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Additional case study 
 
 
KAM in Arab contexts 
 
This case is based on research (Baddar et al, 2010) which explores the role of the key account 
manager from the perspective of suppliers in Arab countries. It asks whether cultural aspects of 
Arab society influence the selection of key account managers.  
 
Despite the assumption held by some people that relationship marketing (RM) is something that 
has grown out of contemporary marketing practices in the US and Europe, RM is in fact not a new 
phenomenon in the Arab world, with some scholars asserting that all Arab business is based on 
the accumulation of position, relationships and prestige over the long term. Having said this, while 
some RM concepts such as trust and commitment are important success factors for trading in the 
Arab context, other aspects of managing IORs are different. For instance, much of the Arab world 
has a business culture that is based on strong family networks (or ‘wasta’ connections) which, 
combined with Islamic ethics and values, are likely to affect KAM practices. 
 
To investigate these notions, more than 50 account managers and directors were interviewed in 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Jordan, from firms representing the IT, telecoms, financial 
services and heavy industrial sectors.  
 
The researchers found that certain characteristics important in Western business also feature 
strongly in the selection of key account managers in Arab countries, including qualifications, 
strategic thinking skills, sales experience, leadership skills and product knowledge. This was most 
commonly found in situations where Western-owned firms were selling to other Western 
expatriates working in the Middle East, particularly in the UAE. When the key customer contact 
was Arabic, however, both Western and Arab firms believed it necessary to employ an Arab to fill 
the role. One respondent said, ‘These key customers refuse to deal with non-native key account 
managers...they go out with them to restaurants, they invite them to their private social events, and 
so on’. 
 
Another finding from Baddar et al’s (2010) study was the perception that older people and family 
men (it was interesting to note that all the managers interviewed were indeed men) were more 
respected in Arab culture, and possibly more persuasive in a KAM role. Thus it was common for 
Arab account managers to spend time talking about their families with customers, thereby fulfilling 
the cultural expectation of being a responsible, senior family man. As one manager stated, ‘The 
first question the key customer would ask the account manager is “What do you know about life?”’ 
This perception went hand-in-hand with a need for Arab customers to be looked after by the most 
senior member of the supplying firm, with some companies even changing the job title of their sale 
representatives to elevate their status in the customers’ eyes. It also meant that selling firms took 
care to invite key customers to special events where they could meet their CEO. 
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Finally, the significance of account managers possessing pre-existing networks of relationships via 
family and friendship connections was noted. One account manager said, ‘The top managers 
knew that members of my clan occupy certain posts in government and other large firms and saw 
me as an asset in opening doors for them’. This cultural factor became especially pronounced 
when the key account manager came from the same clan or friendship group as the key customer. 
In these situations, it appeared that the customer would trust the account manager thanks to the 
reassurance provided by the ‘wasta’ that came from social bonds and loyalty.  
 
Overall  when Western managers were selling to other Westerners representing buying 
organizations in Arab countries, no matter if, say, it was an American selling to a German, the 
requirements of a key account manager were fairly standard, corresponding closely to (Western) 
textbook criteria . When the key contact in the buying firm was an Arab, however, a Westerner’s 
lack of ‘wasta’ would make it virtually impossible to break the necessary cultural barriers to 
establish and build up the IOR. 
 
Source: Baddar, F, Davies, I & Ryals, L (2010) How different are Arab key account managers: an 
empirical study. Paper presented at the Academy of Marketing Conference, Coventry University, 
6-8 July. 
 
Some questions that the above case may prompt you to consider include: 
 

1. What do the study’s findings mean for senior managers in supplying firms seeking to recruit 
key account managers to work in Arab countries? What customer characteristics should be 
borne in mind when making KAM decisions? 

2. What are the implications for how key account managers might be perceived by customers 
in different countries within industries generally requiring a high level of local autonomy 
(with minimal centralised control of key account activities)? 

3. Does the case raise any ethical issues over equal opportunities and social mobility for key 
account managers? 
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