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Driving B2B growth with
account-based marketing

B2B marketing differs in many ways from its consumer counterpart and has its own techniques. In this article,
Bev Burgess explains how account-based marketing has evolved to outperform any other marketing approach
and why it is time to position it as a business change initiative to drive company growth

HEN 84% of marketers

who measure return on

investment tell you one

marketing approach
delivers higher returns than any other, you
listen. Especially when half of those people go
on to describe the returns they’re achieving as
‘significantly higher’.

The approach in question is account-
based marketing (ABM) and it’s a whole lot
more than reverse IP lookup. Defined by
ITSMA as ‘treating individual accounts as
a market in their own right’, ABM focuses
the end-to-end marketing process on just
one company. When that company is the
ICBC (Industrial and Commercial Bank
of China, with assets worth $3,322bn),
Walmart Stores (revenues of $486bn),
Royal Dutch Shell (revenues of $420bn),
or Toyota (revenues of $252bn), it’s easy to
see the logic of treating it as a global market
in its own right. After all, there are only 39
countries in the world with a GDP larger
than Toyota’s revenues.

The higher returns you can achieve with
this approach shouldn’t come as a great
surprise. ABM has specific objectives and
a narrow audience. It is, by definition, an
integrated, coordinated programme of
activities that proactively brings valuable
propositions and relevant ideas to the client.
ABM also fosters closer cooperation between
marketing, account management and sales,
as they work collaboratively through the
seven steps for an individual account (Figure
1). The same cannot be said for all of the
programmes marketers run.

The widespread adoption of ABM by
some of the largest technology companies
in the world is testament to its success:
they include BT, Capgemini, CSC, Fujitsu,
HP, Microsoft and Oracle. ABM’s reach
now extends beyond the I'T sector into
professional and other business services. Its
growth has spawned a supply-side industry
with agencies offering ABM research and
campaign services, or even specialising
just in ABM.
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FIGURE 1: ITSMA’s seven-step ABM process

STEP 1
Knowing
what is

STEP 2 )STEP 3
Playing to Mapping
the client’s § and
needs profiling

stake-
holders

value

driving the
account

STEP 4
Developing
targeted

propositions

STEP 5
Planning
integrated
sales and
marketing
campaigns

STEP 6
Executing
integrated
sales and
marketing
campaigns

STEP 7
Evaluating
results and
updating
plans

Source: ITSMA, 2015

FIGURE 2: B2B marketing strategies pyramid
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But if this approach really does deliver such
consistently high returns, why isn’t everyone
in B2B doing it? And why aren’t those who are
using ABM doing more of it?

HOW AND WHERE ABM WORKS

ABM is a long-term programme that is
resource-intensive. It takes more than a
year to deliver substantial returns. It costs
thousands to do well, and so is only relevant
to firms whose deal size warrants that level of
investment. And even for the large technology
firms that pioneered the approach, it is
only worth investing in ABM for the most
important accounts.

ABM sits at the top of your marketing

Source: ITSMA, 2015

pyramid as the strategy for those accounts
that will make or break your future business
(Figure 2). The objective of ABM is either to
grow your small share of a large wallet or to
defend your already large share of that wallet.
Either way, ABM only makes sense in accounts
with large budgets. All other existing or target
accounts will be more cost-effectively served
through segment (e.g. industry) or mass-
customised, technology-enabled marketing.
One of the most critical elements in
growing or defending wallet share is changing
the perception of your organisation in the
collective mind of the account so that you can
cross- or upsell. Juniper and Cognizant, both
winners in the ABM category of ITSMA%s
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CASE STUDY: JUNIPER NETWORKS

B CHALLENGE: Juniper Networks knew that

its largest customer was evaluating potential
partners for a critical project — its next-generation
virtualised, software-defined network. This
leading-edge project would likely set the direction
and tone for the whole industry, defining the
technology leaders in the process. Juniper’s
future success hinged on securing a partnership
role. But the customer viewed Juniper as a small
hardware vendor, not a strategic partner.

H OBJECTIVE: Change the customer’s percep-

tion of Juniper from a small hardware vendor to a
strategic software partner that could support the

customer’s future business most effectively, even

when compared to larger companies.

M APPROACH: The first step was to form a
customer team from multiple functions across the
company, including marketing and sales. Juniper
hired a dedicated marketing manager to oversee
ABM activities. The team began by conducting
extensive internal and external analysis to develop
a comprehensive view of the customer’s current

2014 Marketing Excellence Awards, illustrate
the art of the possible in applying ABM to
reposition and accelerate account growth (see
case studies above and opposite).

THE CHALLENGE OF SCALE

As these case studies demonstrate, ABM can
and does yield impressive results. Even so, the
biggest risk faced by most ABM programmes
is a direct result of their success: the demand
for more. Many companies pilot ABM and
see early results, then try to scale their efforts
across business units and geographies, only
to decide that it is, after all, too difficult to
implement. Today, just one in four companies
is at the point of scaling its ABM programme
(Figure 3).

One of two things tend to happen as
marketers are asked to scale their ABM
programmes, since typically the request
comes without much additional investment.
H ABM Lite: In ABM, less is definitely not
more. Successful ABM requires dedicated
staff, preferably — as in the Juniper example
- one marketer to one account. It can even
work with the more typical scenario of one
marketer looking after three to five accounts.
The difficulty comes when marketing is asked
to scale without additional people or money.

