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Abstract 
 
 

 English 
 
This report gives insight into dyadic interaction development between supplier and customer in a business-
to-business environment. The research investigates how value for the supplier and value for the customer 
relate to development of different dyadic interactions. Finally the report gives strategic recommendations for 
the supplying firm to anticipate to customer interaction perception. 
 
 

 Dutch 
 
Dit rapport geeft inzicht in de dyadische interactie ontwikkeling tussen leverancier en klant in een 
business-to-business omgeving. Hierbij staat de rol van waarde voor de leverancier en waarde voor de 
klant op het ontwikkelen van de verschillende typen interacties centraal. Uiteindelijk zal het rapport 
enkele strategische aanbevelingen geven ten behoeve van de leverancier om te kunnen anticiperen op de 
interactie perceptie van de klant. 
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Summary 
 
This research focuses on dyadic interactions between a selling and buying party in a 
business context and how interactions can be developed taking both supplier and 
customer value into account. 
 
A lot of marketing and purchasing literature focuses mainly on a mono-centric view on 
interactions, neglecting the dyadic nature of an interaction between two parties. Just 
recent there is more attention for duo-centric views on interactions as Lindgreen and 
Pels (2002), Svensson (2002) and Santema (2001) show by actively taking the dyadic 
nature of interactions as a starting point of their research. But as Svensson says “there is 
an apparent lack in the mutuality in the measurement and evaluation of dependence 
issues in an empirical or management setting”  
 
Research design 
 
With this research we want to decrease the literature gap by providing first empirical 
evidence for our dyadic interaction model, which is based on the initial Interaction 
Marketing Model developed by Santema (2001). And we want to suggest how the 
interaction model can give insights for the supplying firm under study (VDLK) by giving 
strategic recommendations for interaction development. With this research we focus on 
the following problem definition: 
 
How can the supplier (VDLK) develop its portfolio of supplier-customer interactions, taking both 
customer value and value for the customer into account, in order to increase total customer profitability? 
 
In order to investigate the problem definition as shown above a set of eight research 
questions is used, based on an interaction framework developed throughout the first 
phase of the research. By conducting multiple case studies at customer sites, data was 
generated to validate our propositions that have to provide answers to the stated research 
questions.  
 
The interaction framework creates a theory on how value for the supplier and value for 
the customer influence on interaction development between both parties. The theory 
suggests that both supplier and customer willingness to develop a certain interaction type 
are caused by delivered value from the opposite party. 
 
Research method 
 
Researching the relation between value for both customer and supplier and the 
development of supplier-customer interactions is done with information gathered during 
the conducting of fourteen different case studies at customer accounts. The case study 
method was chosen for gathering more in-depth information and taking contextual 
elements into account when necessary. With this research method we focused solely on 
the dyadic interaction between the supplying firm and customer, neglecting other 
possible relations throughout a network of interrelated firms. 
 
The customer cases were selected based on value contribution to the supplying firm, 
three “top”, five “medium” and six “small” valued customers participated. The customer 
accounts were also selected to span different types of industry and company size. 
Customer information was collected by performing interviews at the customer sites 
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without presence of people from the supplying firm. All interviews were recorded and 
important comments are written down for later analyses. Common validity and reliability 
aspects were considered while performing the research. 
 
Findings 
 
Three types of interactions were discovered to be present in almost equal amounts 
throughout the investigated fourteen customer cases. Transactional exchange, 
transactional relationships and collaborative relationships seemed to be present. 
Transactional exchange situation is characterised by focus on exchange of products with 
lowest possible product price. A transactional relationship is more oriented towards an 
early form of commitment between both selling and buying party, where exchange 
processes are also important. Finally in the collaborative relationship the supplier and 
customer are engaged in a long-term relationship in order to maximise overall value. 
 
The supplying firm mainly uses actual monetary customer value aspects to differentiate 
customer based on value contribution. Future and non-monetary value aspects are often 
hard to quantify and therefore lack practical usage, so these elements are not explicitly 
used. Based on the monetary value aspects: turnover and profits, the customer base was 
differentiated and the Pareto rule seemed to hold for this customer base. Twenty percent 
of customers were responsible for slightly more than eighty percent of turnover and even 
more than ninety percent of total profits. This oblique distribution of value contribution 
throughout the customer base indicates the necessity of a differentiated customer 
strategy. 
 
Product characteristics seemed to be most important for the investigated customers 
when deciding upon supply value. In a minority of cases either service or contact 
characteristics showed to be most important for the customer firm. The importance of 
product related value characteristics enabled the use of Kraljic purchasing 
characterisation when differentiating customer supply throughout our research. 
 
Customers across all value categories experienced collaborative relationship and 
transactional relationship interaction types. Pure transactional exchange interactions were 
not found at the investigated most valuable customer. The findings could not fully justify 
our assumption of a direct relation between value for the supplier and interaction 
development performed by the supplier, which could possibly direct to a lack of a 
differentiated interaction strategy for different valued customers. 
 
Supply characteristics seemed to relate to customer interaction intention, as the results 
showed. Strategic type of purchases are mainly found to relate to a collaborative 
relational interaction type, bottleneck type of purchases are mainly found at the 
transactional relational type of interaction while the only leverage type of purchase 
related to a pure transactional exchange interaction. Routine type of purchase was found 
at both the transactional exchange and transactional relationship type interactions. 
 
When both supplier and customer interaction intentions are confronted, either a 
balanced or an unbalanced interaction situation can be discovered. In case of interaction 
imbalance, the supplier and customer have different objectives for developing 
interactions. When the supplier is focused on relationship development, while the 
customer is mainly focused on transactional exchange, a customer dominant imbalanced 
interaction situation is present. The research shows that for these customer dominant 
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interaction situations the customer is forcing the supplier to change its interaction focus 
to a transactional exchange type. In case a customer is focused on relationship 
development, but faces a supplier that is focused on transactions, a supplier dominant 
interaction situation is present. The customer is more dependent on the supplier and 
therefore needs to influence the supplier’s interaction focus by creating extra value for 
the supplier. 
 
Implications 
 
For balanced interaction situations where both supplier and customer interaction 
intentions meet the supplier should concern the different interaction situations when 
directing customer strategy. For the balanced transactional exchange situation the 
supplier should be focused on lowest possible product price and creating a general offer 
to satisfy the large group of least valuable customers. No specific relational investments 
should be performed. In case of a balanced transactional relationship interaction situation 
the supplier can perform value-adding activities for decreasing of customer’s purchasing 
costs or reducing of supply complexity for the customer. Relational expenditures have to 
be focused on a group of moderate valuable customers instead of being customer 
specific. Balanced collaborative relationship interactions are pure one-to-one 
relationships. The supplier can focus on service aspects in order to differentiate its offer. 
Customer specific investments are justified as long as the customer stays in the most 
valuable customer category. 
 
The research suggests two different strategies for imbalanced interaction situations. 
“Relationship reduction” is present when the most dominant party forces the opposite, 
less dominant party, to change its interaction focus from relational to transactional type. 
The opposite can be seen when the least dominant party tries to change the dominant 
party’s interaction focus from transactional to relational by “value enlargement” strategy. 
For new “small” valued customer accounts that are collaborative relationship focused the 
supplier has to decide on expected future value contribution. For high potential 
customers, who can become “top” value customers in the near future by performing 
value enlargement, the supplier can decide upon engaging in a collaborative relationship. 
Nevertheless relational expenditures have to be monitored carefully against the customer 
value contribution. For low potential customers a transactional interaction type should 
best be performed. Possibly the customer must be forced to change its interaction focus 
from relational to transactional by relationship reduction strategy. Even abort of 
interaction for “small” valued low potential customers can be needed. 
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Introduction 
 
Markets are changing at high speed; both consumer and business environments can feel 
the influence of this change. The increasing complexity of business networks urges firms 
to recognise valuable parties across different groups of related businesses. Suppliers can 
manage their valuable customers through Customer Relationship Management (CRM), 
while customers at the other side can manage their valuable suppliers by performing 
Supply Chain Management (SCM). 
 
When both supplier and customer activities meet, interactions between both parties can 
be seen in practice. Throughout literature remarkable few research can be found where 
both supplier and customer interaction perspectives are actively combined to investigate 
upon interaction development. Most theory is viewed from a mono centric approach, 
mainly paying attention to either supplier or customer perspective. Marketing literature 
(Campbell, 2003; Zikmund, McLeod and Gilbert, 2003; Anderson and Narus, 1998) 
mentions the importance of customer knowledge for a supplier do direct their offer, but 
research fails to show how this knowledge can be used to actively build interactions that 
are both valuable to supplier and customer. 
 
This research tries to reduce the literature gap by researching the interaction 
development between VDLK, a supplier of high-tech injection moulded plastic parts, 
and its different customers. With this research we want to empirically test the Interaction 
Marketing Model (IMM: Santema, 2001), which is the point of departure for this 
research. The IMM describes different interaction situations based on both CRM and 
SCM perspectives. 
 
The value aspect is of main importance in this research, as with knowledge of value for 
the supplier and value for the customer interactions between both parties are researched 
upon. By performing the research we try to answer the research question: 
 
How can VDLK develop its portfolio of supplier-customer interactions, taking both customer value and 
value for the customer into account, in order to increase total customer profitability? 
 
In order to investigate upon this research question, important value characteristics for 
both supplier and customer are discovered. The influence of the most important value 
characteristics on interaction perspective from both sides is uncovered, and the 
development of different interactions caused by both supplier and customer interaction 
perspectives is viewed. With these research findings the research tries to comment on 
development opportunities for the supplying firm by giving some recommendations for 
CRM strategy, in order to increase value for the supplier by actively considering value for 
the customer. 
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Outline of the report 
 
In the first part of the report, chapter 1, the research problem is defined, and the 
resulting research questions and the related propositions are given. Also the relatedness 
of the research questions is made clear by visualising the research interaction framework. 
 
The second part of the report, chapter 2, discusses the research plan, the methodology 
used and comments on the quality of the research are given by looking at the validity and 
reliability aspects. 
 
In the third part of the report, chapter 3, some backgrounds for the research are 
illuminated. First a brief explanation of the participating supplying firm and its 
environment are given. After that the report shows theoretical background on both CRM 
and purchasing principles and the resulting IMM model that combines both CRM and 
purchasing elements. A glance to the interaction model developed throughout this 
research is also done. 
 
The fourth part of the report, chapter 4, gives the research findings on the first six 
research questions. These findings are obtained by conducting the multiple case studies, 
and they will show whether the pre-stated propositions will hold. 
 
The fifth part of the report, chapter 5, is devoted to implications of the research for both 
theory and practice. The theoretical implications will show how the research findings can 
be used in general terms, while the practical implications describe the usage of the 
research findings for the investigated cases specifically. 
 
In the sixth and final part of the report, chapters 6 to 8, concluding remarks will be 
discussed, and the main limitations of this research will be given. Partly based on the 
research limitations some suggestions for future research will also be given throughout 
this part of the report. 
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1. Problem definition and research design 
 
Within the VDLK company, a small supplier of technical injection moulded plastic parts, 
a question raised on how their customers value the firm and the delivered product-
service combination. More specific: seen through the customer’s eyes, what is the 
importance of VDLK its business offer? By gaining this customer knowledge the 
supplier will be able to better direct its value adding activities in the right way to the right 
customer. Especially in the increasing competitive environment VDLK is interested in 
building the right type of interaction with its different customers through providing the 
right offer. 
 
For this research it would be interesting to investigate upon the impact of VDLK’s 
customer offer on the development of supplier-customer relationships in order to be able 
to discover opportunities for interaction improvement. To be able to recommend on the 
former question, the following problem definition is stated. 
 
 
1.1 Problem definition 
 
How can VDLK develop its portfolio of supplier-customer interactions, taking both customer value and 
value for the customer into account in order to increase total customer profitability? 
 
With the stated problem definition the research points at balancing relationship efforts 
and expenditures to customer value. In a sub-optimal situation, right allocation of scarce 
resources to different valuable customers can optimise total customer profitability. 
Within this research we want to consider both supplier and customer interaction 
orientation. The goal of the research is to discover how value influences on interaction 
development and to recommend on supplier CRM strategies for different valuable 
customers. Differentiation of customers will be based on customer value contribution to 
the supplying firm, whereas customer’s purchasing needs and interaction orientation will 
be used to research upon proper supplier-customer interactions to develop. 
 
In order to perform the research and to deliver recommendations regarding the stated 
problem definition the research is divided in eight research questions. The questions with 
their supporting comment are described in the following section. Also a total of thirteen 
propositions regarding the research questions are stated. 
 
 
1.2 Supplier-customer interaction framework 
 
The supplier-customer interaction framework was developed to create a theory how 
value influences on interaction development for both supplier and customer in a dyadic 
relationship.  
 
The framework suggests that the both supplier and customer interpretations of value 
may lead to a certain interaction focus, the willingness to develop a type of interaction. 
These different interaction orientations may lead to the development or abort of a certain 
type of interaction (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh, 1987), depending on the match between 
supplier and customer focus. Only when both interaction orientations are balanced (not 
in contradiction with each other) development of some sort of interaction is possible. 
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Suppliers can value their customers on different monetary and non-monetary 
characteristics. These characteristics can be seen in the left side of the framework (figure 
1). Rating of different customer value characteristics lead to a differentiated customer 
base. Literature (Curry, 2000; Zeithaml, Rust and Lemon, 2001) suggests the supplier will 
develop different interactions with different valued customers. For some very valuable 
customers the supplier will be willing to invest a lot more in the creation of a relationship 
than it will do for a less valuable customer. 
 
At the customer side of the business interaction a comparable differentiation can be seen. 
The widely known Kraljic (1983) portfolio can give purchasing parties insight into the 
value of the purchased product, service or a combination of both. These differences in 
value for the customer lead to different interaction intentions by the customer. As can be 
seen in the right side of the framework, besides product and service, some other 
characteristics can be measured to determine customer’s interaction focus. Relationship 
orientation and supplier’s interaction focus are mentioned here. 
 
The supplier and customer interaction focus (their willingness to create a certain 
interaction type) are supposed to influence on the other party’s interaction development. 
It can be argued that a supplier changes its interaction intention based on the perception 
of the customer interaction focus. The same can be said for a customer who knows the 
supplier interaction intention. In the framework therefore a direct linkage between 
supplier interaction focus and customer interaction focus can be seen. 
 

Supplier-Customer
interaction

supplier's
interaction focus

Customer's
interaction focus

- Collaborative Relationship
- Transactional Relationship
- Transactional Exchange

Actual customer Value
- actual profits
- actual revenues
- actual costs to serve
- actual share of cust. business

Future customer value expectations
- customer lifecycle
- customer business expectations
- expected share of business

Non monetary customer value
- status
- connectedness to other business

Customer's interaction focus

Product value
- profit impact, supply risk (Kraljic)
- product quality / reliability
- problem solving

Service value
- logistics
- development
- project management

Secondary value
- contact quality
- connectedness to other businesses

Supplier's interaction focus

Value for the supplier Value for the customer

Interaction Marketing Model

Customer  value History
- length of interaction
- recency of order
- frequency of order

 
 
 
Figure 1 “Supplier-customer interaction framework” 
 
The research questions that are used throughout this project are based on the interaction 
framework as stated above. The research questions follow a logical structure from the 
outside (value elements) to the inside (development of interaction types) of the 
framework. Starting with discovery of value elements for both supplier and customer, 
after that the influence of value on interaction perception is measured, until finally 
suggestions for development of different interaction situations due to both supplier and 
customer interaction orientations are made.  
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1.3 Research questions and propositions 
 
In order to investigate the relation between value for both parties and the development 
of interactions between them, eight different research questions were formulated based 
on the interaction framework as visualised in the former paragraph. 
 
 
Research question 1: Which relationships or interactions can be recognised between supplier and customer 
at the moment? 
 
Based on interaction categorisation found throughout literature (Grönroos, 1994; Dwyer, 
Schurr and Oh, 1987), this question will mainly be answered through internal interviews 
at the supplier and customer side. We do not state any propositions for this research 
question. 
 
  
Research question 2: Which customer characteristics, as seen through the supplier, determine customer 
value? 
 
The customer characteristics that determine value for the supplier are examined through 
internal interviews at the supplier side. Desk research has to deliver insight into the 
magnitude of the different customer characteristics. With this knowledge it must be 
possible to differentiate the customer base according to customer value contribution to 
the supplier firm.  
 
