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CRM Technology and KAM Performance: The Mediating Effect 
of Key Account-Related Knowledge  

Hanna Salojärvi · Liisa-Maija Sainio  

 
Abstract: This paper examines the effect of customer relationship management 
(CRM) technology investment and key account-related knowledge on suppliers’ key 
account management (KAM) performance. The findings are based on survey data 
gathered from large Finnish industrial suppliers and subjected to factor analysis and 
hierarchical linear regression. The results show that CRM technology is positively 
related to key account-related knowledge. In addition, the results show that the effect 
of CRM technology investment on KAM performance is fully mediated by key account-
related knowledge. The study contributes to previous literature on the consequences 
of CRM technology investments in shedding light on the importance of the nature of 
the knowledge acquired. The implementation of CRM technology is not enough as it is 
the key account-related knowledge that has a stronger effect on the ability of the 
supplier to manage its strategically most important customers. 
 
Keywords: Customer knowledge · CRM · Customer Relationship · Key Account 
Management  
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Introduction  

Customer knowledge has attracted increasing scholarly interest during the last 
decade. Such knowledge can be exploited to meet customers’ growing demands for 
tailored solutions (Campbell, 2003) and to develop cooperative long-term relationships 
with them (Jayachandran et al., 2005). The ability of a firm to generate knowledge 
about its quality customers, to track its customer history, and to understand customer 
needs and problems has been identified as one of the key components of customer-
relating capability in firms that continuously outperform their competitors (Day, 2003).  

 
The generation of quality customer-related knowledge is particularly important in 

business markets, in which customer relationships are more complex and extensive in 
nature than in relationships in consumer markets (Stein et al., 2013). In accordance 
with the Pareto principle, a very small number of customers (20/80) already generate a 
relatively large share of total sales and profits in business markets (Piercy and Lane, 
2006), thus forcing suppliers to allocate a large proportion of their selling efforts and 
resources at the level of single customers (Bowman and Narayandas, 2004). It has 
been argued that suppliers who truly understand the components of their value 
proposition to these powerful customers, often referred to as key accounts, do not 
need to worry about customer power and decreasing margins to the same extent as 
less knowledgeable suppliers (Lane and Piercy, 2004; Ryals and Holt, 2007). It 
appears therefore, that strategically important key accounts should be managed as 
strategic investments from the side of the supplier, thus requiring in-depth and 
organization wide knowledge of the current state of the key account relationship as 
well as knowledge regarding the future potential of the key account. 

 
It has been suggested that one way to facilitate the generation of customer 

knowledge is to invest in CRM technology (e.g., Chen et al., 2009; Salojärvi et al., 
2013). However, findings on the performance outcomes are still conflicting (Chang et 
al., 2010). Although some studies report that such investments support performance 
(e.g. Mithas et al., 2005; Richard et al., 2007), others fail to find evidence of positive 
performance outcomes (e.g. Avlonitis et al., 2005, Hendricks et al., 2007). In fact, it 
has been reported in several studies that many firms fail to meet the goals of their 
CRM implementation, or to fully utilise the systems (e.g., Campbell, 2003; 
Khodakarami and Chan, 2014; Reinartz et al., 2004; Rigby et al., 2002), especially in 
business-to-business environments (Stein et al., 2013). In addition, the link between 
the CRM activities of the supplier and customer-relationship performance in general 
still remains largely under-studied (Bowman and Narayandas, 2004). In particular, 
empirical studies on the organisational factors leading to successful KAM remain 
limited (Davies and Ryals, 2014).  

 
Given the research gaps identified above, this paper has the following objectives. 

