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Abstract
The article describes how an international company manages its key customers, while striv-

ing for a single level of service and taking into account the individual needs and expectations 
of its large customers. In this article, we will look at how key customer management is carried 
out as a single system combining various functional areas. The factors that exacerbate the con-
tradiction between personalization and standardization will also be analyzed: the geographical 
remoteness of teams, the diversity of markets, and the growing demands on service predict-
ability and data management. The article discusses approaches that are successfully applied in 
international practice: fixing basic service standards, compiling a catalog of available options, 
determining the procedure for approving exceptions, and implementing a system of indicators 
reflecting quality, customer value, and cost of services. A stable balance between these factors 
is achieved through the formalization of decisions and their consolidation in documents and 
corporate information systems. This allows you to avoid inconsistencies in obligations between 
different departments and improve the manageability of the service.
Keywords: key customers, key customer management, international company, personalization 
of service, standardization of service, quality of service, customer experience, performance 
indicators, procedure for approving exceptions, data management

Relevance of the study
The relevance of the study is due to the fact 

that in most industries it is key customers who 
bring in a significant portion of revenue and 
determine the quality standards of interaction 
at all stages of cooperation: from initial nego-
tiations and conclusion of contracts to service 
support, change management and joint devel-
opment of solutions. In international compa-
nies, working with key clients is complicated 

by the multi-level management structure, 
the distribution of teams, and differences in 
national markets and business cultures. It is 
necessary to provide a single level of service, 
while adapting to local expectations. In such 
an environment, key customer management 
goes beyond the sales function and becomes 
an inter-functional management system that 
requires consistent processes, clear responsi-
bilities, and measurable quality standards.
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At the same time, there is a growing con-
flict between two approaches to service pro-
vision: personalization and standardization. 
Personalization significantly increases the 
value of the service in the eyes of customers, 
helps to strengthen trust and loyalty, allows 
you to more accurately take into account 
the specifics of business processes and risks 
of each client, and helps to build long-term 
partnerships. However, excessive individu-
alization can lead to increased maintenance 
costs, complication of quality management, 
the emergence of so-called “manual” excep-
tions, increased dependence on individual 
managers, and increased risk of non-compli-
ance with corporate and legal norms. Stan-
dardization, on the other hand, ensures the 
reproducibility of the service, comparability 
of indicators between different countries and 
departments, allows effective management of 
resources and costs, and meets the require-
ments of compliance with regulations and in-
ternal control. However, excessive rigidity of 
standards can reduce flexibility, degrade the 
customer experience, and limit a company’s 
ability to maintain strategically important ac-
counts in a highly competitive environment.

The problem is becoming particularly rel-
evant in the context of digitalization and the 
growing demands on data management and 
the quality of customer processes. Internation-
al companies are increasingly using unified 
platforms such as CRM and service systems, 
as well as common communication standards 
and service level agreements (SLAs). This 
leads to an increasing role of unified regula-
tions. However, key customers expect an in-
dividual approach, predictable service and 
quick decision-making, especially when it 
comes to complex supplies, service contracts, 
project activities and maintenance in different 
countries. Therefore, the search for a balance 
between personalization and standardization 
is becoming an urgent task for scientific and 
practical specialists. This balance allows you 
to simultaneously increase value for key cus-
tomers, control costs and risks, ensure uni-
form service quality and the sustainability of 
the operating model at the international level.

The purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is to substanti-

ate a  management model that will combine 

personalization and standardization of key 
customer service in an international company 
and develop a practical logic for implementing 
this model based on basic standards, a catalog 
of service options, the procedure for approv-
ing exceptions and a system of indicators.

Materials and research methods
The research examined scientific and practi-

cal materials on key customer management and 
service in international companies. In addition, 
open analytical data on customer requirements 
for the quality of service and the level of consis-
tency in interaction were analyzed.