The result is ABM Lite, and it comes at a
cost. Limited resources means limited ability
to conduct crucial activities, such as gathering
account insights, developing compellingly
tailored propositions and generating
appropriate content. You may generate

46

and future state. They developed a three-year,
integrated marketing plan, aligned with the sales
plan and the customer’s vision.

Marketing worked with sales to segment
the account contacts into three groups: the
decision makers; circle of influence; and
operational teams. Each contact was assigned
a mindshare score, which combined to
determine the account-level mindshare score.
All the ABM work was designed to improve
these scores over time.

The key components of the execution strategy
included a long-term communications plan,
thought leadership through education, awareness
building, and sales-enablement tactics.

A multiphase communications plan included
highly targeted messaging for each individual.
Communications were delivered through
executive advisory boards, round tables, briefings,
newsletters, webinars and events. The team also
communicated to the external circle of influence,
including analysts, bloggers, and technologists,
followed closely by the decision makers.

The team first determined who they needed

Figure 3: Progress in ABM adoption

to reach based on their current mindshare
status, then developed the appropriate content.

Juniper focused its thought leadership
efforts on educating customers on new
technologies, and the implications of those
technologies, rather than on products. Targeted
audiences received this content through
customised Innovation Day events, user groups,
webinars, direct marketing, and one-to-one
meetings. The marketing team also developed
extensive customer insight reporting to enable
sales to bring extremely relevant messaging to
individual contacts.

B RESULTS: Juniper became the second
strategic partner selected in the customer’s new
network strategy and the first in its competitive
set. Revenue from the account increased 30%
year-on-year. Marketing contribution grew to
represent 30% of a multibillion-dollar pipeline.
Marketing also demonstrated a substantial
increase in account mindshare.

Juniper has since expanded its ABM
programme into other accounts and verticals.

Pilot or Build stages

59%

% of respondents (N = 73)
Source: ITSMA Account Based Marketing Survey,
October 2013

some additional benefit beyond standard
industry-specific marketing campaigns but
they probably won’t justify the additional
investment. They certainly won’t match what
true ABM would deliver. With the dilution of
effort (and investment) comes the inevitable
dilution of results.
Hl Burnout: The other issue is burnout. Sales
teams love the benefits of ABM: uncovering
new opportunities; increasing wallet share,
revenue and margin; and having richer
conversations with customers (Figure 4).
Their demand for ABM increases faster than
the supply of qualified marketers can keep
pace with it. Like any good marketer, ABMers
typically do their best to fill the void, whether
they have adequate resources or not.

At ITSMA5 global ABM Council meeting

are planning ABM or are in the

Standardise Scale
18% 23%
of
companies
are scaling
ABM to achieve

high returns

in Boston in June 2015, experienced ABM
programme leaders cited burnout of their
ABM marketers as one of their biggest
challenges. Although one in five companies say
the problem of finding and recruiting people
with the right skills is a barrier to scaling
ABM, it seems that once you have those
people, you risk burning them out within

two years if you don’t support them with
appropriate investment.

OVERCOMING THE OBSTACLES
Emerging marketing technologies will
inevitably help. Earlier this year, Demandbase
received a $30m injection to accelerate growth
around ABM technologies, and Marketo’s
founder, Jon Miller, received $10m to create
Engagio, a more targeted platform for ABM.
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A raft of forthcoming tools promises to
automate some of the ABM process at scale.
Agent already does this for account insight,
supporting companies such as BT and CSC,
which deliver ABM on a global basis.

But no technology can replace the need for
critical and creative thinking. To reach its full

potential in B2B organisations, ABM needs
qualified marketers in place (see ITSMA’s

Figure 4: Benefits of ABM for sales

Certification Programme for more details),

working as team members alongside their sales

and account management peers.

For ABM to be successful beyond a concept

and small pilots means positioning it as a

need to be recognised as impacting people,
processes and systems, inside the marketing
function and beyond. Our 2014 ABM

What are the key benefits of your ABM programme for sales?

Sales uncovers more opportunities within
accounts

Increased account penetration: wallet share,
revenue and margin

Sales is able to have richer conversations
with customers

More consistent and aligned BU/brand/offer
messaging into accounts

Improved marketing and sales alignment
Sales is viewed as a trusted adviser
More sole-sourced opportunities

More referenceable accounts

Shorter sales cycles

Other

Multiple responses allowed.
% of respondents (N = 62)
2 Source: ITSMA Account Based Marketing
Survey, October 2013

business change initiative. ABM programmes
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benchmarking study showed that we still

have a long way to go. Among marketing

organisations using ABM:

M Seventy-five per cent see ABM as
predominantly a marketing-led, rather
than a business-led initiative.

B Tivo-thirds of respondents have multiple,
uncoordinated ABM initiatives in different
geographies, business units, or both.

W Most ABM practitioners are doing ABM
without a governing council or programme
management office.

B ABM initiatives are being funded primarily
by field marketing, which results in ABM
remaining a localised, tactical activity.

I believe the best way to achieve success
with ABM is to change the way management
teams think about marketing in this context.
Rather than trying to ‘contain’ marketing
spend and headcount in what they have
traditionally seen as a centralised support
function, it’s ime to see ABM as something
akin to account management, championed
by the business. After all, if an account
management programme scales by adding
more account managers, why doesn’t ABM?

Bev Burgess is senior vice-president and
ABM practice leader at ITSMA
bburgess@itsma.com

Full article with references available from the
author at www.itsma.com
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