While in some cases non-monetary customer value can be of importance for the supplier 
(e.g. reference on customer list), we suppose the non-monetary value is less important 
when determining customer value for the supplier. The difficulty of quantifying non-
monetary customer value characteristics urges these characteristics to be translated into 
monetary terms in order to give profound insight into their relative importance. In the 
research we therefore define the first proposition: 
 
Monetary customer characteristics will determine customer value for a larger part than non-monetary 
customer characteristics do. (P1) 
 
We suppose actual customer value to be more important than expected future customer 
value for the supplier. Actual customer value characteristic like profits, revenues, costs to 
serve and share of customer’s business are relatively easy for companies to understand 
and determine. Future customer value is always uncertain and often difficult to quantify, 
therefore we suppose future customer value will be less important that actual customer 
value when differentiating customers. The second proposition is stated as followed: 
 
Actual customer characteristics will determine customer value for a larger part than future expectations 
do. (P2) 
 
 
Research question 3: Which main supplying characteristics, as seen through the customer, determine value 
for the customers? 
 
The needed information is gathered through customer interviews. Product characteristics 
(profit impact, supplying risk, quality), service elements (logistics, co-development), 
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contact characteristics (openness, helpfulness) and supplier relationship orientation (the 
supplier’s willingness to develop a certain interaction) will be researched upon. This 
research question combined with research question two can show how different 
customer segments value the main supplying characteristics. Also possible differences 
between the customer segments can be analysed. 
 
A product can be seen as the core item in high-tech industry and therefore of major 
important. Services are supportive for the exchange and usage of the product and 
therefore services are supposed to be second most important for customers when 
determining value of the supplier’s offer. Kotler (1991) names services as the augmented 
product that can be added to the actual product, which is closest to the customer’s core 
need. Our third proposition will therefore be stated as: 
 
Actual product characteristics will determine value for the customer for a larger part than service 
characteristics do. (P3) 
 
Contact characteristics are supposed to be important only in case product and service 
characteristics are satisfying.  We think contact characteristics are supportive for product 
and service characteristics and therefore the least important in determining value for the 
customer. 
 
Service characteristics will determine value for the customer for a larger part than contact characteristics 
do. (P4) 
 
  
Research question 4: In what way does customer value affect the supplier’s development of interactions 
with customers? 
 
Based on the results of research question two the answer to this question must lead to 
understanding if and how customer value affects the development of interactions with 
customers.  
 
Because resources are scarce, a supplier can only invest in a limited number of 
relationships. To ascertain valuable income for future periods, it is most likely to assume 
a supplier will invest in the most valuable customers. The so-called collaborative 
relationships consist of mutual investment from both supplier and customer to increase 
their future value adding activities. 
 
A supplier will only create collaborative relationships with its high value customers. (P5) 
 
With the group of least valuable customers we suppose the supplier is not willing to 
invest in individual relationships, as extra costs will reduce the customer value 
contribution even further. An interaction between supplier and customer will only 
consist of the necessary transaction of the product. Future transactions will only be the 
case when driven by the customer.  
 
A supplier will interact on base of transactions with its least valuable customers. (P6) 
 
 
Research question 5: In what way does value for customers affect the customer’s development of 
interactions with the supplier? 
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This question combined with the third research question delivers insight how different 
forms of value can impact on interaction development from the customer side. Customer 
interviews combined with literature will be the information resources for this research 
question 
 
According to purchasing literature (Kraljic, 1983 and van Weele, 2002), a customer who 
purchases a strategic type product searches for reliable partners in order to secure long-
term availability of scarce or high value products or materials. In order to achieve cost 
reductions, quality improvement, process improvement and/or product development 
improvement van Weele claims a partnership or collaboration to be a proper customer 
purchasing strategy. 
 
When a customer’s purchase is of strategic type (high importance of purchase + high complexity of supply 
market) the customer desires a collaborative relationship. (P7) 
 
Routine type purchase is concerned with reduction of all surrounding costs like 
administration and logistics. Literature (van Weele, 2002) suggests reduction of number 
of suppliers and framing of supply contracts for purchasing firms. The customer is 
willing to do business over a longer period with a smaller number of suppliers to reduce 
non-product costs. Although there is some sort of a relationship, there cannot be spoken 
of close collaboration as is mentioned under strategic type purchases. A customer is 
supposed to be interested in a relationship type that we call a “transactional relationship”. 
This is a relationship built on a sequence of transactions with few relational adaptations 
from both sides. 
 
When a customer’s purchase is of routine type (low importance of purchase + low complexity of supply 
market) the customer desires a transactional relationship. (P8) 
 
According to purchasing theory a customer is concerned with security of supply in case 
of a bottleneck type of purchase. Because of the high supply risk and the low profit 
impact of the purchase, the customer is in a position to accept a higher price in return for 
a secure supply. The customer may be willing to engage in a relationship with the 
supplier of the bottleneck item in order to secure its supply. A close collaborative 
relationship will nevertheless hardly emerge because of the customer’s intend to search 
for alternatives in supply (van Weele, 2002). It is most likely to assume a transactional 
type of relationship will satisfy the customer. 
 
When a customer’s purchase is of bottleneck type (low importance of purchase + high complexity of 
supply market) a customer desires a transactional relationship. (P9) 
 
The leverage type purchase enables the customer to exploit its purchasing power (Kraljic, 
1983). Because of the low supply risk, the customer is trying to decrease the product’s 
profit impact by playing off different suppliers. It is clear that in the case of exploiting of 
purchasing power by the customer there cannot be spoken of relationship. When 
interactions between a supplier and a customer exist, these will most probably be based 
on pure transactions. 
 
When a customer’s purchase is of leverage type (high importance of purchase + low complexity of supply 
market) a customer desires a pure transaction. (P10) 
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Research question 6: Which relationships can emerge through the different dyadic interactions between 
supplier and customer, when the different values are taken into account? 
 
Combining research questions four and five can deliver the necessary insight to comment 
on this research question. The Interaction Marketing Model (IMM) will enable theoretical 
insight into what interactions can developed when both dyadic value perspectives are 
observed. 
 
A situation where the customer’s interaction focus differs from the supplier’s interaction 
focus causes difficulties. In a situation where the customer is aiming at a relationship with 
a supplier that is only interested in a transactional exchange, the different interaction 
intentions of both parties may lead to problems. In order to develop an interaction form 
that satisfies both parties in the exchange, one or both parties may have to adapt their 
interaction focus. 
 
Interaction situations where both supplier and customer have a different interaction focus are instable. 
(P11) 
 
When an instable interaction situation between supplier and customer exists, two 
outcomes are possible. In order to make a transaction or a relationship possible, one or 
both parties have to adopt their interaction focus to decrease the difference. In case 
when both parties cannot adapt their interaction focus, the interaction will stop and a 
relationship is not possible. It is assumed that the power difference between supplier and 
customer determines what interaction will develop. In case the supplier has a power 
advantage, the supplier’s interaction focus will be developed. In case the customer has a 
power advantage, we assume the customer’s interaction focus will be developed. A 
situation with a supplier power advantage can be seen when a low valued customer is 
purchasing a strategic item with high value for the customer. The customer is very 
dependant on the supplier because of the high importance of the purchase and its high 
purchasing complexity. The supplier nevertheless is not dependant on the customer 
because of its low value. We therefore propose:  
 
In an instable interaction situation, the most powerful party will influence on what interaction will develop 
by forcing the least powerful party to adapt its interaction focus. (P12) 
 
The other outcome in an instable interaction situation is the change that is enabled 
through the least powerful party. When this least powerful party is able to change its 
importance in the eyes of the most powerful party, it can change the instable interaction 
situation to a balanced one. Practically this can be imagined when a low valued customer 
who desires a collaborative relationship finds itself in an instable interaction situation. 
When the low valued customer is able to increase its value to the supplier and turns into 
a more valuable one, the interaction situation can convert into a balanced one. 
 
In an instable interaction situation, the least powerful party can influence the interaction by changing 
(increasing) its value to the most powerful party. (P13) 
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Research question 7: Which “opportunity gap(s)” exist(s) when the actual supplier interaction situation 
is compared with theory? 
 
The seventh research question is more pragmatic and situation specific. It gives the 
investigated supplier insight into existing opportunity gaps regarding interactions with 
their different customer groups. The actual interaction situations are compared by 
interactions as suggested by theory in order to discover any opportunity gaps. By 
comparing the first and the seventh research question some comments about this 
opportunity gap can be given.  
 
 
Research question 8: How can VDLK develop the (different) interaction opportunity gap(s) in order to 
increase customer profitability, considering value for their customers and customer value for the supplier? 
 
The final research question uses the seventh research question as a starting point. 
Providing an answer to the last research question will develop the mentioned opportunity 
gap(s). Results of this research question have to give strategic direction to developing 
different supplier-customer interactions. 
 
This paragraph showed the research design with problem definition, research questions, 
their relatedness and the propositions. In order to research the questions as stated 
throughout the research design, a research plan is developed. The research plan, the 
method of research and the considered quality aspects of the research will be discussed in 
the next part of the report. 
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2. Research plan and Methodology 
 
In the former part of the report the initial problem definition, research questions and the 
propositions were stated, leading to the discussion of the research design. This part of 
the report gives insight into the followed research plan, the research methodology and 
validity and reliability aspects of the research. The research plan shows the major stages 
of the research followed and their connection is visualised in a research plan outline. The 
research methodology describes why multiple case studies are chosen to study the 
research questions and what implications for the quality of the research can be seen. 
 
 
2.1 Research plan 
 
The research on development of supplier-customer interactions started with a literature 
study on Customer Relationship Management for small sized high-technology firms in a 
business-to-business environment and an orientation on the supplier firm under study 
and its environment. 
 
With this knowledge the initial research question was transformed into a problem 
definition and subsequent research questions. The use of theory enabled us to create 
different propositions about the development of interactions based on value elements 
from both supplier and customer side. 
 
In order to gain empirical evidence for testing the theoretical assumptions, the case study 
method is used and a plan for performing the study was made during the third phase of 
the research. Data acquisition is performed by interviews in fourteen different cases 
during this research phase. 
 
All information gathered during the data collection phase is analysed per case in the 
subsequent phase. After analysing the different individual cases, a cross-case analysis is 
performed to gain knowledge on differences and similarities across the investigated cases. 
 
Finally based on the research findings and the theory implications for theory and practice 
are discovered and some strategic recommendations for the supplying firm are given. 
The different research phases can be seen in the research plan outline that is visualised in 
figure 2. 
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Figure 2 “Research plan outline” 
 
 
2.2 Research methodology 
 
In order to research upon the relation between value for both customer and supplier and 
the development of supplier-customer interactions in practice we chose to conduct 
multiple case studies. This way we are able to gain empirical evidence to validate our 
theoretical propositions and to create a theoretical interaction model. The case study 
setting also enables us to investigate upon contextual elements that can be of importance 
when researching interactions. 
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Figure 3 “Case study method” (free to Yin 1994) 
 
The multiple case studies were performed by using a method based on theory (Yin, 
1994). This multiple case studies method can be divided into three phases (see figure 3). 
In the initial design phase, the cases are selected and a protocol for data collection is 
made based on available literature. The second phase is devoted to data acquisition and 
possible reselecting of cases. The individual cases are also pre-screened by a brief 
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analysis. In the third phase the different cases are compared by a cross case analysis, 
where implications for theory and practice are found. 
 
Scope of the research 
Out of the supplier’s total customer base of around 150 different customer accounts, 
fourteen customers are selected to include in the multiple case study research. Our case 
study design is of “multiple holistic” type (Yin, 1994) as the single unit of analysis is the 
dyadic interaction between supplier and customer, and we see every individual supplier-
customer interaction as single case. 
 
Case selection 
Customers are selected on base of value to the supplying firm under study. The CRM 
principles (Curry, 2000) are used to differentiate the customer base into three groups: 
“Top”, “Medium” and “Small” valued customers. Three customers from the “top” 
group, five customers from the “medium” group and six customers from the “small” 
group are included in the research. Besides difference in value to the supplying firm, the 
cases are also selected to have difference in type of company, size of company and type 
of industry across the fourteen cases. As for this research we are primary interested in 
researching the quality and usefulness of the theoretical model we suppose differences 
between the customers can deliver valuable insights for our model. 
 
Data acquisition 
All cases are researched by interviews at the customer’s side, and analysis of customer 
data at the supplier’s side. Customers are asked to tell about different product and service 
value aspects delivered by the supplying firm. Some questions are directed to the 
customer’s perception of purchasing complexity. These questions enable us to analyse 
different purchasing situations the customers face. The interview also contains questions 
about the perceived interaction with the supplier and the actual purchasing strategy in 
use. An initial list of interview questions (appendix A) is developed using several 
elements from literature and our own theoretical insights. The initial list of questions is 
tested in a set of three pilot interviews. These pilot interviews had to show what 
questions could be used directly and what questions needed extra explanation. 
 
Data analysis 
The interviews are all recorded on a digital MP3 recorder, and throughout the interview 
extra comments are written down on paper. The first three pilot interviews are 
completely written down and analysed by using ATLAS-ti 4.1 software. The following 
interviews are analysed by guidelines and information categories created during the pilot 
interviews. The interviews are first individually analysed in order to place each case in our 
interaction model. After the individual case analysis a cross-case analysis is performed in 
order to investigate possible differences between cases and the quality of the theoretical 
interaction model. 
 
 
2.3 Quality aspects of the research 
 
While performing the research, validity and reliability aspects are taken into account. In 
line with literature (van Aken, van der Bij and Berends, 2001) four different validity 
aspects and four reliability aspects are complied with. 
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Construct validity gives insight to what extent we measure what we want to measure. By 
means of performing data-triangulation the risk of a low construct validity is minimized. 
By valuation of the cases both customer interview data and available data on customer 
behaviour was used. Were needed also data from the supplier side was used to create a 
clear picture of the observed cases. 
 
Internal validity shows if we measure the right causal relation. With this research possible 
causal relations between value and interaction development are researched upon. In 
order to minimize third factor influences an experiment would fit best. Because the 
nature of our research, investigate upon real life cases, this method could not be used. In 
order to maximize internal validity all interviewed parties were asked after the presence 
of other factors, that were not explicitly mentioned during the interviews, but which 
could influence on interaction development. 
 
External validity shows to what extend findings can be generalised. In this research there 
will be no generalisation of findings to a larger population, where the so-called statistical 
generalisation has to be used. The results are generalised to a pre-stated theory, which 
implies an analytical generalisation (Yin, 1994). Practically the former means that the 
different cases are not seen as individual observations from the same population, but as 
different replications of the research setting. 
 
Recognisability validity gives insight to what extent the respondents would recognise the 
research situation. This validity aspect is important because we measure individual 
customer perceptions. During the interviews at both supplier and customer side the 
participants were let free to discuss their situation and perception. The interview 
questions were mainly used as a guide to be able to direct the interview and to avoid 
missing important aspects. The first three interviews were used as a pilot in order to see 
if the respondents were able to understand the questions. 
 
Reliability aspects give insight on the quality of obtaining data. For this research the 
reliability aspects on respondent, instrument, situation and researcher will be discussed. 
 
The reliability of the respondent is influenced by selecting the right person to judge the 
perception of the actual supplier-customer interaction. In this research for every case the 
person who is most involved in the interaction between supplier and customer is 
contacted to participate in the research. This way we suppose the most reliable customer 
view is obtained. 
 
The reliability of the instrument is important to identify the espoused theories and the 
theories in use (van Aken, van der Bij and Berends). Throughout this research we chose 
to discover also actual customer behaviour (Schijns and Schröder, 1996) besides the 
customer perception in order to get insight into espoused theories and theories in use. 
 
Reliability of the situation is most difficult to control. Due to practical reasons it was not 
possible to perform several different interviews for the same case on a different time or 
in a different setting. In order to control the reliability of the situation, extreme situations 
where timing of the interview could effect on the findings were avoided. 
 
Reliability of the researcher impacts more in case of an interview than in case of a customer 
survey. Because we chose interviews for obtaining customer information, the reliability of 
the researcher was taken serious. By using an interview protocol (Emans, 1990) all 
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interviews were guided to decrease the influence of the researcher. We also chose to 
conduct the interviews at the customer side without presence of persons from the 
supplier firm. Also it was explicitly mentioned that the researcher was independent and 
the customer was able to speak freely, and that privacy of the respondents was 
considered. 
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3 Research background 
 
The former chapters presented the research design and the research plan that contains 
the initial problem definition, the related research questions and the method of research 
with related quality aspects. Before the findings of the research will be given throughout 
chapter 4 this part of the report looks briefly at the background of the research by giving 
some practical and theoretical insights. The practical background shows some 
information on the supplier organisation central to this research. The theoretical 
background gives a short introduction to our main research model by discussing both 
CRM and purchasing theory. 
 
3.1 Organisational background 
 
The research focuses on the interaction between VDLK, a supplier of technical plastic 
injection moulded parts, and its different valued customers. The VDLK company is 
active in the west European plastic processing industry, but the largest part of customer 
base is situated in the Netherlands. 
 
The VDLK company is settled in the North Brabant county, the heart of Dutch 
technology industry. Domestic competition comes from ample thousand plastic 
processing companies across the Netherlands, of which around 30 Dutch injection-
moulding companies can be comparable to capabilities and size. Foreign competition is 
increasingly becoming stronger, mainly low cost producers situated in Far East countries 
pressure on west European market for technical plastic products. 
 