The research examined scientific and 
practical materials on key customer manage-
ment and service in international companies. 
In addition, open analytical data on customer 
requirements for the quality of service and the 
level of consistency in interaction were ana-
lyzed.

The results of the study
Key Account Management (KAM) is con-

sidered in the scientific and practical litera-
ture as a strategic approach aimed at working 
with a limited number of the most important 
clients. The supplier allocates specialized re-
sources and special attention from manage-
ment to them in order to develop long-term 
relationships, increase their retention rate and 
stimulate joint growth. In general, KAM can 
be described as purposefully establishing and 
maintaining relationships with “key” custom-
ers who make a significant contribution to the 
company’s performance and have high poten-
tial for development (Key Account Manage-
ment | Research Starters | EBSCO Research).

In international companies, the concept 
of KAM is of particular importance. A key cli-
ent is often present in several countries and 
business units, which requires the company 
to coordinate the interests of global and lo-
cal management levels. It is necessary to en-
sure comparability of service approaches and 
a unified decision-making logic, while main-
taining sensitivity to the conditions of a par-
ticular market. Scientific papers devoted to 
the international aspect of KAM emphasize 
that this concept serves as a tool for servicing 
large clients “on a global level” and is focused 
on long-term business relationships. This 
makes the issues of organizational coordina-
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tion and the development of common princi-
ples that should be implemented at all levels 
of management especially important (Key 
Account Management in an International 
Context).

The theoretical basis of key customer 
management in an international company 
includes the principles of relationship mar-
keting, customer value management, and 
inter-organizational interaction. The key 
customer is considered not only as a source 
of sales, but also as a partner with whom the 
processes of solution development, integra-
tion, quality assurance and risk management 
are coordinated. Within the framework of an 
international organization, these relations 
require formalization, as there is a risk of dis-
crepancies in standards of service, communi-
cations and interpretation of obligations be-
tween different countries and departments. 
The ISO 44001:2017 standard is often used 

as the basis for management, which sets re-
quirements for the identification, develop-
ment and management of joint business rela-
tionships. This approach makes it possible to 
transfer relations from the field of individual 
arrangements to a managed system.

McKinsey’s research on global B2B be-
havior demonstrates customers’ growing ex-
pectations of service quality and consistency 
across all channels along the way. If basic 
expectations are not met, many purchasing 
companies are willing to consider changing 
suppliers. One McKinsey survey notes that 
more than 70% of respondents allow switch-
ing to alternative suppliers in such situations 
(Figure 1). These data are important for the 
KAM theory, as they confirm the need to 
combine work through relationships with re-
producible standards of service and support 
availability, especially in an international 
company.

Figure 1. Expectations of B2B clients for the interaction experience, in the absence 
of which they will look for another supplier (Future of B2B sales: The big reframe)

In addition to B2B expectations, there is 
a  general market trend towards increasing 
the importance of trust and respect for data 
in the process of personalized interaction. The 
Salesforce report “State of the AI Connected 
Customer” shows how the perception of per-
sonalization changes over time (Figure 2).

This means that in an international 
company, personalization of communica-

tion with key customers should be consid-
ered not as a “free setup”, but as a managed 
practice. It should be closely linked to the 
principles of trust, transparency and com-
pliance with data protection requirements, 
especially if the interaction is carried out 
through single digital platforms available in 
different countries.
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Figure 2. Indicators of personalization and attitude to 
data (State of the Connected Customer)

In managing key clients in an interna-
tional company, it is important to find a bal-
ance between standardization and personal-
ization. To do this, it is necessary to use tools 
that ensure the same quality of service, but 
at the same time can be adapted to the spe-
cifics of each client. In practice, this means 
that the company sets a  “mandatory mini-
mum” of service, which should be the same 
for all countries and departments. These 
minimums include basic levels of support 
availability, escalation procedures, principles 
of customer data management, and uniform 
reporting requirements. Individual solutions 
are designed not as separate arrangements, 
but as predefined options that can be en-
abled according to clear rules. This approach 
avoids inconsistencies in customer promises 
between regions, reduces the dependence 
of the result on individual employees, and 
makes the service comparable in quality, 
cost, and risks (ISO – Quality management: 
The path to continuous improvement).