First, the study aims at increasing our understanding on the effect of CRM technology 
investment on KAM performance. While performance consequences of CRM 
technologies has been an area of substantial research in the marketing stream of 
research during the past decade (e.g. Avlonitis and Panagopoulos, 2005; Chang et al., 
2010; Mithas et al., 2005), a little is still known on the role of CRM technology as a 
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facilitator of key account management. By using empirical cross-industrial survey data 
collected from large industrial firms in Finland, this study contributes to prior literature 
by examining the effect of CRM technology to the management of complex, 
strategically important key account relationships in a B2B setting. Second, by drawing 
on the prior literature on customer knowledge management and key account 
management the study examines the role of key account-related knowledge as a 
mediating variable in the relationship between CRM technology investment and KAM 
performance. Although the importance of customer knowledge has been recognized 
for example in the previous literature on customer knowledge management (e.g. 
Campbell, 2003; Gibbert et al. 2002, Salomann et al., 2005), solution selling (e.g. 
Naudé et al., 2009), business networks (Henneberg et al., 2009a; Mouzas et al., 2008) 
and also in the KAM context (e.g. Salojärvi et al., 2010; Salojärvi and Sainio, 2010; Shi 
et al., 2005), empirical studies on the performance consequences of customer-related 
knowledge remain sparse. Thus, this study contributes to previous key account 
management literature by providing empirical evidence for the importance of strategic, 
key account-related business knowledge and network insight (see e.g. Henneberg et 
al., 2009a; Mouzas et al., 2008) generated from the key account. The findings of the 
study also contribute by implying that there is a need to develop a deep insight into the 
key accounts and key account’s business in order to be able to provide solutions and 
services that create joint value. Based on our findings we note that CRM technology 
has an important supportive role in this process as it provides a centralized platform 
for all key account-related information easily accessible organization-wide. 

 
The article continues as follows. The theoretical background is discussed, and the 

hypotheses devised in the next section. The data-collection procedure and the 
measures used are then described, and the results are presented. Finally, conclusions 
are drawn and suggestions for future research are given.  

Literature review 

Key account management as a research context 

The origins of KAM can be traced back to US industrial markets in the 1960s when 
firms started to expand geographically, and at the same time expected coordinated 
service and channels from their suppliers (Gosselin and Bauwen, 2006). In response, 
previously territory-based sales organisations were forced to re-design and coordinate 
their processes in order to meet buyer demand for price reductions and improvements 
in quality and service (Brehmer and Rehme, 2008; Gosselin and Bauwen, 2006). 
Since its introduction in its early forms, KAM has become one of the most significant 
sources of change in modern sales and marketing organisations (Homburg et al., 
2000). Rapid change in the business environment, the refinement of processes, the 
tendency among customers to centralise their purchasing processes and rationalise 
the supplier base, market consolidation, and increasing customer power and 
competition have all driven supplier firms to implement KAM programmes at an 
increasing rate (McDonald et al., 2003; Piercy and Lane, 2006; Wengler et al., 2006).  
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Homburg (2000, p. 463) refers to KAM as a management concept that involves 

“the designation of special personnel and /or performance of special activities directed 
at an organization's most important customers”. Thus, the aim in the organisation is to 
engage in special activities directed at its most important customers, and thereby to 
develop and enhance relationships with them (Homburg, 2000). These special 
activities, or the added value provided by the supplier, include customer-specific 
organisational structures such as the designation of key account managers and/or 
management teams to coordinate the relationship (e.g., Arnett et al, 2005; Homburg et 
al., 2002, Moon and Armstrong, 1994), coordinated communication with the customer, 
tailored offerings, and consistent products, services and terms of trade worldwide 
(Abbrat and Kelly, 2002; Montgomery and Yip, 2000). These additional activities can 
be regarded as relationship specific investments from the side of the supplier (Ivens 
and Pardo, 2008), thereby involving dependency and risks and consequently 
increasing the need for sharp managerial attention.  