The ever-increasing competition in the price sensitive plastic injection moulding market 
drives the VDLK firm to a customer focused strategy in order to differentiate its 
offering. VDLK its strategy is about delivering a combination of product and services for 
a total support of customer purchasing activities. VDLK wants to support its customers 
from early involvement in product design, tools selection, production and assembling to 
final delivery of the product. Hereby production of high-tech parts in small series is 
preferred. Focus is on added value through knowledge and customer problem solving 
instead of production in high quantities. Compared to Walker, Boyd, Mullins and 
Larréché (2003) the VDLK strategy can be characterised as differentiated analyser 
strategy. The authors comment on this strategy to be active in businesses that posses a 
strong core business and are actively seeking to expand into related product markets with 
differentiated offerings. 
 
Typical small firm characteristics can be found within the VDLK company as well. Short 
communication lines, flat organisation structure with only two layers and flexible and 
results oriented culture is present. The workforce relies upon many years of experience 
within the plastic processing industry, leading to a high level of process and materials 
knowledge. 
 
The VDLK company is part of one of the largest holdings throughout the Dutch 
industry, possessing a fifth place in the top 100 industry list. The daughter companies are 
free to determine own strategy, without much direct involvement from holding 
management. Collaboration between daughters can be seen but is not necessary as free 
market competition is encouraged. 
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Future market expectations for the plastic injection moulding industry are mainly two-
fold. Pressure from foreign supply markets on overall product prices can be seen as a 
major future threat (Rabobank, 2003), but at the same time opportunities exist for local 
west European suppliers when they are flexible to perform co-development activities for 
high-grade innovative technologic products with special logistic demands (Jong, van den 
Berg and Driessen, 2002). Also the search for new ways to use plastics can be seen as a 
future opportunity (Krebbekx and Wobben, 2003). 
 
 
3.2 Theoretical background 
 
In order to give an introduction to the theoretical model that is used throughout this 
thesis, customer relationship management and supply management theory will briefly be 
described in this section of the report. The Interaction Marketing Model, which is the 
starting point of this research, is built upon both supplier and customer strategic models.  
 
 
3.2.1 Customer Relationship Management 
 
Morphy (2001) states that the base for CRM as a strategy was laid around 1950 with the 
80/20 rule, which states that 20 percent of the customer base is responsible for 80 
percent of the firm’s total profits. With this finding businesses saw that a relative small 
part of their customers was responsible for most of their gains. This made clear that not 
all customers had the same importance to the firm and so not all customers deserve the 
same attention (Zeithaml, Rust and Lemon, 2001). Firms began to realize that they would 
like to be in a relationship with their most important customers. This was amplified due 
to the fact that relationships are becoming more important in a way to differentiate from 
competitors in fast changing global markets (Good and Evans, 1999) where products are 
easily copied and customers are becoming more demanding in terms of e.g. service and 
perceived value. As a result of the focus on customers and their perceived value CRM 
was first mentioned as a strategy around 1980 (Morphy, 2001). 
 
Curry (2000) visualizes CRM through defining a Customer Marketing model. This 
pyramid shaped model visualizes a firm’s customer base distribution, according to 
profitability or turnover generated by the different customer accounts. Curry’s approach 
shows a differentiation of customers based on value to the selling firm. Top customers 
(delivering most profits) are placed on top of the model, customers who deliver least 
profits are placed low in the Customer Marketing model. The shape of the model shows 
the number of customers delivering highest profits to be the lowest in number. A 
relatively large group of customers delivers medium profits and the largest group of 
customers delivers very few or no profit or even a loss. The lowest part in Curry’s model 
is allocated to prospect customers, the customers who don’t make part of the recent 
customer base but who can become a valuable customer in the future. 

Alexander R.E. Schelfhout, June ‘04 26 



Development of supplier-customer interactions using the Interaction Marketing Model                 TU/e 

Top customers

Medium customers

Low customers

Prospects

 
 
Figure 4 “Customer Marketing model” derived from Curry (2000) 
 
 
With the model Curry suggests CRM is about attracting valuable customers, moving 
customers up in the model (making them more profitable) and finally keeping them high 
in the model. Research by Zeithaml, Rust and Lemon (2001) ads the possibility of 
dropping unprofitable small customers to this theory. 
 
Common in relationship marketing literature (Barnes, 2001; Grönroos, 1994) is the use 
of the transaction/relationship continuum. This continuum holds two extremes: 
transactions at one side, relationships at the other. 
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Figure 5 “The relationship continuum (free to Grönroos 1994)” 
 
While pure transaction and pure relation is hard to imagine, Grönroos (1994) states 
about this continuum: “…it should be useful to think about possible marketing 
approaches along a marketing strategy continuum. Relationship marketing is placed at 
one end of the continuum. Here the general focus is on building relationships with 
customers. At the other end of the continuum is transaction marketing where the focus 
of marketing is on one transaction at a time”. 
 
The authors use this continuum to distinguish between different kinds of relationships 
on base of duration, closeness and personalization of the relationship. The transactional 
side of the continuum is seen as short term, distant and impersonal interaction whereby 
exchange of goods is a prime. The relationship side of the continuum is seen as long 
term, close and personal interaction whereby value delivery for all parties involved in the 
relationship is the driving force. 
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For CRM this continuum is relevant due to the use of different customer strategies. For 
top customers a relationship approach can be preferable in order to sustain the exchange 
process and build long-term profitable accounts. For low valuable customers, expected to 
be too expensive to serve with a relationship approach, a transactional approach can be 
used. Using a transactional approach to less valuable customers can increase their 
profitability, as resource spending on these customers is minimized through interacting 
on a pure transactional base. Anderson and Narus (1995) and Jackson (1985) through 
Chaston and Mangles (2002) subscribe former approach as they propose a segmented 
customer strategy “building strong relationships with key customers through to utilizing 
the traditional ‘4Ps’ approach for those customers seeking standardized, generic product 
position”. The variety of relationship strategies a firm uses within its business is what 
Anderson and Narus (1999) call the “industry bandwidth”. Firms using CRM in an 
extended way show a wide bandwidth, almost spanning the whole transaction-
relationship continuum. 
 
 
3.2.2 Purchasing Management 
 
Purchasing theory is relatively new throughout scientific literature. Perhaps because of 
the late consideration of purchasing strategy importance for companies, this field is just 
recently discovered. 
 
Strategic purchasing considerations can be found in a variety of portfolio models, 
directing strategic recommendations to differentiated purchase segments. Kraljic (1983) 
developed the most widely known and accepted purchasing portfolio model, a lot of 
other portfolio models are derived from this “classic”. 
 
The Kraljic purchasing portfolio can be used for purchasers to differentiate their 
purchased products (and thereby their suppliers) into four categories. For every category 
of products a different strategy is determined (Kraljic, 1983; van Weele 2002). 
Differentiation of products within this model is based on two dimensions: The profit 
impact of a purchased product and/or service and supply complexity. Both dimensions 
are valued either high or low in the model. The scaling of the two dimensions into two 
value outcomes leads to four categories that can be recognised within the portfolio:  
 
Strategic: The product’s profit impact is high and the complexity of the supply market is 
high. Because the value for the purchasing firm is high but the supply risk is also high, 
development of long-term relationships with supplier is recommended as a strategy. 
 
Leverage: The product’s profit impact is high and the complexity of the supply market is 
low. Because of the ease of purchasing (low supply risk) and the high value of the 
product or service, exploitation of purchasing power is recommended as a strategy for 
the purchasing party. 
 
Non-critical or routine: Both profit impact and complexity of the supply market are low. 
Because the value of the product or service is low and the purchasing of the product or 
service is easy, the strategic focus for the purchasing party should lay in optimisation of 
efficient supply in order to reduce efforts for obtaining the low value supply. 
 
Bottleneck: The product’s profit impact is low and the complexity of the supply market is 
high. While the value of these products or services is low but the purchasing of products 
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or services is complex, security of supply is of main importance for the customer. The 
customer needs a reliable supply for securing continuation of its primal process. 
 
The role of power is important to consider in the purchasing portfolio model. 
Gelderman (2003) investigated the role of power and his results show customer 
dominance in case of leverage and non-critical type of purchases, and supplier 
dominance at strategic and bottleneck type of purchases. These results seem logical from 
a supply complexity point of view. The purchasing complexity is related to dependence 
of the customer to the supplier. And this dependence leads to power advantage or 
disadvantage for the customer. In case of a low supply complexity the customer favours 
power because the customer can easily switch supply and weight different offers, while in 
case of a high supply complexity the customer lacks power because there are limited 
other supply possibilities.  
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Figure 6 “Kraljic purchasing portfolio with strategic recommendations” 
 
The investigated power influence on the purchasing portfolio model by Gelderman is 
mainly viewed from a mono-centric purchasing orientation, lacking supplier influence on 
power balance between both parties. By using the duo-centric Interaction Marketing 
Model in our research, we will take both supplier and customer perspectives into account 
to comment on interaction development. Hereby the power aspects between supplier 
and customer are viewed from a dyadic orientation taking the supplier perspective 
actively into account. 
 
 
3.2.3 Interaction Marketing Model 
 
Most marketing and purchasing theory is based on mono-centric views, Gelderman 
(2003) states, “Surprisingly the purchasing perspective was seldom found in customer 
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relationship management models…” and “Often the suppliers’ side of the buyer-seller 
relationship is considered as a disregarded element in Kraljic’s model”. 
 
Recent relationship research (Santema, 2001; Anderson, Häkansson and Johanson, 1994; 
Park and Kim 2003) actively focuses on so-called dyadic views where theory is based on 
both supplying and purchasing orientation. As business relationship research focuses on 
the interplay between two parties exchanging goods or services, combining both seller 
and buyer orientation seems logical. 
 
In our research we will use the Interaction Marketing Model (IMM, Santema, 2001) as a 
starting point. The IMM combines supplier and purchaser orientation to comment on 
marketing interaction strategies. Supplier’s interaction orientation is described by using 
the customer pyramid (Curry, 2000). The customer’s purchasing orientation is described 
by using the Kraljic portfolio (Kraljic, 1983). A combination of those two models leads 
to the IMM as shown in figure 7. 
 
A combination of supplier and customer interaction orientation leads to one of 12 
possible interactions within this model. These different combinations of supplier and 
customer orientations lead to specific strategic recommendations regarding interaction 
and relationship development. Both supplier and purchaser can benefit from observing 
the orientations within the IMM model, as a possible fit between both dyadic 
perspectives can be analysed. Where the fit is high, relationship development is regarded 
to be highest. In case where mutual fit is low, relationship development is doubtful.  
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Figure 7 “Interaction Marketing Model” (source: Santema, 2001) 
 
Consider for example a supplier segmenting its customer base. For its “top” customers 
delivering most value to the company, the supplier will try to develop long lasting 
relationships in order to maximize customer lifetime value. This seems logical from a 
relationship marketing approach. But when his product/service combination can be 
valued “leverage” from the customer side a mismatch between dyadic orientations will 
probably be the result. The customer’s purchasing strategy for this “leverage” 
product/service combination will be most probably “exploitation of purchasing power” 
as literature (Kraljic, 1983; van Weele 2002) suggests. The customer’s purchasing strategy 
is far from relationship oriented, which results in a mismatch with the supplier’s 
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relationship orientation. Figure 4 shows the interaction orientation mismatch in case of 
“top” customer and “leverage” product/service combination. 
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Figure 8 ”Mismatch between supplier and top customer purchasing leverage item” 
 
An opposite mismatch between supplier and purchaser relationship orientation can be 
seen when a low valued customer is purchasing a “strategic” product. The customer’s 
relationship focus will be on developing a strong relationship in order to secure it’s 
valuable supply (Kraljic, 1983; van Weele 2002), while the supplier’s relationship 
orientation will be very limited as customer value is low. Figure 5 shows the interaction 
orientation mismatch in case of “small” customer and “strategic” product/service 
combination. 
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Figure 9 ”Mismatch between supplier and small customer purchasing strategic item” 
 
Expected matches between interaction orientations can be found in the following cases: 
 
- A “top” customer purchasing a “strategic” product/service combination. 
The customer’s relationship orientation can be focused on developing a relationship in 
order to secure valuable supply through JIT delivery. When a customer is valued “top” 
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by the supplier the supplier will be most likely to invest in a relationship, in this case 
probably by the often more expensive JIT delivery. 
 
- A “small” customer purchasing a “leverage” product/service combination. In this case 
both customer and supplier can be transactional oriented. The customer is less 
relationship oriented because the low purchasing complexity and high value of the 
product. Through exploitation of purchasing power the customer is trying to decrease 
the profit impact on this type of products by competitive bidding. If a customer is valued 
“small” by the supplier, the supplier’s orientation will also be more transactional instead 
of relational. The exploitation of purchasing power by the customer may even result in 
aborting the interaction and eliminating the customer from the customer base. To both 
parties it would not have a major impact. 
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Top
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Figure 10 “Possible matches between supplier and purchaser interaction orientation” 
 
In the following interaction situations there can be a match between dyadic perspectives, 
but the possible relationship outcome is more context specific: 
 
- A “top” customer purchasing a “bottleneck” product/service combination. The 
customer faces the problem of high purchasing complexity for a low valued product. The 
customer can be relationship oriented when the purchasing strategy focuses on “securing 
supply”. The customer is probably willing to pay a price premium in order to secure its 
supply over a long period. The supplier can anticipate to the customer’s strategy by e.g. 
closing long-term contracts at a fixed price level. The supplier is only interested in 
developing this kind of long-term relationship when a customer is valued high enough 
(“top”). Possible difficulty within this type of dyadic orientations is the suggested 
purchaser’s seek for alternative suppliers or products (Kempeners and van Weele, 1994) 
to escape the difficult supply situation. The outcome of this interaction combination will 
thus be very context specific. 
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- A “top” customer purchasing a non-critical “routine” product/service combination. 
Because of the low value and low complex purchasing nature of the product, the 
customer’s strategy will probably be “reduction of transaction costs” (Kempeners and 
van Weele, 1994). For low value products the costs for purchasing are often critique as 
these costs are relatively high compared to the direct product costs. The supplier can 
respond to this need to actively engage in the development of lower transaction costs for 
the customer. Grouping of different products or automating the purchasing process can 
reduce the transaction costs for the customer. For the supplier this can result in extra 
costs in case of investing in automating equipment. The supplier will only be interested in 
such developments when the customer is valued high enough. In the figure below the 
suggested interactions are summarized: 
 
In order to compare different interaction outcomes more structured, we developed an 
additional model in which the different interactions between selling and buying firm can 
be visualised. The model is shaped as a 3x3 matrix, with the seller’s interaction 
perspective at the vertical axe of the model, and the buyer’s interaction perspective at the 
horizontal axe of the model. For our research we use three different interaction 
perspectives at both axes of the model: pure transactions, transactional relationships and 
collaborative relationships. These interaction orientations follow the relationship 
continuum as mentioned by Grönroos (1994).  
 
The figure below shows the new interaction model, which will be used as our main 
research model. 
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Figure 11 ”Supplier-Customer Interaction model” 
 
Lindgreen and Pels (2002) use a comparable, more simplified, model in their research 
with two categories at the axes: transactions and relationships. The intermediary 
interaction used in this research is what we call the transactional-based relationship. This 
interaction form is neither pure transactional nor far-reaching relational. The 
transactional relationship can best be seen as a series of repeated transactions with a 
minimal bond between supplier and customer. Nevertheless there cannot be spoken of 
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any higher order relationship, as relationship investments are reduced to a minimum 
necessary to perform regular transactions. 
 
In order to make the step from the initial IMM to the interaction model above, we had to 
translate the elements from our initial IMM model to the new interaction model. In order 
to do so, we made the following assumptions: 
 
At the supplier side of the model the collaborative relationships correspond with the 
interaction of the “top” customer group as seen in the customer pyramid (Curry, 2000). 
We suggest a supplier is willing to develop a collaborative relationship only with its most 
valuable customers. Transactional relationships correspond to interactions with 
“medium” valued customers. And finally transactional exchange corresponds to 
interactions with “small” valued customers, as we suggest that no special attention or 
relational investments are made for the least valuable customers. 
 
At the customer side of the model collaborative relationships correspond to interactions 
with suppliers delivering a strategic product or service. Literature (Kraljic, 1983; van 
Weele, 2002) suggests strategic partnerships as a purchasing strategy for strategic 
products. Transactional relationships correspond with interactions of suppliers delivering 
bottleneck or routine products, as we suggest minimal relationships are necessary for a 
customer in order to secure its valuable supply in case of bottleneck products or in order 
to simplify supply routines in case of routine products. Finally pure transactions 
correspond to interactions with suppliers delivering leverage products, as the customer’s 
purchasing strategy is mainly focused on competitive bidding. 
 