One of the key conditions for successful 
personalization is its formalization. Person-
alization should fit seamlessly into the stan-
dard process through documents, processes, 
and digital systems. Otherwise, it can turn 
into a  set of exceptions that are difficult to 
control and scale. In an international com-
pany, this is especially important because of 

the distribution of teams and differences in 
local practices. The lack of a single language 
for describing the service leads to confusion 
in expectations, different interpretations of 
obligations, and reduced predictability of 
the service. Therefore, a set of tools occupies 
a central place in the model of the balance be-
tween standardization and personalization. 
Standardization fixes mandatory elements 
and rules, while personalization is limited to 
parameters that can be agreed upon, mea-
sured, and tracked in the system (Table).

The above system of tools makes it pos-
sible to effectively divide the balance into 
manageable components. Some of them are 
standardized and ensure quality stability, 
comparability of service, and risk control. 
The other part is personalized and creates di-
rect value for a specific key customer. These 
aspects can be measured and reconciled. It 
is important to note that personalization in 
this model is not arbitrary. It is acceptable 
only to the extent that it can be documented, 
reflected in the system, and compared with 
resources and the expected effect.

The logic of balance in KAM becomes 
complete only when the tools are comple-
mented by metrics and management control 
rules. Without uniform metrics, it is impos-
sible to distinguish personalization, which 
truly adds value and retains key customers, 
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from costly exclusions, which increase the 
cost of service, create organizational over-
load and increase the risk of default. There-
fore, for further development of the model, it 
is necessary to switch to a measurement sys-
tem: to determine service quality indicators, 

including compliance with SLA and custom-
er experience parameters, financial indica-
tors for the account and the cost of service, as 
well as procedures for approving and review-
ing individual conditions in the international 
circuit.

Table 1. Managed personalization tools in KAM as a mechanism 
for balancing personalization and standardization

The tool
Assignment in 
working with 

a key client

What is being 
standardized

What is person-
alized

Where it is fixed

The Key Client’s 
plan

Account retention 
and development 
through a single 
action plan

Document struc-
ture, required 
sections, frequency 
of updates

Client’s goals and 
priorities, growth 
initiatives, risk map

Approved plan, 
roadmap, CRM 
entries

Regular reviews Managing expecta-
tions, monitoring 
progress based on 
results and service

Report format, ba-
sic metrics, prepa-
ration procedure

The agenda for the 
client, the depth of 
detail on projects

Minutes of the 
meeting, decisions, 
deadlines, respon-
sible persons

Catalog of ser-
vice options

Transparent «menu» 
of service options 
and conditions

List of services, de-
scriptions, standard 
conditions, SLA 
framework

Package selection, 
set of additional 
options

Agreed set of ser-
vices, connection 
conditions

SLA/OLA and 
the escalation 
matrix

Measurable quality 
of service and man-
ageable escalations

Metric definitions, 
calculation rules, 
escalation levels

Support windows, 
dedicated channels, 
account priorities

SLA/OLA, escala-
tion regulations, 
contacts

RACI (alloca-
tion of respon-
sibility)