 
The need for specific managerial attention and internal coordination is also driven 

by the complexity of KAM in that even in single key account relationships there may be 
multiple contact points between the supplier and the account, extending across 
functional (and geographical) borders (Homburg et al., 2002; Birkinshaw et al., 2000; 
Ivens and Pardo, 2008). The high number of actors involved (Cannon and 
Narayandas, 2000; Ivens and Pardo, 2008) makes knowledge flows between the 
supplier and the key account typically much more extensive than in non-key account 
relationships (e.g. Birkinshaw et al., 2001; Nätti, 2005).  In addition, the extensive 
scope of key account relationships easily leads to intra-organizational fragmentation of 
key account-related knowledge, which may result in multiple selling efforts and 
contradictory service offerings from the perspective of the key account (e.g., 
Cespedes, 1992; Nätti and Ojasalo, 2008). Moreover, fragmented knowledge also 
hampers the calculation of customer profitability organisation-wide, thus making it 
difficult for the supplier firm to build an appropriate value proposition for the key 
account (Ryals and Holt, 2007) and monitor the stage and strategic importance of the 
relationship (Salojärvi and Sainio, 2010).  

 
It is suggested in previous literature that one way of coordinating managerial 

actions related to customer relationships is to invest in a CRM system that facilitates 
the management of customer-specific knowledge (e.g., Day, 2003; Khodakarami and 
Chan, 2014; Chen et al., 2009; Mithas et al., 2005; Salojärvi et al., 2010; Salojärvi et 
al., 2013). Investment in such a system supports the development of customer-specific 
memory in the organisation. This, in turn, facilitates personal interaction with the 
customer in enabling consistent and customer-specific quality service at every contact 
point in a cost-efficient manner (e.g., Garrido-Moreno et al., 2014; Sin et al., 2005; 
Day, 2003). The outcome is a longitudinal perspective on the nature of the customer 
relationship, including factors such as the development of the value proposition, the 
nature of relational bonds, and the specific features of the negotiation and decision-
making processes (Stein et al., 2013). In general, the system facilitates the automation 
of many operative tasks such as customer-contact follow-up and future prospects 
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(Chen and Popovich, 2003), as well as the production of descriptive and predictive 
customer analytics based on cumulated customer information (Payne and Frow, 
2005). Furthermore, CRM systems facilitate the efficient collection of customer data 
from multiple sources, and afford opportunities for more frequent customer interaction 
(Jayachandran et al., 2004; Mithas et al., 2005). In addition, by facilitating the storage 
of large amounts of key account-related knowledge for further use, CRM system 
provides a basis on which to understand the nature and stage of the relationship 
between the firm and its customers (Stein et al., 2013). As such, it also determines the 
previous knowledge that fosters the acquisition of new knowledge (see Cohen and 
Levinthal, 1990) needed for example in the continuous, up-to-date development of key 
account plans (Marcos-Cuevas et al., 2014). In general, detailed customer analytics is 
of particular importance in key account management where relationship-specific 
investments easily lead to dependency and risks from the view of the supplier (see 
e.g. Ivens and Pardo, 2008). 

 
Positive performance outcomes of CRM technology are reported in several 

studies. Mithas et al., (2005) found a positive effect of CRM technology on customer 
satisfaction, whereas Richard et al. (2007) note on the basis of their qualitative study 
that CRM technology has a positive influence on the performance of business-to-
business relationships. Ahearne et al. (2007), on the other hand, discovered a positive 
effect on the performance of salespeople given that active CRM leads to enhanced 
knowledge among them, which in turn leads to improvements in sales-related 
behaviour and efficiency. With a view to building on these findings, it is proposed that 
CRM technology also leads to positive performance outcomes in the management of 
extensive and complex key account relationships as it facilitates the coordination and 
analysing of key account-related information thereby making the relationship easier to 
manage. We therefore posit the following two hypotheses: 