In the interaction model above we suggest balanced interaction situations, where both 
seller and buyer perspective meet, can be found on the diagonal of the model. In case of 
this 3x3 matrix only three places in the model match. In the other six places there is a 
mismatch between both seller and buyer perspectives. We suppose these places are less 
desirable to be in for parties in an exchange situation, because objectives of both parties 
are too different to develop an interaction that is optimising both value for the supplier 
and customer. 
 
Because in the interaction model both supplier and customer perception are combined, 
the power aspect between these parties can now be discovered. In order to illustrate the 
supplier and customer power favoured positions in the interaction model we use 
dependence of the parties and motivation of both parties for developing a certain 
interaction (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh, 1987). As was stated earlier, customer dependence is 
high in cases of high supply risk and low in cases of low supply risk. Supplier dependence 
is high when the customer’s value impact is high. The supplier is thus most dependent on 
customers in top of the customer pyramid. 
 
When we assume that supplier and customer interest for relationship development are 
high when their dependence on the other party is high we can easily see the supplier and 
customer favoured power situations in the interaction model. The situations that favour 
the supplier power are called supplier dominant interaction situations, and situations that 
favour the customer power are called customer dominant interaction situations. The 
interaction situations where both parties are more or less equal dependent are called 
balanced interaction situations. We already stated that in these cases their perspectives 
meet. 
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Figure 12 “Power in the supplier-customer interaction model” 
 
Throughout the research the theory as stated above is actively used for understanding 
supplier-customer interactions. With the research we want to empirically test the 
interaction theory, and strategic recommendations will be produced based on this 
supplier-customer interaction model. 
 
In the next part of the report the findings on the research questions will be given in 
successive order and the theoretical supplier-customer interaction model will be used in 
order to answer on the third and succeeding research questions. 
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4 Research findings  
 
This part of the report is devoted to the results of the case research. We tried to find out 
how value for the supplier and customer influences on development of interactions 
between both parties in a dyadic interaction. In order to do so we first discovered both 
value characteristics for the supplier and value characteristics for the customer. After 
that, we analysed how interaction intentions of both parties were related to the value 
characteristics, and finally how both interaction intentions lead to possible interactions 
between supplier and customer. 
 
Throughout this part of the report the findings on the first five research questions will be 
discussed successively. First, actual interactions between customer and supplier are being 
discovered. Second, customer value elements for the supplier will be discussed in order 
to differentiate customers based on importance to the supplying firm. Third, supply 
elements that determine value for the customer will be outlined. Fourth, findings on how 
customer value for the supplier relates to interaction development will be shown, 
followed by insights on how supply value influences customer’s interaction development. 
 
 
4.1 Actual supplier-customer interactions 
 
In order to observe the actual supplier-customer interactions, first a categorization of 
interactions is needed. Marketing literature can give insight in interaction types.  
 
Literature (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Grönroos, 1994; Lindgreen and Pels, 2002) 
distinguishes two types of interactions between selling and buying parties: transactional 
exchange and relationships. Transactional exchange can be seen as short term, distant 
and impersonal interaction whereby exchange of goods is a prime. A relationship is a 
long term, close and personal interaction whereby value delivery for all parties involved 
in the relationship is the driving force. This characterisation of interactions can be very 
valuable in order to discriminate interactions, but the categorization is somewhat black 
and white for our research goal. 
 
For analysing the actual interactions between supplier and customers we used a three-
point scale, rather than two categories for discriminating interactions. Based upon the 
relationship continuum (Grönroos, 1994) our scale reaches from “pure transactional 
exchange” at one side to “collaborative relationships” at the other side. The interaction 
category between those two extremes is what we call a “transactional relationship”. 
 
Transactional exchange is defined as short-term and impersonal exchange of goods with 
no relational bond. When the supply market consists of many suppliers with comparable 
offerings, and switching costs are low, it is easy for a customer to “shop” at different 
suppliers over time, stimulating pure transactional exchange. 
 
A collaborative relationship can be seen as a long-term bond between selling and buying 
party in order to create a win-win situation for both. In cases where both supplier and 
customer heavily rely on each other’s efforts, long-term commitment to the other party is 
imaginable. Both parties need to collaborate in order to create value over the long run. 
 
The transactional relationship is situated between transactional exchange and the 
collaborative relationship. Both supplying and purchasing party are involved in a 
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sequence of transactions with minimal relational adaptations. Both parties engage in a 
relationship because of the extra value they experience. 
 
Table 1 illustrates differences between dimensions of the three distinguished interaction 
types used throughout the research. 

elements transactional exchange transactional relationship collaborative relationship

length of interaction short term long term long term

closeness of parties distant close at times committed

value focus pure product price cost of ownership lifetime value optimization

interaction outcome exchange of good repeated exchange of goods continues collaboration

relational expenditures none minimum customer specific adaptation

power may be exercised* few influence interdependence of parties*

scope mono centric duo centric duo centric

cooperation minimum Active at certain times maximum over time

Personal relations* minimal personal when necessary Important personal

*Adapted from Dwyer, Schurr and Oh (1987)

 
Table 1 “Comparison of interaction types” 
 
During the interview the customers were explicitly asked to describe which of the three 
interaction types best describes their interaction situation. This way we were able to plot 
the different customer interaction perspectives in our interaction model.  
 
Using the same interaction types for the supplier’s perspective, results in 9 possible 
interaction combinations in the interaction model. 
 
According to the results, shown in table 2, it turned out that across the investigated cases 
the three pre-defined customer interaction perspectives were present in almost equal 
amounts. Four customer accounts valued the interaction as transactional, both 
transactional relationships and collaborative relationships were counted five times. 
 

Customer interaction perspective Frequency

Transactional exchange 4

Transactional relationship 5

Collaborative relationship 5

 
Table 2 “Customer interaction perspectives found throughout cases” 
 
 
Although three interaction type categories are far from exhaustive, for this research the 
three categories as described above will be used to test our main interaction model in 
practice. In paragraph 4.4 the results as stated above will be used to illustrate how 
different supply characteristics can influence on interaction development. 
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In the next paragraph the main customer value characteristics for the supplying firm will 
be discussed. 
 
 
4.2 Main customer characteristics that determine value for the supplier 
 
By investigating customer value characteristics that are of main importance for the 
supplying firm we are able to differentiate customers according to this value. This 
differentiated base is necessary to attribute CRM strategies for different valued 
customers. Curry (2000) and Zeithaml, Rust and Lemon (2001) both use the customer 
pyramid in order to illustrate the customer value distribution. In this part of the report 
the most important customer value characteristics are determined, a formula for 
computation of relative customer value is given and finally the differentiated customer 
base is illustrated. 
 
We supposed monetary customer characteristics determine customer value for a larger 
part than non-monetary customer characteristics do (P1), and we also supposed actual 
customer characteristics to determine customer value for a larger part than future 
expectations do (P2). 
 
Based on the customer value elements in the initial supplier-customer interaction 
framework (see figure 1) a list of value elements was made to investigate the main 
customer characteristics that determine value for the supplier. 
 
The different customer value elements can be categorised in four groups: 
 

• Actual monetary customer value 
• Expected future customer value 
• Customer value history 
• Non monetary customer value 

 
The initial list consisted of 14 customer value elements (appendix B) across the three 
groups as described above. The management team of the supplying firm under study 
judged the individual customer value elements according to relevance and actual usage. 
As a result the initial list of 14 customer value elements was reduced to 8 elements. The 
management team added two customer value elements, resulting in a final list of 10 
elements. 
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Customer value element Value category Comment

Actual customer turnover Actual Actually used by supplier

Actual customer profit Actual Actually used by supplier

Length of the interaction History Implicit use by supplier

Number of different products sold Non monetary Added by supplier

Perceived power position to customer Non monetary Hard to measure in practice

Customer status Non monetary Hard to measure in practice

Type of customer company Non monetary Implicit use by supplier

Expected share of customer business Future Hard to measure in practice

Customer business expectations Future Hard to measure in practice

Actual share of customer business Actual Hard to measure in practice  
 
Table 3 “Customer value elements” 
 
After selecting those value elements that are important for the supplying firm, the 
members of the management team were asked to rate the elements according to 
importance to their firm. Because of the practical usage and significance, actual turnover 
and profits were found to be of main importance for the supplying firm. These actual 
monetary customer value characteristics deliver direct insight into customer value for the 
supplying firm.  
 
Length of the relationship (element of customer value history) also turned out to be 
important for the supplier as this value element was rated third most important after 
turnover and profit. A remarkable comment was made by one of the members from the 
management team “30 years of relationship can be useless when contact people in the 
other organisation change”. This statement expresses the danger of relying too heavily on 
the length of a relationship. As people in an organisation change the relationship can 
change. 
 
The results show that actual monetary value elements are most important for the 
supplying firm under study. According to the respondents, future value expectations lack 
practical usage to be important for the supplying firm when differentiating customers. 
 
Also some non-monetary customer value characteristics seem to be important to the 
supplying firm. These elements are nevertheless not directly used to differentiate 
customers according to value to the supplying firm, because they are very difficult to 
quantify. 
 
The results as describes above confirm our assumptions that monetary customer characteristics 
determine customer value for a larger part than non-monetary customer characteristics do. And actual 
customer characteristics determine customer value for a larger part than future expectations do.  
 
In this research we chose to combine the three most important customer value 
characteristics, turnover, profit and length of the interaction, to discriminate customer 
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accounts on value for the supplying firm. Turnover and profit data from the recent five-
year period is used to compute relative customer value to the supplying firm. 
 
By aggregating historical data, we are able to analyse for each customer account the value 
contribution to the supplying firm over a specific time period. Because of the limited size 
of the customer database only the last five years could be taken into account. Based on 
the results of the internal interview on customer value characteristics to the supplying 
firm, a formula was framed containing turnover and profit explicit and length of the 
interaction implicit. 
 
The importance of turnover is illustrated in the formula by introducing a discount factor 
for profits. Based on the supplier interview we chose the relative importance of turnover 
to profit to be 10 to 9, resulting in a profit discount factor of 0.9. The length of the 
interaction was implicitly used in the model by aggregating historical data. In order to 
discriminate between accounts that are still active and accounts that were mainly active in 
the past, a yearly discount factor is used. This yearly discount factor enables recent value 
contributions to be valued higher than the same value contributions further back in time. 
The size of the factor was mainly arbitrarily chosen to be 0.15. 
 
The formula does not contain any probability data and therefore cannot directly be used 
for computing expected future value. The actual customer database lacks information to 
build a probabilistic stochastic model. 
 
The following formula for computing customer value for the supplying firm is given 
below: 
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Equation 1 “Computation of Customer value contribution” 
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By using this formula in an Excel sheet with all relevant customer data ranging from 
1999 till 2003 it was possible to compute relative customer value over the five year time 
period and to build a customer pyramid. This customer pyramid is needed when 
differentiating between “top”, “medium” and “small” valued customer segments. 
 
 
 

"Top"

"Medium"

"Small"

5% of customer base

15% of customer base

80% of customer base

64% of turnover
93% of profits

22% of turnover
10% of profits

14% of turnover
-3% of profits

 
 
Figure 13 “Customer pyramid” (free to Curry 2000) 
 
Customer segments were made according to the Pareto 80/20 rule. The 5% most 
valuable customers are called “top” customers throughout the research. The 15% of 
customers just below the “top” category are called “medium” customers, and the 
resulting 80% of the customers are called “small” customers. The resulting customer 
pyramid is visualised is figure 13. 
 
It is easy to see the Pareto 80/20 rule holds for the customer base, as 20% of all 
customers are responsible for slightly more than 80% of total turnover. Distribution of 
profits is even more oblique across the customer base compared to turnover, as the top 
5% customers are delivering more than 90% of total profits. The distribution of value as 
can be seen with the customer pyramid shows the need for a differentiated customer 
strategy for different valued customers. 
 
When all customers are served by using just one customer strategy, “top” valued 
customers are probably underserved while “small” valued customers are possibly over-
cared (Zeithaml, Rust and Lemon, 2001). With proper CRM the right amount of effort is 
allocated to each different valued customer. Differentiated monetary investments, 
personal contact and interaction development should be part of CRM strategy. 
 
The customer pyramid as described above will be used in paragraph 4.4 to illustrate the 
influence of customer value and interaction development from the supplier side. In 
paragraph 5.1 the differentiation of customers will be used to comment on CRM 
strategies for the different recognized supplier-customer interaction. 
 
The paragraph showed that actual monetary customer value characteristics are most 
important for the supplier under stud. The paragraph also showed how these value 
characteristics are used to build a customer value pyramid for differentiating the 
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customer base. In the next paragraph the other side of the interaction will be analysed, 
indicating what supply characteristics determine value to the customer. 
 
 
4.3 Main supply characteristics that determine value for the customer 
 
Knowledge of the supply characteristics a customer values most, is very import for a 
supplier to have. With customer knowledge the supplier is able to influence the value it 
delivers to the customer and thereby the supplier is able to anticipate to customer needs. 
This part of the report is devoted to recognizing what supply characteristics are most 
important for the customer accounts under study. Based on these results we will be able 
to comment on interaction development from the customer perspective (paragraph 4.5) 
and proper supplier anticipation by CRM strategy (paragraphs 5.1 and 5.2). 
 
For our research setting we supposed actual product characteristics to be more important 
in determining value for the customer than service characteristics (P3). And service 
characteristics to be more important in determine value for the customer than contact 
characteristics (P4). 
 
To investigate which supply characteristics create value for the customers under study, 
the supply characteristics as listed in the initial supplier-customer interaction framework 
(figure 1) are used. The list of supply characteristics was produced by using elements 
from literature (Lapierre, 2003; Kotler, 1991) and own insights. The supply value 
characteristics can be grouped in four categories, namely: 
 

• Product related value characteristics 
• Service related value characteristics 
• Contact related value characteristics 
• Interaction related value characteristic 

 
Product related value characteristics consist of elements like: technical product quality, 
product price, product importance and product conformation to specifications. In this 
research we define service related value aspects as all value adding activities performed by 
the supplier besides pure production. There could be thought of: co-development, 
logistical service, assembly activities and project management. Contact related value 
aspects refer to personal aspects like for example: level of conversation, openness and 
support of the contact person, frequency and duration of contact. The interaction related 
value characteristic refers to the supplier’s willingness to develop a certain type of 
interaction like: transactional exchange, transactional relationship or a collaborative 
relationship.  
 
Table 4 gives an overview of the different supply value characteristics measured at the 
customer accounts. 
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category element

Product Quality
Price
Profit impact
Supply risk

Service Co-development
Assembly
Logistics
Warehousing
Project management
Knowledge sharing

Contact Frequency
Length
Quality
Support

Supplier interaction supplier focus on interaction
 

 
Table 4 “Supply value characteristics” 
 
All investigated customers are asked about the most important supply value 
characteristic. The customers were free to name a supply value element or a value 
category. When a value element was mentioned, the according category was used to 
create table 5 with the findings. 
 

Supply value category Frequency Comment

Product 8

service 2

contact 2

supplier interaction focus 1

other 1 customer values categories equally  
 
Table 5 “Most important value characteristic” 
 
The figure clearly shows the importance of product characteristics on overall supply 
characteristics. Throughout the fourteen different cases, product related value was 
mentioned to be the most important supply value characteristic in eight cases. The 
product value category is outnumbering the other value characteristics four times. The 
result of this case analysis could give some evidence for assuming the third proposition, stating that 
product characteristics determine value for the customer for a larger part than service characteristics. 
 
In five other cases the other three categories are mentioned to be most important. 
Hereby no real distinction between service, contact or interaction related value 
characteristics could be seen. Therefore there seems to be not enough evidence to assume the fourth 
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proposition to hold. As the results do not say the service characteristics are more important 
than contact characteristics. 
 
When the nature of the technical plastic injection moulding industry is taken into 
account, the importance of product value characteristics seems logical. Customer specific 
production can explain the high importance of product related value characteristics for 
customers. A high degree of customer product specialisation urges the customer to be 
focused on product related characteristics, especially as few product standards are 
available. 
 
The research finding, indicating the predominant importance of product related value 
characteristics for the investigated customer accounts, enables the use of Kraljic’ (1983) 
purchasing elements in our research model. The Kraljic purchasing elements are 
predominant product related. In paragraph 4.5 these purchasing elements will be used to 
discuss upon the supply characteristics that determine customer interaction development. 
In the next paragraph the influence of customer value on the interaction development 
will be discussed. 
 
 
4.4 Customer value influence on supplier interaction development 
 
In order to analyse how customer value influences on the interaction development from 
the supplier side, both customer pyramid and customer interaction perception types are 
used. Customer value to the supplying firm and customer’s interaction perception can be 
plotted in the interaction model to see how customer value and perceived interaction 
types relate. 
 
As stated in propositions five and six, we supposed the supplier would only create 
collaborative relationships with its high value customers (P5), and a supplier would 
interact on base of transactions with its least valuable customers (P6). 
 
