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THE DIGITALIZATION DRIVE
Part 1 - The impact of digital technologies on SAM strategy and 
business models

At the end of 2016, SAMA published a research report on the digitalization of business and its 
effects on strategic account management. Comprehending the vast changes now occurring and 
anticipated as a result of all manner of new technologies is daunting. To grasp the implications and 
apply the learnings to your own firm are yet even more challenging, but we believe most SAMA 
member companies have begun this journey. 

We are presenting the main segments of the report in five articles. The first is presented here 
and the remaining four will be offered in subsequent issues as well as added to SAMA’s online 
Resource Center at strategicaccounts.org:

Part 1 – The impact of digital technologies on SAM strategy and business models
Part 2 – Elevating strategic account management to become even more strategic
Part 3 – Digitalizing strategic account management: the customer journey, automation and cloud 
collaboration
Part 4 – Digitalizing strategic account management: renewed marketing and the digital device mesh
Part 5 – Considerations for the digital transformation of YOUR SAM organization

The “frontier” of strategic account management is difficult to bring into focus because it is 
constantly moving and at great speed. But the leadership roles of the C-suite, SAM management 
team and the strategic account manager as change agents are more important than ever. The 
function of being the primary customer interface and source of deepest customer knowledge 
is your positional advantage and the well from which digital technologies can become, most 
effectively, the enablers of company growth and superior enterprise customer (and ecosystem) 
relationships.

THE DIGITALIZATION DRIVE
Part 1 - The impact of digital technologies on SAM strategy and 
business models
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The essence of Connectivity

For as long as memory serves, strate-
gic customer-supplier relationships have 
always been about connectivity, just in 
a non-digital context.  They are about 
building customer intimacy, openness 
and transparency, responsiveness, trust, 
ease of communications, access, reliabil-
ity, etc. These things continue to be true 
in the digital age, only more so. The 
digitalization of business is all about 
Connectivity (with a capital ‘C’) both 
figuratively and literally and may be 
the best way for SAM leaders to think 
of both the functional and aspirational 
aspects of digital technologies and how 
they can connect suppliers and custom-
ers, in the best sense of the word.

The increased connectivity provided 
by digital technologies creates new 
forms of internal and external collabora-
tion opportunities in expanding ecosys-

tems, new ways to monitor and manage 
the installed asset base in industrial 
firms and new channel configurations 
with new tools to connect and influence 
decision making and product usage. 

These changes shake many of the 
foundations that strategic account 
management (SAM) is built upon. 
Fundamental to understanding how 
SAM and SAM programs should adapt 
is the realization that changes in SAM 
practices are driven not only by the 
emergence of new digital technologies 
but, even more importantly, by the 
modifications in strategy and busi-
ness models that digitalization drives. 
Consequently, SAM programs need to 
be elevated into an even more strategic 
role: driving the digitally enabled stra-
tegic transformation of both firms and 
customers. 

The technologies and their 
implications

Sensors create new connections. The 
cost and size of sensor technology have 
plummeted in such a way that sensors 
can be incorporated into most items. 
The major leap, however, is not only 
cost and size but the inclusion of an IP 
address, making them accessible over 
the internet. Whereas there will more 
than a trillion of all types of sensors, 
IP-enabled sensors are projected to 
exceed 50 billion by 2020. 

A good example is SKF, which has 
launched a set of ball bearings with 
sensors. These sensor bearings measure 
a range of operations, such as number 
of revolutions, direction of rotation, and 
acceleration. Monitoring the sensors 
can help firms manage machines at a 
distance and design preventive mainte-
nance actions that will increase service 

life and reduce costs.

Because the sensors have IP addresses, 
the connectivity of various activities is 
increased dramatically. This is often 
labeled the Internet of Things (IoT), and 
the fact that we can monitor machines 
and processes in a completely new way 
has obvious implications for all kinds of 
human and organizational activities.1 
Some examples of this:

This mixture of humans, machines 
and various algorithms that monitor and 
direct the machines changes the logic of 
business relationships. What used to be 
called “business-to-business” relation-
ships (B2B), which used to be based 
on “human-to-human” interactions, 
will become a much more complicated 
and richer set of interaction patterns. 
In these patterns, we need to also add 
various forms of machine interactions 

(H2M: human-to-machine; M2M: 
machine-to-machine). For SAMs, this 
implies that the contact matrix in an 
account plan will need to look quite 
different!

