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vice president of sales. (See “Death of 
a Sales leader” sidebar.)

Meyer had two reasons for creating 
the head of sales position. 

First, he noticed that sales almost 
seemed like an ancillary function. “But 
everything really starts with a sale,” 
Meyer said, “because if you don’t 
have business, you don’t have jobs for 
people. you don’t have opportunities 
to push new things. So I really wanted 
to raise the profile of the sales function 
within Acxiom.”

Second, Meyer saw that the sales 
function needed structure.

“We needed some discipline,” he 
said. “We needed some discipline 
around how we compensated the 
people, how we measured their suc-
cess, how we evaluated whether we 
wanted to pursue things or not, how 
we collected our pipeline so that we 
know what we were working on and 
the things we were working on were 
things we wanted to work on. And we 
didn’t have that.

“I wanted to create an organization 
where I could turn to this person and 
say, ‘you’re accountable for this.’”

More than just the hierarchy of the 
sales department has been rewired. 
Meyer has implemented two different 
methods of compensation. 

“Because of the way we were set up, 
there was kind of a blending between 
somebody that would manage an 
existing relationship and somebody 
that would be responsible for selling a 
new relationship,” Meyer said. 

“And when you do that, what you 
find — because it’s much easier to just 
kind of shoot the fish in the barrel, 
do the renewals, than it is to go out 
and create new customers — if you’re 
compensating people the same, people 
go to the place where they can get the 
greatest amount of benefit for the least 
amount of work.”

Meyer, therefore, split the method 
of compensation into bonuses for the 
customer relationship managers and 
commissions for the hunters or rela-
tionship generators. “And I’m expect-
ing that this will drive growth,” Meyer 
said.

Growing Pains
For years, Acxiom was a staple on 

the “best places to work” lists, but 
that didn’t last long after a series of 
layoffs starting in 1999.

For his part, Meyer said cutting 
jobs is a last resort. 

“Although we’ve had a little bit of 
people reduction, we haven’t had a lot. 
Part of what I think is important to me 
is to make sure that that is the last step 
if we have to ever do it.”

For employees, however, having 
jobs shipped overseas is just as fright-
ening as losing them. Either way, some 
of them are out of work. 

To Meyer, who has spent about 
22 years living outside the united 
States, global orientation is crucial to 

Acxiom’s growth strategy. 
Here’s how Meyer views off-shor-

ing:
“If you’re going to be a global com-

pany, you truly have to make sure that 
the work force you have is spread in 
the areas where you can utilize their 
relationships, you can utilize the busi-
ness growth. And it goes without say-
ing that there’s some labor arbitrage.”

However, the arbitrage — prof-
iting from market price discrepan-
cies — only lasts about four or five 
years, Meyer said, because economies 
mature. “And so no longer is China 
an effective manufacturer for tennis 
shoes.”

When the marketplace evolves, 
employees in that market can become 
the company’s nucleus that can grow 
with the economy, he said. Eventually, 
that unit becomes a profitable diversi-
fied business unit, through bringing 
in income rather than just collecting 
foreign price discrepancies and by per-
forming functions that a u.S. branch 
cannot.

“From Conway, we can’t really sell 
to people in India. you need to have 
people locally that speak the language, 
that grew up with people, that have 
the relationships,” Meyer said.

“Since the rest of the world is not 

as developed in the use of marketing 
services, there are functions here that 
we can put over there that would be 
valued more than they would if they’re 
left here.”

The company’s expansion into 
Gdansk, Poland, in April was a result 
of such thinking. “And we need more 
critical mass over there — really all 
across Europe.”

Meyer added that these are not 
jobs being shipped from Arkansas to 
Poland.

This same philosophy has recently 
led Acxiom to plan expansion in the 
Asia-Pacific or “APAC” region.

“We are looking at growing a center 
in China. It’s a giant market. They’re 
just starting to get started in market-
ing. We have a very good footprint 
with our existing organization, and 
we’re looking to grow it,” Meyer said. 

The expansion will occur sometime 
within the next year and will add 
jobs, Meyer said. The business unit 
will be centered on analytics initially 
and then perhaps expand into other 
functions.

Tackling a Tough Economy
With the recent troubles in the 

financial industry, Meyer expects much 
of the company’s growth to come from 

expansion in other sectors, such as 
automotive, insurance and retail.

Meyer said the tough economy has 
made things easier, though.

Meyer, taking advantage of what 
he described as lowered expectations 
in a sluggish economy, has sold off 
the company airplanes and the Chenal 
and Riverdale facilities and relocated 
the affected Arkansas employees to 
the Conway or downtown little Rock 
offices. 

As for the mergers and acquisitions 
side of the company’s growth strategy, 
Meyer said he would much rather be a 
grower and a builder.

“I actually think that when you 
have to buy a technology or a capabil-
ity, that’s a reflection on the manage-
ment not being smart enough or not 
willing enough to take the risk to 
develop it themselves. It just shows 
that you missed your opportunity in 
the market,” Meyer said, adding that 
most acquisitions don’t work.  

Speaking of acquisitions that don’t 
work: “Truthfully, having a private 
equity deal blow up was a good thing 
for me,” he said. 

Meyer said he wouldn’t have want-
ed the responsibility of turning around 
a company with $2 billion in debt, but 
heading a company with $600 million 
in debt leaves him a little financial 
muscle to reposition the firm.

He added that “the worst thing to 
do is to go into a situation that’s run-
ning perfectly, because there’s only one 
direction to take it.”

As for the stock price, which has 
suffered from the failed $3 billion go-
private deal with Silver lake Partners 
and ValueAct Capital, dwindling from 
$28.09 a share in May 2007 to $11.44 
a share last Wednesday, Meyer said: 
“It needs to go up.”

“As a company, we really haven’t 
had a track record of succeeding quar-
ter on quarter. We need to tell people 
what we’re going to do, and then we 
need to beat it, and do it every quar-
ter, day in and day out, so that we 
become the company people don’t bet 
against.”

“We need to get back on a growth 
path,” Meyer said. “We also need to 
put some processes and procedures 
into the business that we haven’t had 
before — things like in sales, things 
like business reviews, things like indi-
vidual accountability. 

“And we’ll get there. We’re actually 
on a pretty good track.”

Meyer has such faith in the com-
pany and restoring a corporate culture 
that attracts workers that he bought 
about 15,500 shares out of his own 
pocket shortly after he started. “Put 
your money where your mouth is,” he 
said.

“I believe in this. And we’re asking 
investors to believe also. I know I can 
make an impact. I know this will be 
a great place to work. And I know it 
will be a good return for our share-
holders, for our employees and our  
customers.”                                    n
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THE DAyS oF unIquE, oB-
scure corporate titles at Acxiom 
seem to be drawing to a close. 

The many “leaders” are becoming 
senior vice presidents and assuming 
other standard corporate titles. 

For Meyer, the normalization is 
primarily about external clarity. “I 
think titles are more for external 
purposes than internal purposes,” 
Meyer said. “People know inside 
companies who’s doing what.”

With all the changes in the com-
pany structure, new charts have 
been drawn up to ensure employees 

know the chain of command.
“I think calling somebody a lead-

er is too nebulous because I think 
everybody is a leader in whatever 
they do,” Meyer said. “They could 
be a technical leader. And to say 
you’re a leader just because you 
manage people, I think downplays 
contributions that other people may 
and should have in a job.”

“There seemed to be a lot of 
groundswell within the organization 
at getting away from [the nebulous 
titles],” Meyer said.                     n

— Jamie Walden

The Death of a Sales leader