When a perfect relationship between customer value to the supplying firm and supplier 
interaction development would exist, all interactions would be lay around the diagonal of 
the model, indicating that high value customers (“top”) are treated collaborative 
relational, medium value customers (“medium”) are treated transaction relational and low 
value customers (“small”) are treated by transactional exchange. 
 
The plot of both customer value to the supplying firm and customer interaction 
perception can be seen in figure 14.  
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Figure 14 “Customer interaction perception plotted in interaction model” 
 
The results show dispersed customer interaction perceptions across “medium” and 
“small” customer segments. The three investigated “top” customers are less dispersed, 
their interaction perceptions are relational oriented, either transaction relational or 
collaborative relational. 
 
The model shows that different interactions have emerged within the same customer 
value category. We now have some evidence to comment on the fifth and sixth 
proposition. The model shows than not only “top” customers are experiencing 
collaborative relationships, also two medium valued customers and one low valued 
customer perceive the interaction as collaborative relational. With this finding we do not have 
enough evidence to support the fifth proposition jet, stating that the supplier would only create collaborative 
relationships with its most valuable customers. 
 
Finding lower value customers in the collaborative relational interaction category can 
have several causes: 
 

• The customer has other value characteristics that justify a collaborative relational 
interaction. 

• The actual value categories are not as strict as the 5% (top), 15% (medium) and 
80% (small) categories in our research. 

 
For the small valued customer “Meq” who perceives the interaction as collaborative 
relational the first cause holds. The customer account is relatively new, and value 
contribution is expected to take place in the near future. In this case, the collaborative 
relational interaction is mainly built upon future value expectations. 
 
For the two medium valued customers perceiving the interaction as collaborative 
relational the second cause could hold. The choice of boundaries in our research implies 
the two customers to be valued “medium”. In practice, the customer value for the 
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supplying firm therefore probably justifies a collaborative relational interaction. Analysing 
the customer value contribution of the two medium valued customers in more detail 
shows the customer profit contribution being equal to several “top” valued customers, 
only their turnover contribution is much lower (see appendix C). In our customer value 
computation this results in a lower rank. 
 
There is little evidence for assuming the sixth proposition, which stated that a supplier would only 
interact on base of transactions with its least valuable customers, as no transactional 
interactions were found among the investigated “top” valued customers. Transactional 
exchange was only found at “medium” and “small” valued customers. 
 
Nevertheless one investigated customer who valued the interaction as transactional is 
relatively valuable to the supplying firm as its position in the interaction model shows. 
During the customer interview it became clear that the customer perceives the 
interaction as transactional mainly because it does not experience any value-adding 
activities that justify a relational interaction. The lack of perceived added value did the 
customer interaction perception change from relational to transactional. This finding 
introduced the interesting fact of “relational transitoriness”. Relationship transitoriness 
shows that relational interaction implies continue efforts in order to keep the value high 
for both interacting parties. The aspect of relational transitoriness will not be further 
investigated throughout this research. 
 
The paragraph showed how customer value for the supplying related to interaction 
development. We could not see a direct relation between customer value contribution 
and supplier interaction intention. This means that the supplier does not development 
interactions solely based on customer value characteristics used throughout this research. 
Nevertheless there seems to be some evidence to assume the supplier tries to engage its 
most valuable customers in a collaborative relationship. 
 
Both supplier and customer influence interaction development, therefore in the next 
paragraph the influence of supply value characteristics on customer interaction 
development will be discussed. 
 
 
4.5 Supply value characteristics that influence on customer interaction 

development 
 
As was stated in paragraph 4.3, product related value characteristics play a dominant role 
in customer perception of supply value. Therefore we assume that product related 
purchasing characteristics, as can be found in the Kraljic (1983) purchasing portfolio, 
would give valuable insight into customer interaction intentions. Throughout this part of 
the report insight on how supply characteristics relate to interaction development from 
the customer side will be outlined. 
 
During the design phase we supposed a direct relation between purchasing type (supply 
value for the customer) and customer interaction intention exists. We stated that when a 
customer’s purchase is of strategic type, the customer desires a collaborative relationship 
(P7). When a customer’s purchase is of routine (P8) or bottleneck (P9) type the customer 
desires a transactional relationship. And when a customer’s purchase is of leverage type a 
customer desires a pure transaction (P10). 
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As propositions seven to ten indicate, we assume each of the purchasing types: leverage, 
routine, bottleneck and strategic, will result in a different customer interaction intention 
from the customer side. For the investigated customers it was therefore necessary to 
discover their purchasing type in order to analyse the influence of supply value 
characteristics on customer interaction development. 
 
Literature (Kraljic, 1983; van Weele, 2002) give different criteria for measuring profit 
impact and supply complexity. Throughout this research ten different criteria were used 
to discover the purchasing type at the different investigated customer accounts. Each 
different criterion was measured on a five-point scale, ranging from very low to very 
high. In order to determine profit impact and supply complexity for every individual case 
a combination of these criteria was used. With the scores on both profit impact and 
supply complexity the purchasing type characterisation was made. Table 6 shows the 
criteria used to measure profit impact and supply complexity. 
 

catagory element

Profit impact Monetary value per item
Number of items purchased
Number of different items purchased
Quality impact
Importance in end product

Supply complexity Actual number of suppliers
Number of alternative suppliers
Switching costs
Make or buy decisions
Alternatives

 
Table 6 “Profit impact and supply complexity measurement criteria” 
 
Sometimes lack of information complicated the characterisation of the customer 
purchase. In situations where the characterisation was hard, a characterisation had to be 
made according to less information and best estimates. Supply characterisation in this 
research is always relative for the customer under study, so also information on other 
purchases and some knowledge about the customer firm under study was necessary to 
perform the analysis.  
 
Table 7 shows the different purchasing types that were found throughout fourteen 
different investigated cases. 
 

Type of purchase Frequency

Leverage 1

Routine 2

Bottleneck 6

Strategic 5  
 
Table 7 “Purchasing types found” 
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The results of the 14 customer cases show a large number of bottleneck and strategic 
type purchases when compared to routine or leverage type. The main cause lays in the 
supply complexity for most investigated customer accounts. When a high supply 
complexity is found, this results in either a bottleneck or strategic type of purchase. 
Supply complexity was valued high by a lot of customer accounts because of: high 
perceived switching costs, relative small number of other quality suppliers, lack of 
supplier market knowledge and single sourcing of plastic parts. Lowering of supply risk 
seemed to be difficult in a lot of cases, as a dual sourcing strategy is too expensive for 
most customers and a lot of customers fear the complexity of switching to another 
supplier because of the costs and efforts this would take. During the interviews it became 
clear that switching of supplier is considered when a new product has to be made. At 
those moments the switching costs and risks are lowest, enabling a change of supplier. 
 
With both customer interaction perception and knowledge about the purchasing type it is 
possible to analyse whether the product related value influences on the customer 
interaction development. The results of this analysis can be seen in table 8, showing the 
cross tabulation between type of purchase and customer interaction perspective. 
 

Count

1 1
1 1 2
2 3 1 6

1 4 5
4 5 5 14

leverage
routine
bottleneck
strategic

Type of
purchase

Total

pure
transactions

transactional
relationship

collaborative
relationship

Interaction perspective

Total

 
Table 8 “Customer interaction perspective and purchasing type” 
 
The data show some indication of a possible relationship between customer purchasing 
type and interaction perspective. There seems to be a pattern describing the relation 
between type of purchase and customer interaction perspective, although there is too few 
data to generalise the findings. For a strategic type of purchase most interactions are of collaborative 
relation type, only in one investigated case a transactional relationship was discovered. For 
bottleneck type purchase a transactional relationship is counted most, although a pure transactional 
interaction is also counted twice. Routine type purchase was found at both transactional exchange 
and transactional relationship type interactions,  
 
Concluding we can state that there seems to be evidence for propositions seven, eight 
and ten to hold, indicating that different purchasing types imply a different interaction 
perspective. Throughout this research the relation between collaborative relationship 
interaction perspective and strategic type of purchase is strongest, as four out of five 
customers purchasing a strategic type of product perceive the interaction as collaborative 
relational. 
 
For every investigated case the interaction type as suggested by propositions 7 to 10 can 
be plotted in the interaction model. This way, differences between theory and practice 
can be visualised. Figure 15 shows the difference between customer’s interaction 
perception and interaction type as suggested by purchasing theory for the investigated 
cases. 
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Figure 15 “Differences between interaction theory and customer perception” 
 
As can be seen in figure 15, some customer accounts show a difference between the 
interaction as perceived by the customer and the customer interaction as suggested by 
(purchasing) theory. For these cases the propositions 7 to 10 will not hold. The 
difference between theory and practical findings can have three possible causes: 
 

1. The customer does not use the purchasing theory for developing interactions 
2. The customer is not served properly 
3. The difficulty of purchasing characterisation 

 
Ad 1. Although knowledge of purchasing principles like the Kraljic portfolio are 
generally known by a lot of practitioners, this does not mean the principles will or can be 
used in practice. It is possible that the customer is not using a differentiated purchasing 
strategy. Or a differentiated strategy in use is not based on the principles as suggested by 
Kraljic. For some investigated cases there was a strong feeling no explicit differentiated 
purchasing strategy was actually is use at the customer firm. 
 
Ad 2. In case a customer is served in a different way than preferred by customer’s 
purchasing needs, there can also be difference between customer’s interaction perception 
and the suggested interaction type. By revising the actual interaction and anticipating on 
the customer purchasing needs the supplier can possibly bring the customer perception 
in line with the interaction type as suggested by theory. 
 
Ad 3. In order to categorise the customer’s purchase we could not always use the same 
set of factors for different customer cases. Olsen and Elram (1997) confirm this 
complication and state, “The list (of factors) is not comprehensive, and factors may vary 
with each firm”. Besides the use of different factors at different situations, Olsen and 
Elram also mention the subjectivity of categorizing the purchases into the portfolio 
categories. In order to be as precise as possible we tried to discuss the categorisation with 
the customer during the interview.  
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This paragraph showed how supply characteristics influence on interaction development 
from the customer side. There seems to be evidence to assume different purchasing types 
result in different interaction intentions from the customer side. With the knowledge 
how supply characteristics influence on interactions, the supplying firm can anticipate to 
the customer purchasing needs. This is described throughout chapter 5 where the 
theoretical and practical implications of the findings are given. Theoretical implications 
are for general use, and the practical implications are mainly for the management of the 
supplier firm under study. Throughout the practical implications part, some 
recommendations for the supplier CRM strategy will be made, based on the research 
findings and the interaction model. 
 
 
4.6 Dyadic interaction development 
 
With knowledge of both customer and supplier interaction perspectives different 
interaction situations can be discovered when the theoretical interaction model is used 
for plotting the actual interactions. Throughout the theoretical part of out report 
(paragraph 3.2) we distinguished balanced and imbalanced interaction situations and we 
commented on interaction situations dominated by supplier or customer. 
 
In order to discuss the sixth research question: which relationships can emerge through 
different dyadic interactions between supplier and customer when their values are taken 
into account, we use the discovered interaction situations and our theoretical model. We 
stated that interaction situations where both supplier and customer have a different 
interaction focus are instable situations (P11). And that the most powerful party can 
influence the actual interaction development by forcing the least powerful party to adapt 
its interaction focus (P12). Also we assumed that the least powerful party could influence 
the interaction situation by increasing its value to the most powerful party (P13). 
 
When the interaction model with results of the customer interaction perceptions are 
viewed we can see easily which interaction situations can be marked as problematic. All 
interaction situations falling in the three upper left places of the model or the three lower 
right places could be qualified as possible imbalanced interaction situations as our theory 
supposes. 
 
The cases “Flex” and “K-land” could give some evidence for assuming an instable 
interaction situation when both customer and supplier interaction focus are different. 
Customer “Flex” is transactional oriented and tries to reduce pure product price by using 
a competitive bidding strategy, while the supplier is trying to maintain the customer 
account by focusing on value adding activities. By focusing on value adding activities the 
supplier tries to engage the customer in a relational interaction type and justify their 
higher price level relative to competitors. Because of the customer’s main concern for 
obtaining the lowest possible pure product price, the value adding activities performed by 
the supplier for lowering total costs of ownership simply do not contribute to the 
customer’s purchasing orientation. The result is a mismatch in objectives for both parties 
resulting in fierce negotiations where the supplier is forced to lower product prices and 
faces the risk of loosing the account. In this case a customer dominant situation can be 
seen, where the supplier is more dependent on the customer, and where the customer is 
forcing the supplier to change its interaction focus.  
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A comparable situation can be seen in case of customer “K-land”. The customer’s main 
focus is on low product prices, and their use of value adding activities (services) is low 
(see appendix D). For this customer account the supplier also faces the risk of 
misconceived value adding activities due to the customer concern for minimal pure 
product price. With a relatively important turnover contribution (see appendix C) the risk 
of this customer’s focus on low product prices is a negative impact on total profitability 
when anticipating to customer needs can only be achieved by lowering profit margin on 
products. 
 
Situations where opposite mismatch of supplier and customer interaction focus can result 
in an imbalanced interaction situation can be seen when the customer is focused on a 
highly relational interaction but the supplier is more transactional focused. We suggested 
that the supplier should be more focused on transactional interaction when customer 
value is low, as specific relational investments have a high risk of lowering customer’s 
value contribution due to a decrease in profit margin. 
 
In case of customer account “Fuse” the customer is expecting a highly relational 
interaction, as this is important for developing a new product that is valued as strategic 
type. The customer expects a one-to-one relationship with high supplier involvement 
throughout the whole process from initial product design to final sub-assembly, 
packaging and shipment. In order to create the needed level of supplier commitment, the 
customer tries to increase its value contribution to the supplier firm by closing a long-
term supply contract for a large number of products at a price level that results in an 
above average profit margin. This is what we supposed in proposition 13, a customer 
finding itself in a supplier dominant interaction situation creates extra value for the 
supplier in order to change the supplier’s interaction focus. 
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5 Implications of the findings 
 
The research findings as described in the former paragraphs are used to comment on 
theory and practical usage of our research model in order to develop different interaction 
situations. This part of the report is devoted to theoretical, practical and management 
implications of the research. Theoretical implications mainly deal with general findings of 
the research and give guidelines for using the interaction model. Some vocabulary will be 
created in order to describe different interaction situations. The practical implications 
show how the developed interaction theory can be used to discover any opportunity gaps 
in practice, hereby answering the seventh research question. Finally the management 
implications contain recommendations for differentiated CRM strategy. For the 
investigated cases there will be made specific recommendations in order to develop the 
opportunity gaps and answer the final research question. 
 
 
5.1 Theoretical implications  
 
Using the interaction model as starting point, theoretical comments about CRM 
strategies for balanced and imbalanced interaction situations are given. The theoretical 
implications are written for general use and are developed by combining the research 
findings and both CRM and purchasing theory. In the next section of the report, the 
theoretical implications will be used to discuss the practical usage of the research findings 
and the interaction model. 
 
5.1.1 Value enlargement and Relationship reduction: two strategies 
 
For a selling party, following the CRM principles, it is necessary to develop the right 
interaction with its different customers. In case of imbalance of interaction perspectives 
of both parties it will be interesting for a selling party to research upon the possibilities to 
balance the interaction perspectives and finally develop the right relationship. The 
interaction model can show how different, unbalanced, interaction perspectives can 
develop into more balanced ones. The figures 17 and 18 show changes of unbalanced 
interaction perspectives forced by the powerful party or anticipated by the least powerful 
party. 
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Figure 16 “Relationship reduction by dominant party” 
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In the situation of a dominant party forcing the other party it can be seen that 
unbalanced interaction situations translate into balanced interactions of more 
transactional type. This is what we call “relationship reduction”. The arrows in figure 16 
show relationship reduction in our interaction model. All arrows point into the balanced 
situation, but they also point into a lower relational or even transactional interaction. 
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Figure 17 “Value enlargement by least dominant party” 
 
In the situation where the least dominant party anticipates to the unbalanced situation, 
the opposite translation into a more relational type of interaction can be seen. This is 
what we call “value enlargement”. The least powerful party tries to increase its value for 
the opposite party in order to translate the unbalanced interaction situation into a more 
balanced one favourable to its own interaction perspective. The arrows in figure 17 all 
point into the balanced interaction situation. They also point into a more relational 
interaction type. 
 
 
5.1.2 Balanced interaction situation 
 
In cases the interaction perspectives of both supplier and customer meet, CRM should 
be focused on maintaining the current interaction. 
 
