actually be a part of it.

Steve Andersen is president and founder of the Atlanta-based consultancy 
Performance Methods, Inc. (www.performancemethods.com) and can be 
reached at 770-777-6611 or sandersen@performancemethods.com. He can 
also be found at www.linkedin.com/pub/steve-andersen/11/2ab/544.
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services to assist clients in the design, development and deployment of customer engagement best 

practices.  PMI’s unique approach provides clients with customized and integrated solutions 

consisting of sales processes, best practices and consultative selling skills.  PMI has been selected by 

many of the world’s leading corporations as their sales/account management best practices partner 

and has been widely recognized for the innovation, effectiveness and the strength of its 

contemporary suite of customized sales performance solutions.  PMI is an active participant and 

sponsor in the Strategic Account Management Association (SAMA), the world’s largest non-profit 

community of strategic account management and sales best practices, and will be featured in the 

ten-part article series The Keys to Effective Strategic Account Planning. PMI has been cited by 

Effectiveness Solutions Research (ESR) for leadership in the areas of depth and breadth of the PMI 

sales best practices solution suite, strength of methodology, value-selling orientation, advanced 

selling skills, solutions effectiveness, ability to customize, change management, global 

implementation, sales performance and sales training measurement, return-on-training  and 

innovation. PMI has been acknowledged by Training Industry as one of the top sales training and 

methodology providers for 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013 and 2014 and was featured in The 

Best Practices of High Performing Sales Teams article series. Training Industry published PMI’s 

Raising the Bar for Customer Engagement article in its Winter/2014 Quarterly.  PMI creates 

worldwide client value and coverage through its global partnership with Mercuri International, the 

world's largest sales training and development consultancy.   
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