Big Data leads to advanced analyt-
ics. What this leads to is an exponential 
growth of digital data, and this has 
profound implications for firms. Every 
device, every shipment of products, 
every customer leaves a digital foot-
print. These footprints pile up to huge 
amounts of data, often referred to as 
“big data.” But big data is of no value 
in itself. It only gets valuable when the 
organization shifts its focus from big 
data to “big questions” and the subse-
quent "big answers." 

To understand patterns of data and 
generate insights for the benefit of cus-
tomers and markets are the objectives 
of advanced data analytics. What we 

see today is a dramatic development of 
analytics. The development has gone 
from descriptive towards predictive and 
further on towards prescriptive analyt-
ics. 

Descriptive analytics uses past data to 
report on the past; predictive analytics 
uses past data to predict the future; 
and prescriptive analytics uses analyti-
cal models to specify optimal behaviors 
and actions for the future. When we 
say “advanced analytics,” we essentially 
mean these three types. However, what 
changes firms and drives innovation 
for the future are prescriptive analyt-
ics. The prescriptive models, involving 
large-scale testing and optimization, are 
a means of embedding analytics and 
optimization into every business deci-
sion made.2

It is important to understand that 

Changes in SAM practices are driven … by the modifications in 

strategy and business models that digitalization drives.
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analytics is not to be used only in 
the traditional sense, i.e., to improve 
internal processes and related business 
decisions.3 Successful companies have 
realized that the real value of analyt-
ics relates to creating more valuable 
products and services — to embed data 
intelligence into the products and ser-
vices customers buy. Increasingly we see 
firms that attempt to turn the collected 
data assets into a product designed to 
help a user solve a specific problem. A 
good example is SKF,4 which aims to 
help customers manage the entire asset 
lifecycle by offering data-based indus-
trial solutions that include embedded 
wireless and self-powering, condition-
monitoring technology and mobile 
internet solutions.  

Automation improves efficiency. 
Automation of every facet of the busi-
ness model is the reality that all firms 
face and is a frequent topic of discus-
sion. Automation of manual activity, 
replacing labor with technology, is key 
to this discussion, leading to ideas such 
as smart factories where context-aware, 
cognitive digital assistants help people 
and machines perform their tasks. By 
connecting people, things and data, 
new ways of organizing organizational 
processes emerge.

This development is not limited to 
factories;5 automation is as prevalent in 
customer-facing operations, including 
marketing, sales, delivery and customer 
service. Technology research and advi-
sory firm Gartner6 has suggested major 
changes in how business will be run 
in the future, using smart machines, 
autonomous agents and things and 
developing algorithmic business.

The investments that many firms 
make in marketing and sales automa-
tion are evidence that this development 
is highly relevant to SAM. The key 
question is: How much of SAM can be 
automated?

Business model innovation

Digitalization affects every aspect of 
a firm’s business model – from front-
end to back-office, from how firms 
create value for their customers to how 
they capture value – and by doing so 
can reshape every facet of the contem-
porary enterprise.7 This includes all the 
practices and processes related to SAM. 
Digitalization f lips traditional busi-
ness model development on its head. 
Instead of harnessing technology to 
the requirements of existing business 
models, innovative firms increasingly 

adapt business models to the possibili-
ties of technology.8 What we see is less 
evolution and more revolution and 
disruption. As many older firms have 
difficulties in adapting their legacy sys-
tems to the new opportunities, much of 
the disruption is done by new market 
entrants.

Connectivity enables new forms 
of value creation. As an organization 
increases the density of its connections 
(between people, business and things), 
it increases the density of available 
resources and, thus, the potential value 
it can realize from those connections. 
Hence, connections are at the core of 
digital business models. 

Resource density can be seen as a 
new measure of value. Greater density 
of resources, relevant to a specific actor, 
time, situation and space combination, 
corresponds to more value. Hence, the 
goal of innovation is to identify ways to 
increase the density of resources. And 
the goal of strategic account manage-
ment needs to be to increase the density 

of resources available to the customer.

The key often lies in the opportunity 
to unbundle or separate resources that 
previously have been held together in 
time and place by a specific actor. A 
firm wanting to increase resource den-
sity for customers can do so by attempt-
ing to unbundle and re-bundle various 
resources into new sales items. A neat 
example of this is the rapid changes 
going on in the music business, where 
the content, i.e., the music, has been 
unbundled from the previous carriers, 
such as LP records, CDs and now even 
from MP3 players. This development 
has created new offerings, such as 
Spotify, that make it possible to access 
music with a multitude of different 
devices, any time, any place, without 
ownership.