For a balanced transactional exchange situation this would mean doing business on a low 
price level with no relational expenditures. Depending on the total number of customers 
to serve on a transactional way, some non-customer-specific investments for reduction 
of costs can be defensible. Treating customers individually with diverse customer needs 
is not suggested for this kind of interactions. Customer specific solutions quickly turn out 
to be too costly, because customer’s value contribution to the supplying firm is low and 
uncertain over time. Caution has to be taken when a small valued customer with 
transactional interaction orientation becomes increasingly important. An upward 
movement of this customer in the customer pyramid changes the interaction to a 
customer dominant situation. 
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- Product price is main concern for customer 
- No relational expenditures from the supplier must be made 
- Investments not customer specific and only for reduction of product- and internal process costs 
- When customer value increases, extra bonding is necessary to reduce risk of dependence 

 
 
In the balanced transactional relationship, both supplier and customer experience added 
value. The supplier experiences business over a longer period at a higher profit margin 
while the customer experiences extra value through service. The customer is not solely 
focused on the lowest possible product price, also purchasing process costs and efforts 
and security of supply play an important role. Depending on the type of purchase, 
routine or bottleneck, value adding activities by the supplier can lay in purchasing process 
cost reduction or improvement of supply quality. 
 

- Total price (product price and purchasing costs and efforts) is main concern for customer 
- Relational expenditures for group of comparable customers (routine, bottleneck) 
- Value adding activities like decrease of purchasing process costs and complexity for customer. 

 
 
The balanced Collaborative relationship is a pure one-to-one interaction. For the 
customer pure product price is of ancillary importance. Services like co-development and 
tailored logistics are very important for the customer. The supplier can increase its value 
to the customer through delivering of those specialized services at a profit. In the 
collaborative relationship interaction situation, customer specific relational investments 
can pay out as they strengthen the relationship and thereby secure future value income. 
 

- Service aspects are more important for the customer than product price 
- One-to-one relationships exist through specific investments and adaptation 
- Customer specific investments when they strengthen the customer’s relational interaction 

perception and increase the relational bond 
 
 
5.1.3 Imbalanced interaction situation 
 
In cases where customer and supplier interaction perspective do not match, the 
supplying firm faces a difficult interaction situation. In order to balance the situation two 
different CRM strategies can be recognised: “Relationship reduction” or “value 
enlargement”. With relationship reduction the most powerful party forces the other party 
to change its interaction focus from relational type to transactional type. Value 
enlargement can be seen when the least powerful party tries to change its value for the 
most powerful party in order to change the interaction focus from transactional to 
relational. 
 
5.1.3.1 Customer dominant imbalanced interaction situations 
 
Transaction oriented “top” customer 
For its most valuable customer accounts a supplying firm will try to maximize 
relationship opportunities in order to maintain future value income. When the customer 
is mainly interested in gaining short term purchasing advantage through product price 
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reductions by competitive bidding, the supplier faces a customer dominant interaction 
situation. 
 
The supplier’s relational interaction focus mismatches the customer’s transactional 
interaction focus. As we suggested earlier, in theory two outcomes are possible: 
Relationship reduction or value enlargement. Value enlargement through adding 
additional services by the supplier would not result in any relationship development, 
simply because the customer is not interested in being committed to a supplier adding 
services at a higher price level. 
 
The only way for the supplier to escape the imbalanced interaction situation is to cut as 
much costs in order to lower product prices to meet customer’s expectations. It is easy to 
see the supplier’s anticipating on the customer’s competitive bidding strategy doesn’t lead 
to a change in the customer’s interaction perspective. So value enlargement by reducing 
product prices leads to relationship reduction in the interaction model. 
 
The problem the supplying firm faces in this imbalanced interaction situation is that 
value enlargement for the customer can result in a decrease of customer value to the 
supplier. When lowering product costs can only be achieved by a reduction of profit 
margin for the supplying firm, keeping the customer account would lead to a reduction 
of customer value for the supplying firm. When customer profitability is important for 
the supplier (when not?) the customer will move downwards in the customer pyramid 
until finally the balanced transactional interaction situation is reached. By moving down 
in the customer pyramid due to reduction of value for the supplier, the customer’s 
dominance also decreases. 
 

- Value enlargement can lead to relationship reduction in this interaction segment 
- Cutting as much costs as possible to anticipate to customer need 
- Customer moves downwards in customer pyramid 

 
 
Transactional oriented “medium” customer 
More or less the same as stated above could be said for a “medium” valued customer 
that is mainly transactional oriented. Only customer value to the supplying firm differs 
from the interaction situation with a “top” customer. The lower customer value to the 
supplying firm will possibly lead to less action from the supplier side to change the 
imbalanced interaction situation. The lower customer value to the supplying firm leaves 
less space for increasing value for the customer by product price reduction. This will only 
be possible when the price reductions are not product (and customer) specific, and thus 
affect multiple customer accounts at once. 
 

- Few possibilities for value enlargement 
- No customer specific adaptations 
- Price reductions only justifiable when not customer or product specific 

 
 
Transactional relationship oriented “top” customer 
Probably this interaction situation is closest to balance from the three customer 
dominance interaction imbalance situations. Because of the purchasing situation’s nature, 
being routine or bottleneck type, value-adding activities from the supplier’s side can be 
important for the customer. 
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Reduction of purchasing process costs for the customer can be seen as a value adding 
activity performed by the supplier. For routine type supply, the supplier can for example 
decrease purchasing process costs by implementing easy order taking routines or 
appointing a single person managing all purchasing process tasks for a specific customer. 
For bottleneck type of supply, value-adding activities by the supplier could consist of 
frequent deliveries, stock-keeping of products or giving priority during production. 
 
Because of the “top” customer’s value to the supplying firm, the latter will try to 
strengthen relational bonds. By value enlargement the supplier can try to change the 
customer’s interaction perception to a collaborative relational type. Because of the “top” 
customer’s value, specific investments can be defensible. Collectively searching for 
simplifying the purchasing process (in case of routine type products) or securing supply 
(in case of bottleneck type products) can add value. 
 
Notice that the additional value must result in either: better profit margins, larger share 
of customer’s business, long term customer commitment or a combination of these. 
 

- Relatively small interaction mismatch 
- Value adding through simplification of purchasing process or security of supply 
- Some customer specific investments are defensible 
- Monitor change of customer value to the supplying firm when adding value 
- Supplier dominant imbalanced interaction situation 

 
 
5.3.1.2 Supplier dominant imbalanced interaction situations 
 
Collaborative relational oriented “small” customer 
For the situation of a “small” customer focused on a collaborative relationship with the 
supplier we want to distinguish two different situations. 
 

 High potential customer 
 Low potential customer 

 
A high potential customer is a relatively new customer, with low actual value (therefore 
valued “small” in the customer pyramid) but a high future potential value to the 
supplying firm. When customer value to the supplying firm starts to increase by 
intensifying business, the customer will quickly start to move upwards in the customer 
pyramid. This is what we call value enlargement performed by the customer. When the 
customer is moving towards a higher position in the customer pyramid, the imbalanced 
interaction situation changes towards a balanced collaborative relational interaction 
situation. 
 
Customer specific investments for development of a relationship have to be made 
collectively when customer value is still low. This way both parties create collaboration 
needed to develop a strong relationship. The supplier cannot make large customer 
specific investments as this will only lower actual customer value even more. 
 
When the customer’s value to the supplying firm increases due to value enlargement by 
the customer, the interaction situation can emerge to the balanced dyadic collaborative 
relation type, a CRM strategy as mentioned in the balanced situation can be used. 
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Most important and difficult task for a supplier facing the situation of a “small” customer 
focused on a collaborative relationship is quantifying the future expectations. How 
valuable will the customer be in the future? And how much are we going to invest in the 
interaction in order to maximize customer value over the long run? Does the customer 
have potential, or is it a low potential account that can better be served on a transactional 
base. 
 
A low potential customer is a customer who is doing business for several years and still 
delivers few or no value to the supplying firm. When the customer’s interaction focus is 
collaborative relational, its value to the supplying firm has to increase simply because for 
the supplier a collaborative relational interaction is too expensive. Active value 
enlargement by the customer is the only way to change the supplier’s interaction focus 
from transactional to collaborative relational. A customer can try to increase turnover or 
pay higher prices for their purchase. 
 
When the supplier faces the situation of a low potential “small” customer interested in a 
collaborative relationship, a proper strategy would be to charge higher prices. This way 
customer’s value to the supplying firm increases, enabling a more relational interaction. 
When the customer is not willing to pay more for his supply, the supplier should best 
hold to its transactional interaction focus or even stop the interaction. 
 

- Distinguish between high potential and low potential customers 
- Customer can perform value enlargement by increasing e.g. turnover or price paid 
- High potential customer will move upwards in the customer pyramid into a balanced interaction 

situation 
- When low potential customer’s value does not increase, pure transactional exchange or even 

abort of interaction are best 
 
 
Collaborative relationship oriented “medium” customer 
In the situation of a “medium” valued customer with a collaborative relational interaction 
focus there is only a small mismatch between supplier and customer interaction focus. 
The customer is interested in a collaborative relationship, while its importance for the 
supplier does not justify large collaborative relational investments by the supplier. When 
the magnitude of customer value to the supplying firm determines how much a supplier 
is willing to invest in a specific interaction, the customer faces a supplier dominant 
interaction situation. 
 
By value enlargement the customer is probably justifying specialized relationship efforts 
from the supplier. When the magnitude of the value enlargement is large enough to 
change the supplier’s interaction perspective to a collaborative relational type the 
interaction situation balances. 
 
When the magnitude of value enlargement by the customer is not large enough, extra 
customer specific relational investments from the supplier’s side cannot be justified and 
therefore probably only relationship reduction is possible to balance the interaction 
situation. The customer’s interaction perspective has to change to a transactional 
relationship type, which means content with normal value adding activities performed by 
the supplier.  
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- Customer value to the supplying firm does not justify specific customer investments 
- Value enlargement by the customer can balance the interaction situation to a collaborative 

relationship 
- Also relationship reduction can balance the interaction situation. A transactional relationship 

emerges 
- Magnitude of value enlargement by the customer determines justification for customer specific 

value adding activities. 
 
 
Transactional relationship oriented “small” customer 
A “small” customer interested in a transactional relationship faces a mismatch in 
interaction perspective relative to the supplier. The low customer value for the supplier 
limits relationship expenditures for this type of customer. Every relationship expenditure 
performed by the supplier decreases actual customer profitability. 
 
By value enlargement the customer can increase its value for the supplying firm. 
Practically this means paying an extra price for additional services needed. This way the 
supplier’s interaction focus can change from transactional to transaction relational and 
the interaction situation can balance. 
 
For customers that are not willing to pay an extra price for the additional services, the 
supplier interaction strategy will be holding a transactional focus at the risk of ending the 
customer interaction. 
 

- Specific customer relational investments are not justifiable 
- Customer can perform value enlargement by paying for additional services 
- Customer is responsible for relationship development 
- Relationship reduction by the supplier when customer lacks value enlargement 

 
 
The paragraph showed how and why a differentiated strategy for different interaction 
situations is appropriate. Customer value to the supplying firm differs, and customer 
perception through purchasing orientations differs, resulting in one out of nine different 
interactions. Throughout the next section of the report practical implications of the 
research will be outlined. Based on the research findings and the theoretical implications 
as described above some strategic recommendations for the investigated cases will be 
given. 
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5.2 Practical and management implications 
 
With knowledge of the actual interaction situation and the theoretical model it is possible 
to discover gaps between theory and practice. With the use of general strategy, as 
described in former part of the report, we will be able to recommend on developing 
different imbalanced interaction situations into more balanced situations. Recognizing 
the opportunity gaps and looking for ways to develop these gaps will provide an answer 
to our final seventh and eight research questions.  
 
Throughout this section of the report first the opportunity gaps for the supplying firm 
are discovered. Second some suggestions for development of those opportunity gaps will 
be given. 
 
 
5.2.1 Opportunity gaps for the supplying firm: opportunity or threat? 
 
The seventh research question as stated in the research design phase focuses on: Which 
“opportunity gap(s)” exist(s) when the actual supplier interaction situation is compared with theory? In 
order to do so, the analysed cases were plotted in our theoretical model in order to 
observe their position resulting in either a balanced or imbalanced interaction situation. 
Also the place of customer cases relative to places as proposed by theory were visualised 
in order to investigate upon opportunities for interaction development. 
 
In our theoretical part of the report, balanced and imbalanced interaction situations are 
distinguished. For a balanced interaction situation, where both supplier and customer 
interaction situation match, there will be very few interaction opportunity gaps. The only 
interaction opportunities for a balanced interaction situation can be seen when there is a 
difference between the actual customer interaction perception, and the interaction as 
suggested by theory. 
 
Opportunity gaps due to interaction situation imbalance are most interesting to start our 
discussion with, as a clear difference between customer’s interaction focus and the 
supplier’s interaction focus is present. Those imbalanced interaction situations have to be 
analysed more thorough in order to comment on proper CRM strategies for the 
imbalanced interaction situations. 
 
When the interaction model with plotted interactions is analysed more in-depth, 
attention can be focused on the magnitude of the imbalanced interaction situations. 
Figure 18 shows the imbalanced interaction situations found during the case analysis with 
their magnitude of imbalance. 
 
For ease of analysing the magnitude of interaction mismatch, a balanced line is drawn in 
the interaction model. The position of the observed interactions can be measured relative 
to the interaction balance line. 
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Figure 18 “Magnitude of interaction imbalance” 
 
The figure clearly indicates the magnitude of imbalance is largest for “top” customers 
who are focused on transactional exchange, and “small” customers who focus on 
collaborative relationships. The magnitude of the imbalance can decrease when one or 
both interaction parties change their interaction intention by value enlargement or 
relationship reduction (see paragraph 5.1). 
 
A large magnitude of interaction imbalance may lead to a large opportunity for one or 
both interacting parties to change the situation. The magnitude is largest when both 
interaction perspectives are at opposite sites of the relationship continuum, in our model 
transactional exchange at one side and collaborative relationship at the other side. When 
both parties have interaction perspectives at opposite sites of the continuum, they have a 
very different intention to develop the actual interaction, resulting in a large opportunity. 
 
Note! Since the scale on the horizontal (customer) axis in our model is ordinal, the 
magnitude of the interaction imbalance can only be valued “large” or “small” depending 
on the actual place of the observed interaction in one of the three pre-defined interaction 
categories. We cannot say that that development from a transactional focus to a 
collaborative relationship focus is twice as hard to obtain than development from 
transactional focus to a transaction relationship focus. Because of the suggested 
differences in scope, we suppose the difference between transactional and collaborative 
relational focus to be much larger than between transactional and transaction relational 
focus or transactional relational focus and collaborative relational focus. 
 
When the actual cases are observed, the interaction model shows that Meq has the largest 
opportunity gap, as its relative distance to the balanced interaction line is largest of all 
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observed cases. The question rises whether the observed imbalanced interactions form 
an opportunity, or whether they are more like a threat? 
 
The answer to this question can lay in the power between both parties engaged in the 
interaction. As was stated in the theoretical part of the report (section 3.2.3 of the report) 
we expect customer dominance in case of interactions with high dependence of supplier 
and low dependence of customer. In these interaction situations (three upper left 
imbalanced places in our model) an imbalance will most probably indicate a threat, 
because the supplier faces a valuable customer that is mainly transactional focused. 
Because of this transactional customer interaction orientation, future customer value 
seems at risk for the supplier and can therefore be valued as a threat. Evidence for this 
assumption is given by two customers Flex and K-land. Flex actually stopped the 
interaction while the research was carried out, and for case K-land, continuation of the 
interaction seemed highly doubtful as the customer was working hard on finding 
alternative suppliers. 
 
In supplier dominant cases, where customer dependence is high and the supplier 
dependence is low, interaction imbalance can lead to opportunities for the supplying 
firm. In these situations the supplier can force its customers to increase their value 
contribution to firm in exchange for fulfilling (part of) their needs.  
 
Opportunity gaps can also exist because of difference in customer interaction perspective 
and interaction type as suggested by theory. In order to analyse these opportunity gaps, 
both customer interaction perspectives and interaction types as suggested by theory have 
to be plotted for every customer account under investigation. Figure 19 shows the 
opportunity gaps due to difference between actual customer interaction perspective and 
theory. 
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Figure 19 “Opportunity gaps due to difference between practice and theory” 
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The magnitude of the opportunity gap can be seen in the figure as the distance between 
the place of the customer interaction perspective and the place of the interaction as 
suggested by theory. For the investigated supplier-customer interactions, the model 
shows five cases where the customer interaction perspective does not completely match 
the interaction type as suggested by theory. 
 
The supplying firm can use the observed opportunity gaps, due to difference between 
practice and theory, to direct value enlargement activities. A transactional oriented 
customer who’s purchase is of routine type can for example be convinced to focus on 
reduction of purchase process costs instead of pure product costs. This way the supplier 
creates extra value and increases opportunities for relationship development. 
 
In the next section of the report the observed opportunity gaps are considered for 
interaction development, and some strategic CRM suggestions for the supplier will be 
given. 
 