   
H1: CRM technology investment has a positive effect on suppliers’ key account-

related knowledge 
 
H2: CRM technology investment has a positive effect on suppliers’ KAM 

performance 

The role of customer-specific knowledge in key account management 

The shift from transaction-based marketing to relational philosophy (e.g., 
Grönroos, 1997; Morgan and Hunt, 1994) and customer relationship management has 
driven researchers to focus on the specific features of customer knowledge and its 
management in organisations (e.g., García-Murillo and Annabi, 2002; Gebert et al., 
2003; Gibbert et al., 2002). Scholars researching the management of customer 
knowledge emphasise the importance of generating knowledge directly from the 
customer, meaning knowledge residing in the mind of an individual (e.g., García-
Murillo and Annabi, 2002; Gebert et al., 2003; Gibbert et al., 2002; Jayachandran et 
al., 2005; Rowley, 2002; Salomann et al., 2005; Tzokas and Saren, 2004).  Knowledge 
acquired directly from the customer is considered more strategic in nature than 
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traditional knowledge about customer needs, and includes knowledge about markets, 
the competitive environment in the customer’s business, and end-user needs and 
preferences, for example. Moreover, knowledge gained directly from the customer 
through interaction constitutes the relationship-specific tacit knowledge that is needed 
in future dealings (Ballantyne, 2004). It lays the foundation for the development of 
relational capabilities that according to Smirnova et al. (2011b) facilitate customized 
solutions to the customer thereby leading to increase in firm performance.  Such an 
ability to acquire customer-related business knowledge directly from the customer and 
thus, go beyond the direct customer needs could be regarded as of outmost 
importance in business-to-business markets where the suppliers’ offerings tend to be 
based on “derived demand” (Henneberg et al., 2009a). Key account-related 
knowledge also facilitates identifying the sources of value for the customer (both 
current and future). Such insight is necessary to be able to identify a match between 
the supplier’s and key account’s value strategies and thereby to further develop the 
relationship to the right direction (Henneberg et al., 2009b; Pardo et al., 2006). 

 
Several researchers also note the importance of customer knowledge in the 

coordination of key account relationships (e.g., Abratt and Kelly, 2002; Nätti and Palo, 
2012; Millman & Wilson, 1999; Salojärvi et al., 2010; Salojärvi et al., 2013). These 
relationships are cooperative and collaborative in nature, thus involving considerable 
knowledge flows and cross-functional collaboration both within the supplier 
organisation and with the key account (Kothandaraman & Wilson, 2000; Nätti and 
Palo, 2012). In addition, the ability of the salespeople to know their customers and 
generate knowledge about their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats and 
strategies (Weitz and Bradford, 1990) is becoming ever more important in the rapidly 
changing markets of today. Key accounts increasingly expect suppliers to be able to 
act as trusted business advisors to their end customers (Piercy, 2010). Moreover, 
customer knowledge is needed in the planning and tailoring of key account offerings 
(Salojärvi et al., 2010). Thus, from the view of the supplier, knowledge ‘from the 
customer’ is highly valuable as it can encourage proactivity in finding new 
opportunities for creating customer value. Indeed, the better the supplier knows its 
customer and understands the customer’s business, the better it is able to create 
customer value that is difficult for competitors to imitate. Furthermore, knowledge 
directly from the customer is helpful in evaluating the future direction and potential of 
the key account relationship, as well as in observing the performance of suppliers’ 
KAM practices internally. 

 
Srinivasan and Lilien (1999), for example, found empirical support for the positive 

performance outcomes of customer knowledge: they discovered that customer 
knowledge management had a positive effect on business performance on the firm 
level. In their study in the Russian context Smirnova et al. (2011a) found that deep 
customer understanding gained along with customer orientation had a positive effect 
on cross-functional collaboration between marketing and purchasing, which in turn 
positively affected business performance. Mithas et al. (2005), on the other hand, 
discovered that customer knowledge mediated the effect of CRM systems on 
customer satisfaction. In line with the above, we posit the following hypotheses:  
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H3: Key account-related knowledge has a positive effect on suppliers’ KAM 

performance 
 
H4: Key account-related knowledge mediates the effect of CRM technology on 

suppliers’ KAM performance 
 

Fig. 1: Conceptual model 
 

 
 

