
How to grow your key customer base by 20%? It’s 
simple, start with selecting the right key accounts 
and not leave the future of your business to chance. 
When you select key customers’ by design, you are 
ensuring that the whole business is aligned around 
customers who offer the highest potential for growth, 
profit and long term success. 

Every business as it grows acquires new business, 
diversifies and expands its customer base. It then 
gets to a point where it needs to understand where 
long term value lies and where the strategic direction 
needs to go. Does the key customer base fit with 
that direction? Does the business understand which 
customers are key and why? Is it driving the right kind 
of investment? 

Three key steps 
Here’s our point of view on the process in a few simple 
steps; 

• Get the internal leadership on board, the majority of 
initiatives fail due to poor leadership

• Analyse your customer base over the last three 
years; where did the most profit and revenue come 
from? Are several customers and their subsidiaries 
really counted as one main business?

• Develop and define key client selection criteria and 
ensure it passes these few quick tests

− Are the criteria clear to everyone?

− Is it aligned to strategy? Don’t worry if it causes 

you to challenge your strategy, it could be time for a 
new direction.

− Can your business ‘stick to the criteria’ at least 
for a year before revising it? If it doesn’t feel solid it 
won’t stick and neither will your programme.

Commonly used criteria 
A range of research has identified criteria which are 
commonly used by major corporations globally to 
select strategic or key accounts:

• 85% use past and current revenue size

• 70% use potential revenue

• 68% identify customer growth

• 52% use customer buying behaviours

• 52% assess on relationship factors such as trust or 
openness

Soft factors are important – because key customers’ 
are a conscious decision to develop and invest in a 
long term relationship. Key clients can also be risky 
high volume current customers’ that the business 
depends on for cash; they just need an appropriate 
management approach. 

These soft factors will depend on your business 
strategy and the type of commercial arrangements  
the business wants to have as a portfolio. 
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Soft relationship factors and ‘strategic fit’ factors 
frequently chosen include;

• Geographic or technical fit with the business

• Impact on your brand by association

• A fit with core values, such as beliefs or corporate 
social responsibility

• Orientation to suppliers, preferring partnering  
over adversarial of a contract focused culture

• Risk potential

• Customers preference for quality over cost

• Innovation potential

Insights 
Selecting a key or strategic customer portfolio is one 
the most critical decisions a business can make as 
it shapes your strategy, investment programme and 
potential for future growth. 

Here are a few critical insights to consider when 
developing the criteria that will really help build 
alignment, conviction and an appetite for growth.  

Clarity on selection 
Take the initial criteria and really spell it out. What 
does high profit mean? Put some numbers and ranges 
against it. Use weightings against the criteria to reflect 
their importance. 

Manage the transition 
If you pick all high growth customers’ straight away 
you may not be able to manage cash flow and keep 
the business balanced. Keep those key customers who 
really sustain and provide regular business.  

Limit the numbers of key accounts 
Key accounts need additional attention investment and 
management time. Both are scarce in any business so 
keep to a reasonable number; it’s the 80/20 rule.  

Pick some very high growth customers 
Go for growth. A number of companies have continued 
to grow at over 15% per annum even during this 
recession. Key accounts can achieve much more so 
select a few key accounts with very high growth 
potential. It will fuel your account programme  
and ambition. 

KAM competencies defined
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Take the long term view 
Long term business relationships are worth investing 
in, so when examining which key accounts to focus 
on consider the length of time it takes to build the 
business. Short termism can kill off potential high 
growth relationships.  

Evidence matters 
The potential portfolio of key accounts you have needs 
to be strongly filtered against factually based evidence. 
Get that ethos right at the very beginning. Working 
from facts, evidence and the customers’ viewpoint that 
will help drive future success. 

The key to selecting key customer portfolio is ensuring 
that clear selection criteria are identified focused on 
the future strategic needs of your business. Through 
consistent evidence based selection and review 
process you gain critical insights into your most 
valuable customers and boost sales growth. 

You can always contact us on +44(0)203 651 0206  
or email info@naviga.uk.com. 

We help companies reinvent their business 
relationships to drive growth and profitability.
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