 
5.2.2 Interaction development by realising opportunity gaps 
 
As was stated in the previous paragraph, the magnitude of the interaction imbalance 
plays an important role when analysing opportunities for interaction development. This 
part of the report will pay attention on how to develop the different investigated 
imbalanced customer accounts in order to create value for both customer and supplier. 
 
During the research design phase we stated the following research question that we will 
answer now: How can VDLK develop the (different) interaction opportunity gap(s) in order to 
increase customer profitability, considering value for their customers and customer value for the supplier? 
 
For commenting on the supplier CRM strategy that best fits the specific supplier 
customer interaction situation, both the placement in the interaction model and the 
theoretical implications (see paragraph 5.1) are used. 
 
Cases “Trex” and “K-land”, transactional focused “medium” value customers 
First two “medium” valued customers with transactional interaction perspective will be 
discussed. In the interaction model they can be seen as “Trex” and “K-land”. When both 
customer accounts are compared, it can be found that both customers mainly focus on 
product price (see appendix D for the different case results). “Trex” purchase can be 
valued as bottleneck type purchase and K-land purchase can be valued as routine type, 
both have a relatively low profit impact compared to other purchased products. Seen 
from a purchasing theory perspective the customer focus on product price does not seem 
very logical, as the product’s profit impact is already low.  
 
At both customer accounts also relationship transitoriness (chapter 8, figure 23) can be 
seen, saying that value adding activities performed by the supplier are not in line with 
customer expectations and therefore the actual price-level is questioned. Both interaction 
imbalance and relationship transitoriness indicate urge for supplier actions.  
 
In general the supplier can both use value enlargement and relationship reduction 
strategy for both customer accounts. 
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Value enlargement should be focused on delivering the proper service in order to react to 
the customer’s purchasing situation being bottleneck in case of “Trex” and routine in 
case of “K-land”. In case of “Trex” proper value adding activities for the supplier would 
lay in lowering the supply risk by for example stock keeping of products, giving priority 
to products during production and establishing long term supply contracts. In case of 
“K-land” anticipating to the purchasing type would lead to value adding activities for 
simplifying the purchasing process like automating order taking, working with rolling 
customer demand forecast and integration of both customer’s purchasing and supplier’s 
selling processes. 
 
Because the strategies as mentioned above do not focus on lowering the actual product 
price, but focus on decrease of total costs and risk, the customer has to be convinced to 
change its transactional interaction perspective focused on product price to a more 
relational interaction focused on total costs of ownership. In case of “Trex” the effect of 
value enlargement activities is very questionable as the customer purchasing strategy is 
mainly focused on lowering pure product price. This customer focus on pure product 
price is the result of a new purchasing strategy forced by the customer’s market focus on 
product price reductions. 
 
When the customer is not willing to change its product price focused interaction 
perspective, only relationship reduction by the supplier will bring the interaction to 
balance. The supplier should focus on cutting as much costs as possible, reducing all 
relational expenditures to a minimum and trying to create a standard offering. These 
activities should lead to a lower product price without sacrificing the profit margin. Use 
of other material, larger production series, reducing material handling, lowering customer 
contact frequency and duration and reducing the production priority can be considered. 
 
Strategy recommendation case “Trex” 
Value enlargement is very hard to achieve because of the customer focus on pure 
product price. Cutting all costs, minimizing relational efforts and trying to create a 
generic offer will be the only way to balance the situation. Draw the line somewhere at 
the risk of loosing the account. 
 
In case of “K-land” value enlargement activities should be considered before relationship 
reduction is undertaken. Increasing prices for metal parts forces the customer to look at 
opportunities for using plastics. The supplier can perform value enlargement for the 
customer by searching for increased use of plastics, thereby lowering overall purchase 
spending for the customer and increasing share of customer. Value enlargement activities 
are fully justified, as through increased share of customer the value for the supplier will 
rise.  
 
 
Strategy recommendation case “K-land” 
Value enlargement by simplifying the purchasing process can be combined with 
searching for increased use of plastics. Value enlargement activities should be weighted 
to expected increase of value for the supplying firm. 
 
 
Case “Flex”, transactional relationship focused “top” valued customer 
The “top” valued customer account “Flex” is mainly focused on maintaining reliable 
supply of high quality products. The main reason for classifying the supply as strategic 
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type lays in the impact of the products on the customer’s end product and the relatively 
high supply risk for the customer. The plastic parts are critique for proper functioning of 
the customer’s end product.  
 
During the interview it became clear that the actual customer interaction perception, 
being transaction relational, is in line with customer wants. Taking the relationship to a 
higher level through active co-development and more value adding activities by the 
supplier is restrained by the customer because of risk of high dependence and loss of 
flexibility. This limits opportunities for value enlargement activities performed by the 
supplier. 
 
As was already stated in section 5.2.1 of this report the interaction imbalance in case of a 
“top” customer with transaction relational interaction perspective is small. For this 
interaction situation the supplier must be aware of being overactive (Duffy, Koudal and 
Pratt, 2003) and creating too much value that is not perceived properly. In order to keep 
customer value for the supplying firm high, value enlargement activities will mainly lay in 
actions for maintaining and sustaining reliability and quality. 
 
The second reason for being aware of becoming overactive is the limited scope for 
increasing customer value for the supplier. Investments for creation of extra value have 
to pay out in either increase of profit margin or turnover, otherwise value for the 
supplying firm decreases. As the actual profit impact of the supply is already high, it is 
questionable the customer is willing to pay a higher price for the supply, so value 
enlargement has to pay out by increase of turnover. When customer sales do not 
increase, supplier turnover can only increase by gaining a larger share of customer 
business. Because of high switching costs, an increase in customer share will be hard to 
gain. 
 
For the near future, customer interaction perception should be well monitored in order 
to detect relationship transitoriness. When customer’s interaction perception changes 
through time, customer specific investments can be justifiable as long as customer value 
contribution to the supplying firm stays high. 
 
Strategic recommendations case “Flex” 
Monitor customer interaction perception and react when relationship transitoriness is 
present. Watch for becoming overactive in performing value enlargement activities, as 
the supplier’s focus is mainly on stabilising actual reliability and quality levels. 
 
 
Cases “Leau” and “Brand”, transactional relationship focused “small” customers 
Both cases are comparable in value for the supplier and interaction focus. The customer 
accounts only just fall in the “small” customer category. Because of this, the interaction 
mismatch is very small. Both customer generate relatively small turnover, bur their 
aggregated results are positive. 
 
The case analysis showed for both customers a routine type of purchase, resulting in a 
focus on simplifying the purchasing process. According to their interaction perception 
the supplier is able to perform the needed service. 
 
Dramatic change of the situation either positive or negative is hardly imaginable. Due to 
the relative low importance and profit impact of the products for both customers, no real 
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pressure on product prices is expected. Sudden increase of sales is also hard to imagine as 
the routine products are also easily replaced and demand is relatively stable. As long as 
the actual margins and turnover are kept, no real change of strategy for this customer 
accounts is necessary. 
 
When future situations change, the customer value for the supplier has to be taken into 
account. Because of the customers relatively low value contribution for the supplying 
firm any investments for these customer accounts quickly turn out into negative results. 
As was already stated in paragraph 5.1 for the “small” and “medium” valued customers 
any customer specific investments are dissuaded. These customer accounts can best be 
served on a general way with standard minimal efforts.  
 
Strategic recommendations for cases “Leau” and “Brand” 
No change of actual customer strategy is necessary. Try to serve the customer accounts 
on a standard way with easy order procedures and minimal efforts at maintaining current 
profit margins. 
 
 
Case “Radio” transactional relationship focused “small” customer 
The case of “Radio” differs from the cases “Leau” and “Brand” mainly by the magnitude 
of value characteristics turnover and result. The turnover contribution of “Radio” is 
much higher than most “small” valued customers, but the aggregated result is negative 
indicating a loss. 
 
Actually the loss can be seen as the price paid for turnover. Analysing the customer data 
shows that an increase of price, resulting in an average profit margin, would only turn the 
customer in a relatively low valued “medium” customer. This indicates the actual prices 
are much too low. 
 
Future expectations are very low, as the customer is mainly focusing on low pure product 
costs and therefore searches for far-East suppliers for new products. The customer 
account will be lost in the future regardless of any actual strategic considerations. 
 
Strategic recommendations for case “Radio” 
The customer account is too expensive to serve with the actual prices. Increase of prices 
is necessary in order to change the value of the customer for the supplying firm. 
Drastically increase the product prices and minimize costs in order to maximize results 
until the end of the interaction. Force the customer to value enlargement. 
 
Note! The customer data showed a change in results for the last year (2003). The result 
was positive after three successive years of considerable losses. During the year 2002 all 
product prices were adjusted to a 10% higher level. 
 
 
Case “Meq”, collaborative relational oriented “small” valued customer 
“Meq” is a new customer with very little value contribution until the moment of analyses. 
Because of the recent project start-up, customer value for the supplying firm is supposed 
to increase in the near future when production is actually taking place. At the moment of 
analyses results were not available, so recommendations are mainly based on theory. 
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As is stated in the theoretical implications part of the report, for new customer accounts 
it is important to quantify the expected future value income. This will show how fast the 
customer is able to move upwards in the customer pyramid, and what level in the 
pyramid can be reached. Based on grounded expectations, investments can be weighted 
to expected future value contribution. 
 
With the actual project, which is in the initial phase, the value contribution to the 
supplying firm can at its best grow to a level somewhere around the top of the “small” 
customer category. The exact place depends on the magnitude of the results. With the 
expected yearly turnover, the net profits have to reach a level of around 30% for the 
customer account to be valued as “medium”. 
 
The computation based on customer demand forecast1 shows the urge for carefully 
monitoring all customer specific costs. All supplier expenditures will have to be weighted 
carefully to the expected future value contribution, and a good insight into the possible 
future expansion in turnover has to be gained. Good knowledge about the customer 
firm, its products, customers and competitive market is necessary to judge whether the 
customer will be a high potential or a low potential for the upcoming future. 
 
With the actual knowledge and forecast of yearly turnover, the future value contribution 
to the supplier will be small. Taking the size of the customer firm into consideration it is 
hardly imaginable the customer will grow to a “top” level customer category. For these 
reason the expenditures have to be carefully managed. 
 
Strategic recommendations for case “Meq” 
With actual customer knowledge it is hardly imaginable the customer can grow to a “top” 
or even “medium” category customer. Expenditures therefore have to be carefully 
monitored in order to keep the customer profitable. Try to serve the customer with 
general resources. 
 
 
Case “Fuse”, collaborative relationship oriented “medium” valued customer 
The actual value contribution of customer “Fuse” to the supplying firm is relatively high, 
as its position in the customer pyramid shows. While the customer is active for several 
years, the actual customer interaction perception is mainly built upon the last project that 
is in a preliminary phase. 
 
The project contains several value adding activities performed by the supplier. The main 
value adding activities are production of plastic parts, sub-assembly of components and 
logistics. The product is valued strategic for the customer account, implying relative high 
profit impact and high supply complexity and high importance. The actual product price 
is of minor importance to the customer, enabling a good profit margin for the supplier. 
 
With the upcoming order, the future value contribution expectations could shift the 
customer from a position in the “medium” value customer category to the “top” value 
category. For this category some customer specific relational expenditures can be 
justified. Notice that the first signs of relationship transitoriness can be seen, so proper 
actions have to be taken to keep the interaction perception to the collaborative relational 

                                                 
1 Because of secrecy considerations the exact computation is not shown in the report 
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level. The customer named service as most important supply characteristic, therefore try 
to excel in service related value enlargement activities. 
 
Strategic recommendations for case “Fuse” 
Because of future value expectations, customer development through upward movement 
in the customer pyramid is very likely and movement to the “top” category is possible. 
Therefore some customer specific relational expenditures are justified. Try to excel in 
service related value adding activities. 
 
 
Case “Brown”, collaborative relationship oriented “medium” valued customer 
In case of customer account “Brown” it could be questioned whether the interaction 
situation is actually imbalanced. The customer’s perception of the interaction is 
collaborative relational, while the purchased product is “bottleneck” type. We suggested 
that the customer interaction focus for bottleneck type of purchases would be 
transaction relationship oriented (see the propositions in chapter 1).  
 
The customer is focused on continuation of doing business at the actual interaction level, 
and explicitly named co-development activities in case of new products. Nevertheless, 
the customer’s product lifecycle is relatively long, spanning around ten years, which 
means that frequency of product renewals is expected to be low. The actual need for co-
development in case of new products is therefore also expected to be low. 
 
The former shows that the supplier best does not rely to heavily on co-development 
activities as value adding activity for this customer account. The supplier can better focus 
on creating value for this customer by securing the supply. By maximizing the reliability 
and quality of the supply the customer’s supply risk is minimised and a switch of supplier 
is not likely to occur. By focusing on customer procurement needs the supplier is not 
focused on keeping the interaction perception on the collaborative relational level, but 
rather directs its attention to implicit needs in order to become essential for this 
customer account throughout time. 
 
Strategic recommendations for case “Brown” 
Do not focus on keeping the customer perception at the collaborative relation level, but 
rather anticipate to customer procurement needs that may now be more implicit. The 
frequency of co-development activities may be too low to rely on. 
 
 
5.2.3 General strategic remarks 
 
When CRM strategy is seen from a more aggregated level, the interaction model can give 
some interesting insights. While CRM related literature (Curry, 2000; Zeithaml, Rust and 
Lemon 2001) focus on moving customer through the customer pyramid into a higher, 
more valuable position, we suggest that active downward migration of the customer in 
the customer pyramid can be necessary when both supplier and customer interaction 
perspectives cannot match on the long run. In our theory we call this relationship 
reduction, performed by anticipating to customer purchasing orientation. 
 
By actively using knowledge of customer procurement needs, the supplier can direct its 
CRM strategy according to this customer orientation. With the use of the interaction 
model a supplier is able envision customer interaction intention in a preliminary phase. 
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By using the interaction model the supplier is for example able to recognise the danger of 
a customer who is increasingly becoming more important in terms of value contribution 
but who is purchasing a leverage type of product. With this knowledge the supplier is 
able to decide on what strategy to follow by directing the right value enlargement 
activities or reducing the influence of the customer by active relationship reduction. 
Question the supplier can ask are “Do we want this customer to become important for 
us when its purchase is of leverage type?” or “How much effort will it cost us to create a 
differentiated offer whereby value adding activities change the purchase to strategic 
type?” and “Will the customer interaction perception change due to a change of purchase 
type?”  
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6 Conclusions and discussion 
 
By performing this empirical study on interaction development between a supplying firm 
and its customers, we tried to test our theoretical model. Research findings show some 
evidence for accepting our assumptions on the relation between value for supplier and 
customer and interaction development. Following our pre-stated research questions the 
research showed that: 
 
Three types of interactions were found across the fourteen investigated customer cases in 
almost equal amounts. The three types of interactions show that customer interaction 
perception differs throughout the customer base. The distinguished interaction types 
span the relationship continuum from transactional exchange interaction type to 
collaborative relationship interaction type. In between those extremes the transactional 
relationship interaction was found. Across the fourteen different cases the interaction 
types were found in almost equal amounts, indicating a wide variety of actual 
interactions. 
 
The research showed that customer value to the supplying firm is mainly determined by 
actual monetary value characteristics. Future customer value and most non-monetary 
customer value were found to be hard to quantify and therefore play a minor role for the 
supplier when deciding on customer value contribution. Because of the main importance 
of actual monetary customer value characteristics, throughout this research two actual 
monetary customer characteristics: turnover and profit contribution are explicitly used to 
differentiate customer value. Length of the relationship as a value history characteristic is 
implicitly taken into account by aggregating customer data over the last five years. The 
resulting pyramid of customer value contribution showed the Pareto rule holds for the 
customer base, as a small part of the customer base contributed most value to the 
supplying firm. The customer value contribution results show the need for critically 
examining actual supplier-customer interactions and CRM strategy for different valued 
customer accounts. 
 
For customers, product related value characteristics seem to be dominant when deciding 
on supplier value creation. The context of injection moulding industry possibly explains 
the customer focus on product related value characteristics. The importance of product 
characteristics enables the use of Kraljic’ purchasing portfolio model when differentiating 
supply value for the customer. 
 
The research showed that customer value for the supplying firm can impact on the 
interaction development from the supplier perspective, although actual findings did not 
fully confirm our propositions of a direct link between actual customer value to the 
supplier and interaction development by the supplier. Particularly, collaborative 
relationships were found across all pre-defined customer value categories, while we 
supposed they would mainly be found in the most valuable part of the customer 
pyramid. These findings showed first signs of a possible mismatch between supplier and 
customer interaction development perspectives. For the supplier it is important to 
examine if some customer are over served, where others are probably underserved. 
 