Data collection 

A structured questionnaire was used to collect the data. Finnish industrial firms 
with over 200 employees were defined as the population of interest. Large firms were 
chosen as the population of interest because the need for internal coordination of 
knowledge flows is often more apparent in large firms than small firms. Within these 
limits, a total of 361 firms were identified from the Amadeus database. Of these, 171 
were considered eligible when first contacted by phone. The eligibility was determined 
based on two criteria. It was ascertained first that the firm had business-to-business 
sales in Finland, and second that it had identified its key account customers. Higher 
level managers (such as sales directors) were first contacted to confirm the eligibility 
concerning the above mentioned criteria. These managers were then asked to 
recommend the most knowledgeable respondents responsible for the management of 
the strategically important key account customers. Thirteen firms refused to participate 
in the study. A key-informant approach was used to collect the data. The respondents 
were mainly key account managers, sales managers or others in corresponding 
positions responsible for the management of a strategically important customer 
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relationship. They were asked to respond from the perspective of the most important 
key account relationship in terms of annual sales volume. A total of 395 questionnaires 
were mailed to the 158 firms that agreed to take part in the study. We received 169 
responses from 97 firms, meaning an effective response rate of 56.7 per cent (97/171) 
on the company level, and 42.8 per cent (169/395) in terms of the total number of 
questionnaires sent out and returned. Multiple responses from single firms were not 
considered a problem as the respondents represented different business units and 
answered the questionnaire from the perspective of different key account 
relationships. The early and late responses were compared according to the 
recommendations given by Armstrong and Overton (1977) in order to assess the 
possibility of non-response bias, and Harman’s one-factor test (Podsakoff and Organ, 
1986) was run to check for common method variance. Neither seemed to be a 
problem. 

Measures 

Because no previously validated measures of customer-related knowledge were 
found, a new measure was generated based on the literature and on discussions with 
firm representatives. The respondents were asked in the final survey to evaluate the 
extent to which they acquired certain types of key account-related knowledge 
(knowledge from the customer including business plans and marketing strategies, for 
example). A seven-point Likert scale ranging from “1=not at all to 7=very much” was 
used in the evaluation. Factor analysis was used to create the summated scale. CRM 
technology was measured on two items adapted from Reinartz, Krafft and Hoyer 
(2004), complemented with one item developed following the pre-interviews with 
managers. Supplier KAM performance was measured on a 10-point Likert scale 
assessing the management of the key account relationships during the previous three 
years (1=very poor, 10=very good).  

 
The levels of a supplier’s acquisition of customer knowledge and ability to perform 

in the management of the key account relationship may be affected by external factors 
such as the dynamism of the key account and the length of the relationship (measured 
in years). These factors were therefore controlled for in the study. The dynamism of 
the key account was measured on six items assessing rapidness of change in the 
relevant industry. Table I shows the rotated factor loadings and the Cronbach’s alpha 
values of all the summated scales. 
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Tab. 1: The factor loadings of the variables 
 

Key account-related knowledge (α=.899) Loadings 

Competitive situation in the key account’s field of business 
Marketing strategies of the customer 

.814 
.767 

Business plans of the customer .769 

Mergers and acquisitions in the key account’s field of business 
Planned strategic moves of the key account 

.714 

.711 

Technological development in the key account’s field of business .669 

  

CRM technology investment (α=.84)  

We have invested in technology to acquire and manage ‘real time’ 
customer-related information 

.863 

We have a dedicated CRM technology in place for analyzing customer 
information 

.858 

Our CRM technology does not meet our needs (R)  .753 

  

Key account dynamism (α=.823)  

In key account’s field of business knowledge and know-how go quickly 
out of date 

.733 

It is very difficult to forecast where the technology will be in the next 2-
3 years in the key account’s industry 

.740 

In recent years, a large number of new product ideas have been made 
possible through technological breakthroughs in the key account’s 
industry 

.771 

The key account tends to look for new products all the time .669 

The ability to react quickly is crucial in our key account’s field of 
business 

.649 

Technological development is very rapid in the key account’s field of 
business 

.800 

 

Results 

Table II gives the means, standard deviations and correlations among the 
variables used in the study. 
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Tab. 2: Means, standard deviations and correlations. 
 