For SAM this implies a need to take 
a larger role; to become the orchestrator 
of new forms of resource combinations, 
involving not only the supplier firm 
and the strategic account but also other 
actors in the larger ecosystem.

From exchange value to use value. 
In the traditional product-dominated 
world view, markets are analyzed only 
in terms of the value of the exchange 
(of goods and services) and not on the 
value created when actors use them. 
This distinction between exchange 
value and use value has a significant 
strategic impact. Use value thinking 
assumes that the central value creation 
in a market happens when a customer 
uses a good or service. Hence, it is the 
customer who creates value; the goal for 
a provider is not so much to make or do 
something of value for the customer as it 
is to co-create value with the customer, 
or to find ways for customers to get 
access to or re-configure resources in a 
value-creating way.

This seemingly simple change of logi-
cal thinking has a profound effect on 
business models. It influences every-
thing from the focus of innovation to 

The real value of 

analytics relates to 

creating more valuable 

products and services.
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the measurement of success. Firms that 
focus on exchange value overlook the 
business opportunities that reside in 
use value. Because use value defines the 
maximum exchange value, firms can 
increase market opportunities by creat-
ing more use value. 

A key development driven by increased 
connectivity is the switch from owner-
ship rights to access rights. Focusing 
on customers’ use value, it becomes 
evident that ownership of various kinds 
of equipment and other resources is 
not necessary for value creation. For 
example, traditional equipment manu-
facturers have systematically changed 
their sales items by transforming invest-
ment goods into long-term lease con-
tracts. This already started in the 1960s 
with Bristol Siddeley’s nifty name for a 
support service for jet engines: “Power-
by-the-Hour.” Their service allowed air-

lines to forecast operating costs without 
having to finance the capital expendi-
ture. Today we see the same type of 
set-up in almost all industries. And the 
same shift from ownership to access is 
afoot in information technology under 
the name XaaS, or Everything-As-A-
Service (think Salesforce or Spotify).

For SAM this implies a need to 
become even more embedded into the 
strategic account process of value cre-
ation and harnessing all data that can 
be used for this purpose.

From value chain to value system. 
As digitalization influences business 
structure, we see that transaction costs 
are plummeting. In pure digital prod-
ucts (such as software and music) the 
marginal costs incurred by transactions 
approaches zero, which questions the 
need for large and administratively 

expensive organizations. This implies 
that firms need to re-think the bound-
aries of the firm, open up for innovation 
not only vertically but also horizontally. 
A systemic view is needed in order to 
be able to grasp opportunities to re-
configure resources for value creation. 

Firms are questioning existing struc-
tures, both when it comes to customer 
access and supplier access. Pressured by 
the above arguments and supported by 
rapid developments in software, it has 
become increasingly easier to co-operate 
by building various networks of firms 
that together provide products and ser-
vices to customers, often in the form 
of more complicated solutions or out-
sourcing types of projects. Firms need 
to understand both vertical and hori-
zontal co-operation in a larger network 
of organizations, a network that could 
be called the value-creating system or a 

business ecosystem. Managing a much 
larger set of organizations (stakehold-
ers9) and influencers both inside and 
outside the selling organization also 
becomes paramount for SAM.

The systemic view of business empha-
sizes that SAM, as a boundary-crossing 
activity, needs to expand its view from 
customer relationships to more complex 
set-ups of collaborating organizations.

A new view of markets

A fundamental shift in strategy relates 
to dramatically increased dynamics 
of markets - driven, in large part, by 
digitalization. Markets can change dra-
matically and rapidly. Think of Nokia 
Mobile Phones which went from being 
the global market leader in mobile 
devices with over 40 percent market 
share to a niche operator in just a few 

years. Or, think of Uber or Airbnb 
which in an equally short time have 
shaped their markets globally.

Fortunately, our understanding of 
what markets are and how they oper-
ate has increased radically during recent 
years. Markets are no longer viewed as a 
given and deterministic context, exter-
nal to the firm. To put it simply: there 
is no objective market “out there,” and 
it does not develop according to some 
pre-determined path. And as it does not 
exist, strategy is not about adapting to 
such a market.