Role alignment 
between global and 
local levels

A single matrix 
format, a set of key 
processes

Specific imple-
menters and own-
ers of solutions

Matrix of roles, rules 
of coordination and 
substitution

Communica-
tion and report-
ing templates

A single level of 
quality for client 
messages

Required blocks, 
style, and frequency 
of reports

Accents for the 
industry and the 
client’s tasks

Templates, commu-
nication calendar, 
report versions

Exclusion rules Monitoring of 
non-standard prom-
ises and their cost

Criteria, approval 
procedure, limits

Individual condi-
tions beyond the 
standard for justifi-
cation

Application for 
exclusion, decision, 
term, effect

Unified CRM/
service system

Transparency of the 
history of interac-
tions and commit-
ments

Required fields, 
stages, data quality 
rules

Client context, 
account attributes, 
tags

Account card, 
tasks, requests, 
statuses

The client’s 
stakeholder 
Card

Managing contacts, 
influence and risks 
of communications

Map format, and 
role classification

Specific individu-
als, expectations, 
relationship risks

Stakeholder map, 
interaction plan

Standards for 
working with 
customer data

Reducing legal and 
reputational risks

Rules for access, 
storage, consent, 
list of data

Customer prefer-
ences by channels 
and contact format

Consents, restric-
tions, and customer 
requirements

A source: author’s development
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It is advisable to build a practical imple-
mentation of the balance of personalization 
and standardization in an international com-
pany according to a consistent scheme, which 
first defines a single “framework” of the ser-
vice, then introduces managed customiza-
tion options, establishes rules for non-stan-
dard solutions, and completes the model by 
measuring results. This logic reduces the 
risk of disparate promises to the customer, 
ensures comparability of service quality be-
tween countries, and makes the service man-
ageable.

At the beginning of the work, basic ser-
vice standards are established – mandatory 
requirements that are minimal and uniform 
for all departments and markets. These stan-
dards define the rules for classifying requests, 
the order of their escalation, and the require-
ments for support availability, response time, 
and storage of client information in corporate 
systems. It is important that the basic stan-
dards are measurable and achievable. They 
serve as a common language of communica-
tion between employees and guarantee the 
predictability of service for customers.

Then a catalog of service options is devel-
oped, which allows you to move from “man-
ual arrangements” to pre-defined solutions 
focused on individual needs. This catalog 
highlights basic elements and additional op-
tions such as enhanced support, more fre-
quent reporting, dedicated communication 
channels, and regular collaborative reviews 
of results. For each option, its content, scope, 
terms of provision and necessary resources 
are set in advance. This approach provides 
flexibility without loss of manageability.

Then the procedure for approving excep-
tions is established – the rules that regulate 
any deviations from the basic standards and 
the catalog. Criteria are defined by which 
such deviations are considered acceptable, 
responsible persons are appointed, limits 
and validity periods are set, and mandatory 
justification is provided in terms of custom-

er value, costs, and possible risks. This ap-
proach helps to protect the company from 
uncontrolled promises and reduce the like-
lihood of conflicts between global and local 
management levels.

The model is rounded off by an indicator 
system that serves as the basis for evaluating 
the quality of service, its value to the custom-
er, and its cost. These indicators reflect the 
fulfillment of standards in terms of time and 
quality, customer feedback, as well as reten-
tion and development of cooperation. In ad-
dition, they take into account the workload of 
the team and the proportion of non-standard 
solutions. Based on the collected data, the 
basic standards, the catalog of options and 
the practice of exceptions are adjusted. This 
allows you to maintain a balance in different 
countries and market conditions.

Conclusions
Thus, it is important for international 

companies to find the optimal balance be-
tween personalization and standardization 
in working with key clients. This balance is 
achieved not by increasing the number of 
individual agreements, but by making them 
effective and measurable. The most effec-
tive is a consistent implementation strategy 
that includes the following steps: definition 
and consolidation of basic service standards 
as a  mandatory minimum; development of 
a catalog of service options, which will allow 
you to control the process of customization; 
introduction of an exception approval pro-
cedure for monitoring non-standard obliga-
tions; the formation of a system of indicators 
that will assess the quality of the service, its 
value to the customer and the cost.

This model provides greater predictabil-
ity and comparability of service quality be-
tween departments and countries. This re-
duces the risk of default and promotes the 
long-term development of key customers, 
allowing them to control costs and minimize 
risks.
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