 

**p<0.05, ***p<0.01 
 
Hierarchical regression analysis was used to examine the relationships between 

the independent and dependent variables. The values of the variable inflation factor 
(VIF) scores were checked to assess the possible risk of multicollinearity. They were 
well below the cut-off value of 10 suggested by Hair et al. (1998), hence 
multicollinearity was not considered a problem in the study. Tables III and IV present 
the results of the hierarchical regression analyses. The control variables were entered 
in the first step, and the hypothesized independent variables in the second in order to 
see the change in the main effects. The proposed mediating effect (Table IV) was 
tested following the recommendations of Baron and Kenny (1986).  

 
The results show, first (Table III), a positive effect of the control variable key 

account dynamism on the supplier’s key account-related knowledge (β=.254, p<0.01 in 
Model 1 and β=.211, p<0.01 in Model 2). This indicates that the more rapid the change 
in the key account’s business and business environment, the more knowledge from 
the key account is generated by the supplier. Moreover, the findings support H1 
stating that CRM technology has a positive effect on the supplier’s key account-related 
knowledge (β =.206, p<0.05).  

 
 

 Variable Mean 

(SD) 

1. 2. 3. 4. 

1. Duration of the key account   

relationship 

16.03 

(12.25) 

    

2. Key account dynamism 3.69 

(1.15) 

.080    

3. CRM technology 3.81 

(1.69) 

-.003 .231***   

4. Key account-related 

knowledge 

4.87 

(1.01) 

.006 .219*** .259***  

5. Suppliers’ KAM performance 7.66 

(1.21) 

-.019 -.068 .172** .226*** 
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Tab. 3. The results of the linear regression analyses of key account-related knowledge 
 

Variable Model 1 

β 

Model 2 

β 

Control variables 

Duration of key account 

relationship 

.009 .007 

KA dynamism .254*** .211*** 

Independent variable 

CRM technology  .206** 

R2 .064 .105 

Adjusted R2 .052 .087 

Change in R2  .041** 

**p<0.05, ***p<0.01 (two-tailed) 

The effects of the independent variables on suppliers’ KAM performance were 
examined in the second phase of the analysis. As shown in Table IV, the control 
variables ‘duration of the key account relationship’ and ‘dynamism of the key account’ 
were not significantly related. On the other hand, a statistically significant association 
between CRM technology and suppliers’ KAM performance was found in Model 2 (β 
=.189, p<0.05), thereby supporting H2. However, the positive effect of CRM 
technology became statistically insignificant once the proposed mediating variable ‘key 
account-related knowledge acquisition’ was added in model 3. According to Baron and 
Kenny (1986), the predictive power of a previously significant explanatory variable 
should decrease significantly for partial mediation and become insignificant for full 
mediation. Thus, in support of H3 and H4 the findings show that key account-related 
knowledge has a positive effect on suppliers’ KAM performance (β=.332, p<0.01), and 
that it fully mediates the effect of CRM technology. 
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Tab. 4. The results of the linear regression analyses of suppliers’ KAM              
performance (mediation included) 

 

Variable Model 1 

β 

Model 2 

β 

Model 3 

β 

Control variables 

Duration of key account relationship -.078 -.080 -.083 

KA dynamism -.035 -.075 -.145 

    