Consequently, strategy does not start 
by identifying opportunities. Market 
opportunities are not precursors of 
strategy; rather they are outcomes of 
deliberate efforts to shape markets. 
Normal strategy processes usually start 
with market analysis, but contempo-
rary strategy needs to adapt to this new 

view. We make and execute strategy for 
opportunities to arise.

A new view of markets has profound 
implications for SAM: firms are spend-
ing more energy on market-driving 
activities looking for creative ways to re-
configure resources, and as they do this, 
they have to partly abandon traditional 
plan, execute and control practices.

Focus on market innovation. 
As firms are increasingly liberating 
themselves from the shortcomings of 
so-called “classical strategy,” they auto-
matically must accept complexity, lower 
levels of predictability and an increas-
ingly malleable and systemic operating 
environment.10 This leads them to seek 
innovation in terms of new ways to cre-
ate value, involving actors beyond the 
value chain, from the larger business 
ecosystem.

Digitalization flips traditional business model development on its head … innovative 

firms increasingly adapt business models to the possibilities of technology.  
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Markets are not a given – they are 
constantly evolving because of compa-
nies that actively engage in activities 
aimed at inf luencing their develop-
ment. Firms can attempt to shape their 
markets to reap so-called “influence-
rents,”11 which are extra profits earned 
by a firm because the rules of the game 
of business are designed or changed to 
suit this firm.

Firms now can choose whether they 
accept to be market driven or whether 
they develop market-driving strategies. 
Market-driving strategies view markets 
as partly designable and shapeable sys-
tems, consisting of various interlinked 
elements such as various organizations, 
norms and regulations, material infra-
structure and language. 

This line of reasoning commends 
radical change in strategy development. 
First, it suggests a change in the unit of 
analysis: Instead of making strategy for 
a firm, strategy should be made for the 
ecosystem. Second, as a consequence, 
strategy ought not to focus on compet-
ing to win a zero-sum game. On the 
contrary it should clarify how the firm 
can engage in collaborative activities 
with market actors (suppliers, customers 
and partners) in order to improve value 
creation in the system. Companies that 
can promise improved value creation 
for several actors simultaneously are 
the ones most likely to be successful in 
shaping their respective markets. 

This contemporary view of markets 
means that SAMs have to engage even 
more in collaborative strategy develop-
ment initiatives with customers and 
partners.

From planning to probing. As mar-
ket systems are increasingly malleable 
and unpredictable, making elaborate 
and detailed plans makes less sense. The 
traditional “plan and control” manage-
ment paradigm is replaced by a more 
entrepreneurial type of paradigm, where 
you put emphasis on action. The idea 
is to use experimentation as a learning 

tool. The idea with experimentation is 
to empirically test whether various new 
ideas actually resonate with customers 
and partner firms in the ecosystem. By 
pursuing real-life experiments, you can 
learn how the market reacts and respond 
by amplifying things that work. 

Experimentation means the launch-
ing of a new product or service (or a 
prototype) and working with interested 
customers to prune out the viability of 
the idea. Over time, experiments pro-
ducing undesirable results should be 
wound up and new experiments started 
in promising areas. 

Experimenting can also mean that 
the organization systematically taps 
into a wider array of peer companies 
and ecosystem partners to learn from 
their experience. It means engaging 
with other actors in the ecosystem, who 
may have completely different views on 
relevant development trajectories. For 
this concept to work it must be allowed 
to actively challenge the existing strat-
egy applied by the firm and innovate at 
the risk of making current products or 
services obsolete.

Experimenting means that failures, 
including failures involving customers, 
have to be accepted. This may be diffi-
cult to overcome in many perfectionist, 
“fail-safe” organizations. A “safe-to-
fail” environment encourages choosing 
experiments with small downsides and 
bigger learning upsides. It also needs 
to celebrate the learning from failed 
experiments, which might never have 
been attempted in a risk-avoiding  
environment.

The developments discussed here 
have profound effects on SAM practic-
es. A key component of SAM has been 
the idea of the account plan as a tool 
for business development and align-
ment. In a probing and experimentation  
environment, the content and process of 
account planning needs to be re-exam-
ined: “What is the planning horizon?” 
“How can experimentation serve as a 

tool for development and alignment?” 
and “How can customers and other 
actors be engaged in the process?” n
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