Independent variables 

CRM technology  .189** .121 

Key account-related knowledge   .332*** 

R2 .007 .041 .140 

Adjusted R2 -.006 .022 .117 

Change in R2 .007 .034** .099*** 

Change in R2    

**p<0.05, ***p<0.01 (two-tailed) 

Discussion and implications 

The aim in this paper was to explore the effect of CRM technology and key 
account-related knowledge acquisition on suppliers’ KAM performance. The findings of 
the study contribute to previous research in many ways. First, they enhance 
understanding of the concept of customer-related knowledge. The importance of 
customer knowledge is widely acknowledged in the literature (e.g., García-Murillo and 
Annabi, 2002; Gibbert et al., 2002), but little research has been conducted on the 
contents of the customer knowledge firms tend to acquire, or on whether different 
types of knowledge can help them to be more competitive. As such, these results 
could be regarded as an interesting avenue for future research. Second, most 
literature on key account management is conceptual in nature and thus lacks 
contributions that build on empirical data. This study provides empirical support for 
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previous propositions concerning the importance of key account-related knowledge in 
the coordination of key account relationships (e.g., Nätti and Palo, 2012; Millman and 
Wilson, 1999). As such, the findings imply that the ability to generate key account-
related knowledge could be considered a dimension of a KAM orientation, as 
Tzempelikos and Gounaris (2013) propose.  

 
Our results attest to the positive effect of investment in CRM systems. However, in 

line with previous findings reported by Mithas et al. (2005), the effect of CRM 
technology on suppliers’ KAM performance was mediated by key account-related 
knowledge. Several implications arise from this finding. First, the positive relationship 
between CRM technology investment and key account-related knowledge acquisition 
implies that CRM technology provides a basis for understanding the nature and stage 
of key account relationship (see e.g. Stein et al., 2013). By facilitating the storing of 
key account-related information in one place, it is easier for the key account managers 
to analyze the relationship, keep key account plans up-to-date and identify further 
needs for knowledge acquisition. This finding is in line with Cohen and Levinthal 
(1990) who argued that prior knowledge facilitates in acquiring new knowledge. The 
measure we used in the study directly reflects the strategic nature of the knowledge, 
which covers customer-related business knowledge and not only knowledge about 
customer preferences and customer needs. Although considerable knowledge flows 
are typical of collaborative key account relationships, the findings show that suppliers 
with better access to knowledge from the key accounts succeed better in their KAM 
practices than those who do not manage to acquire that type of strategic key account-
related knowledge to the same extent. Thus, by knowing what to search for and how, 
they are able to combine their direct and partly tacit customer knowledge with the 
more clever, creative and strategic usage of CRM technology. Furthermore, the 
findings imply that firms with deep knowledge of their key accounts are able to provide 
services through which customers could create value for themselves. Firms knowing 
their customers and the markets in which they operate can behave in a proactive 
manner and recognize new windows of opportunity arising in the network. If they can 
sense developments in the markets in advance they are able to act as strategic 
suppliers capable of helping their customers to succeed in their own markets. As a 
result, being capable of acting as value-creating suppliers they are able to retain their 
customers and thereby to increase their profitability. As such, our findings are in line 
for example with Naudé et al. (2009) and Mouzas et al. (2008) who argued that 
managers having the absorptive capacity to assimilate the knowledge held by others 
are the ones who are able to mobilize the different parties in the network (in our case 
the key accounts). Finally, the positive association between key account-related 
knowledge and suppliers’ KAM performance implies that firms with an understanding 
of the customer’s business are more capable of making informed decisions and 
thereby successfully manage the key account relationships. 

Limitations and suggestions for future research 

There are some limitations to be considered in this study. First, the nature of the 
cross-sectional data and the lack of a solid theoretical basis mean that any causal 
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relationships between the variables should be interpreted with caution. Second, the 
subjective measure used for assessing suppliers’ KAM performance and the key-
informant technique used in collecting the data could be considered further limitations. 
Future studies could therefore incorporate performance data from the customer side, 
and use supplier-customer dyads as the unit of analysis. Moreover, as this study was 
focused only on one specific driver of key account-related knowledge acquisition, 
namely CRM system investment, future studies could aim at identifying other variables 
that drive the development of key account-related knowledge in organizations. One 
possible direction could be to examine the effect of different kind of organizational 
KAM structures and designs on the accumulation of key account-related knowledge 
and KAM performance. Finally, future studies could also examine in more detail the 
use of CRM technology and the role of its various features in the management of key 
account customers.  Also the role of salespeople and their skills and motivation for 
using the CRM systems in best and most efficient way still deserves future research. 
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