Our research findings confirm our assumption of a relation between supply value for the 
customer and the customer interaction focus. Strategic type of purchases tend to rely 
more on a collaborative relationship, bottleneck type of purchases are mainly found at 
the relationship type of interactions, predominant at the transactional relationship type. 
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Routine and leverage type of purchase are found to relate to the transactional 
relationship and transactional exchange interaction types. These findings show that 
knowledge of the customer supply characteristics can enhance the understanding of 
customer interaction focus. The supplier can use this knowledge to anticipate on 
customer purchasing needs in order to change actual interaction situations when 
necessary. 
 
Combining both supplier and customer interaction focus leads to nine different 
interaction situations. Three situations were both supplier and customer interaction 
perceptions meet are seen as balanced interaction situations. In the resulting six situations 
were supplier and customer interactions do not match, the interaction situation is valued 
as imbalanced. During the research, empirical evidence was found indicating that an 
imbalanced interaction situation can result in a harmful outcome were neither customer 
nor supplier value is optimal, and future interaction between parties is at risk. 
 
For the supplier different opportunities gaps can emerge when the actual interaction 
situation is compared with theory. Opportunity gaps are mainly found in interaction 
mismatch situations, the relative position of the actual supplier-customer interaction to 
the balanced interaction line indicates the magnitude of the opportunity gap. Another 
type of opportunity gap can emerge when the customer interaction perception does not 
match the interaction type as suggested by theory. This last opportunity may indicate that 
the customer is not served properly or that other elements influence on customer 
interaction perception. 
 
The supplier can perform two types of CRM strategies in order to balance the interaction 
mismatch situations. By value enlargement the supplier creates extra value to its customer 
offer with the purpose of changing the customer interaction perception to a more 
relational interaction type. By relationship reduction the supplier can actively anticipate to 
customer needs by engaging in a more transactional interaction type. Hereby the supplier 
changes its own interaction perception to the customer interaction focus. In cases of 
supplier dominant interaction situations, the supplier may force the customer to perform 
value enlargement activities in order to bring the interaction situation to a balance. Or the 
supplier can force the customer to engage in a more transactional interaction with 
standard offering. 
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7 Limitations of the research 
 
For this research several remarks on limitations can be made. The limitations are partly 
the result of own choices made during the research and partly because of contextual 
factors.  
 
For this research we explicitly chose to limit our research scope on the dyadic interaction 
between a selling and buying party. This way we are able to investigate the one to one 
interaction between both parties in-depth and we were able to test our interaction model 
that is developed for a dyadic setting. Influences of other parties throughout the network 
of interrelated firms were not taken into account throughout this thesis. Nevertheless it is 
imaginable that different parties across a network of interrelated firms can influence on 
dyadic interactions. Especially in industries, where networks of firms are increasingly 
becoming reality (Lemmens, 2003; Beerkens and Lemmens, 2001) such influences can 
exist. 
 
Throughout this report we mainly used customer interaction perception to identify actual 
interactions between both interacting parties. The choice for using the customer 
interaction perception was made in order to gain customer knowledge for creating 
strategic CRM recommendations for the supplying firm engaged in the research. The 
choice of mainly using the customer interaction perception limits the research in such 
way that the measured customer interaction perception does not have to be exactly in 
line with the actual interaction, it is just the mono centric customer perception of the 
actual interaction. From the customer’s perspective we assume supply value 
characteristics influence on the customer’s interaction focus. Nevertheless interaction 
development is the result of both customer and supplier interaction focus, and the 
interaction outcome is the result of the interaction development. It must be clear that the 
parties involved influence the interaction outcome, and that perception of the outcome is 
party specific. Figure 20 illustrates former comment. 
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Figure 20 “Relationship outcome” 
 
By performing this research we tried to gain empirical evidence to comment on the 
quality of the Interaction Marketing Model (IMM: Santema, 2001). The use of the IMM 
limited our research to focus mainly on the interplay between Customer Relationship 
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Management (Curry, 2000; Zeithaml, Rust and Lemon 2001) and Supply Chain 
Management (Kraljic, 1983, van Weele, 2002; Gelderman, 2003) principles. Because of 
the lack in literature on this field, we think the contribution of this research can be 
valuable for expending existing literature. By focusing on the influence of CRM and SCM 
principles on interaction development between parties in a dyadic scope we limited the 
research, as other principles were not taken into account. The well-known principles of 
“trust” and “commitment” that can influence on development of interactions were for 
example not included to be part of this research. 
 
The choice of conducting multiple case studies in the high technology context of a plastic 
injection moulder limits the possibility to generalise the research findings to a larger 
environment. The choice for conducting in-depth studies instead of using a large 
population survey method to empirically test our theory on interaction development was 
partly because of time restraints and partly because of the knowledge we were trying to 
obtain. The result of this choice is the way we use our findings. With the findings we 
mainly make comments on our theoretical model and we are able to give some case 
specific recommendations. In order to use the research findings in a wider context, 
future research has to be conducted in order to increase empirical evidence. 
 
The actual available time limited this empirical research to investigating dyadic 
interactions at a fixed moment in time. This way we could research the static part of our 
model in practice. With our developed theory and by using both CRM and SCM related 
literature we are able to make suggestions for the dynamic use of the model. 
Nevertheless the actual dynamic use of the model could not be tested in practice, because 
this would implicate a longitudinal study approach. 
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8 Future research 
 
Results of the research provide first empirical evidence for the Interaction Marketing 
Model (IMM). While the research on the IMM is still in a preliminary phase, future 
research could further develop the theoretical model and enable further ground for 
practical usage. During the research some interesting suggestions for future research were 
found. Also the research limitations and correspondence analysis enabled discovery of 
fields for future research. Throughout this part of the report the subjects for future 
research are given, starting with suggestions from research limitations, followed by a 
future research subject found during the data acquisition phase of the research, and 
finally two subjects for future research found by the correspondence analysis.  
 
The research limitations show the need for future research in different settings in order 
to create more empirical evidence for the interaction theory used and developed 
throughout this thesis. The present research mainly focused on the interaction between 
one supplier of technical injection moulded parts and fourteen different customers. 
Repeating the research in another industrial settings could give valuable insights if 
conclusions of this research hold for other contexts. The research can be carried out in 
practically every setting where two parties are interacting and exchanging products or 
services and thereby create value for their own and opposite party. 
 
In order to be able to validate the quality of the dynamic part of the theoretical 
interaction model, a longitudinal study can be carried out. When a certain research setting 
is replicated over time, the change of supplier-customer interactions over time can be 
analysed within the model. With knowledge about the dynamics of the model, strategic 
recommendations can be further developed. 
 
While conducting the different case studies, the interesting phenomenon of what we call 
“relationship transitoriness” was found in some cases. Relationship transitoriness 
indicates that the customer’s interaction perception can change from a relational to a 
transactional interaction type over time. When a customer gets used to the value level 
and relationship expenditures delivered by the supplier it is possible this level will 
become the new standard, and the customer expects more and new value adding 
activities from the supplier. When the supplier is unable to create new extra value for the 
customer, the customer interaction perception can change from a relational to a more 
transactional type. For the supplier this change of customer interaction perspective can 
be riskful as a customer with transactional interaction focus is hard to bind. The finding 
of relationship transitoriness shows the need for continues efforts in order to keep 
customer interaction perception at the relationship level. 
 
A visualisation of relational transitoriness can be seen in figure 21. 
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Figure 21 “Relationship transitoriness” 
 
The figure of relationship transitoriness must not be confused with to the relationship 
lifecycle (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh (1987), Brigman, Hinshaw and Santina (2003). The two 
are very different as the relationship lifecycle describes development of relationship 
through different stages until the final advocacy stage, while the relationship 
transitoriness figure describes a change in customer interaction perception from a highly 
relational to a more transactional type of interaction.  
 
It would be interesting to conduct future research to explore the occurrence of 
relationship transitoriness and proper supplier actions in order to respond to this 
phenomenon. 
 
In order to discover possible fields for future research we also conducted a brief 
association analysis on our research data. The analyses could give some indication on 
associations we did not cover in our initial research model, but which are actually found 
while conducting the research. With the findings of the association analysis, hypotheses 
can be developed for further research. 
 
The association analyses showed a possible relation between type of customer company and 
customer interaction behaviour (appendix E). For the investigated cases, customers who are 
involved in a consumer market are found to be mainly transactional oriented, while 
customers who are serving a high-tech market are mainly collaborative relational 
oriented. Probably customer firms who serve a high-tech market rely more on the 
network of supplying firms, and therefore possibly engage in a collaborative relationship. 
Possibly the influence of service related characteristics on the relation between type of 
customer company and interaction behaviour could also be taken into account in order 
to check the assumption that high-tech customer rely more heavily on suppliers and 
therefore engage in a collaborative relationship. Further research can be focused on 
different types of customer firms and their interaction behaviour. 
 
The relation between knowledge sharing and customer interaction perception was also found during 
the association analysis (appendix F). The relation seems very obvious because we 
suppose a collaborative relationship implies that both parties actively engage in 
developing and maintaining the relationship. Therefore exchange of information between 
both parties is of prime importance. For future research it would be interesting to 
investigate this finding more in-depth and discover to what extend knowledge sharing by 
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the supplying firm impacts on the customer interaction perception. Also the research 
could be focused on obtaining information on what type of knowledge is most important 
and has to be shared to be able to develop a collaborative relationship. 
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Appendix A 
 
Interview plan 
 

INTERVIEW FORMULIER 
Contact gegevens 
 
Datum contact: (dd/mm/jjjj) ___/___/______ 
 
Contact type: O Bezoek 

O Telefonisch 
 
 
Plaats contact: _________________________ 
 
Onderzoeker:  _________________________ 
 
Informant gegevens O m O v 
 
Naam:  _________________________ Functie: ____________________ 
 
Opleiding: _________________________ Aantal jaren dienst: ___________ 
 
Bedrijf: _________________________ Type bedrijf: ________________ 
 
Omzet (€ p/j): _________________________ Aantal werknemers:  __________ 
 
Aandeel inkoop (% van omzet): ___________ Aantal inkopers:  _____________ 
 
 
 
Interview vragen 
 

1. Wat koopt uw bedrijf bij VDLK in?  
(capaciteit, product, product+dienst, totaal oplossing) 

 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 
 
2. Wat is de waarde van de inkoop voor uw bedrijf? 

(strategisch, tactisch, operationeel, pure overhead) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 
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3. Hoe zou u het begrip waarde in algemene termen omschrijven? 

(gets, gets relatief t.o.v. gives, monetaire marktwaarde, etc.)  
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 
4. Kunt u aangeven hoe de waarde van inkoop binnen uw bedrijf wordt 

gemeten? (Monetair, gevoelsmatig, relatief, etc.) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
5. Wat is de waarde van de VDLK inkoop binnen uw eindproduct? (prijsinvloed, 

kwaliteit, functionaliteit, betrouwbaarheid etc.) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
6. Kunt u aangeven welk aspect voor het grootste deel de waarde van de VDLK 

inkoop bepaalt? (prijs, kwaliteit, geboden oplossing, service, etc.) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
7. Hoe verhoudt de waarde van de VDLK inkoop zich t.o.v. andere inkoop? 

(Veel meer, meer, gelijk, minder, veel minder) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
8. Kijkend naar het VDLK aanbod, hoe complex vindt u de toeleveringsituatie? 

(markt, #aanbieders, snelheid, geografie, etc) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
9. Zijn er veel alternatieve aanbieders voor de VDLK inkoop? 

(heel veel, meerdere, weinig, enkel VDLK) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
10. Wat zijn de mogelijke alternatieven voor het ingekochte bij VDLK? 
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(ander materiaal, andere productie techniek, ander ontwerp) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
11. Kunt u makkelijk van aanbieder overstappen? 

(moeite, kosten, kwaliteitseffect, etc.) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
12. Van welke dienstverlening maakt u gebruik bij uw VDLK inkoop?  

(co-development, logistieke dienstverlening, project management, etc.) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
13. Wat is de waarde van (evt.) supplementaire dienstverlening voor uw bedrijf? 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
14. Hoe wordt de waarde van de dienstverlening binnen uw bedrijf gemeten? 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
15. Wat is de waarde van VDLK dienstverlening ten opzichte van andere 

inkoop? 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
16. Op welke manier zou VDLK u in de toekomst kunnen helpen bij de 

ontwikkeling van uw bedrijfsvoering? (kostenreductie, co-development, project 
management, JIT levering, voorraadbeheer) 

 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
17. Wat verwacht u in de toekomst van de dienstverlening van VDLK? 
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Antw.        Opm. 

 
18. Met welke persoon binnen VDLK heeft u het meest contact?  

(account manager/vertegenwoordiger, verkoop binnendienst, manager) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
19. Hoe ervaart u de kwaliteit van het contact? 

(persoon, tijd, aandacht, inlevingsvermogen, frequentie van bezoek, etc.) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
20. Wat was het belangrijkste motief om voor VDLK als leverancier te kiezen? 

(betrouwbaarheid, kwaliteit, diensten, kennis, nabijheid, etc.) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
21. Hoe zou u de huidige interactie met VDLK omschrijven? 

(puur transactioneel, transactionele relatie, collaboratieve relatie) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
22. Welke interactievormen zijn er naast de VDLK interactievorm nog meer te 

onderkennen binnen uw bedrijf? 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 
 
23. Hoe ervaart u uw onderhandelingspositie? 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 
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24. In hoeverre bent u het met de volgende stelling eens: “Hoe groter de waarde 

van een bepaalde inkoop voor ons bedrijf, hoe meer we geneigd zijn om een 
verregaande relatie met deze leverancier op te bouwen” 

 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 

 
25. In hoeverre bent u het met de volgende stelling eens: “De mate van 

relatiegerichtheid van de leverancier beïnvloedt onze relatiegerichtheid t.o.v. 
deze leverancier” 

 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 
 
26. Kunt u aangeven welk van de vier volgende aspecten de meeste invloed heeft 

op de relatiegerichtheid van uw bedrijf: waarde van het product, waarde van 
de dienstverlening, waarde van het contact of de relatiegerichtheid van de 
leverancier? 

 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 
 
27. Wat heeft, naast de eerder beschreven waarde aspecten, ook invloed op uw 

relatiegerichtheid? (vertrouwen, druk van hogerhand, toekomstverwachting, etc.) 
 
 
 
Antw.        Opm. 
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28. Kunt u over de volgende elementen van de VDLK inkoop een waarde 
oordeel geven: 

 
 

     Zeer hoog      Gemiddeld       Zeer laag 
- Technische product kwaliteit:   O O O O O 
- Producten conform specificaties:  O O O O O 
- Accuraatheid van de leveringen:  O O O O O 
- Nabijheid van de leverancier:   O O O O O 
- Flexibiliteit van de leverancier 
  bij een onverwachte behoefte:  O O O O O 
- Aanwezige kennis bij de leverancier:  O O O O O 
- Flexibiliteit om aan uw specifieke 
  wensen te voldoen:    O O O O O 
- Ontwikkelingssnelheid:   O O O O O 
- Specifieke oplossing voor uw probleem: O O O O O 
- Leverancier deelt zijn kennis met u:  O O O O O 
- Imago van de leverancier:   O O O O O 
- Toegang tot andere partners via het  
  netwerk van de leverancier:   O O O O O 
- Interactiebereidheid van de leverancier O O O O O 
 
              Veel      Gemiddeld         Weinig 
- Frequentie van contact met leverancier: O O O O O 
              Lang      Gemiddeld          Kort 
- Lengte van het gemiddelde contact:  O O O O O 
 
         Zeer goed      Gemiddeld       Zeer slecht 
- Houding van de contactpersoon:  O O O O O 
- Niveau van de gesprekken:   O O O O O 
- Behulpzaamheid van de contactpersoon: O O O O O 
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Appendix B 
 
Customer value elements 
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Appendix C 
 
Results of the customer value analysis 
 

Results Customer Value Analysis*

Customer 
account id. Customer 

category
Turnover 
rank

Turnover 
share (%) Profit rank Profit 

share (%)
Overall 
rank

Land a top 1 22,30 1 34,07 1

Flex b top 4 5,40 5 5,31 4

Bent c top 5 4,94 13 0,76 6

Trex d medium 13 1,92 45 0,14 16

K-land e medium 12 1,98 173 -0,32 18

Fuse f medium 22 0,78 12 1,00 19

Agri g medium 6 4,20 184 -2,95 20

Brown h medium 34 0,35 15 0,68 23

Brand i small 41 0,29 26 0,41 30

Leau j small 43 0,26 32 0,26 37

Radio k small 21 0,85 181 -0,91 97

Meq l small 149 0,00 96 0,00 126

War m small 136 0,01 122 0,00 130

Tube n small 76 0,07 163 -0,15 168

* (calculation based on period 1999-2003)
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Appendix D 
 
Case findings 
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Appendix E 
 
Relation between type of company and actual customer interaction behaviour 
 
 
The association is calculated by using cross tabulation of two nominal variables on a 
three-point scale. 
 
Type of company is divided in three categories: consumer industry, normal industry and 
high-tech industry. The categorization is made according to own insight into the 
customer’s main market. Customers who are serving the consumer market are mainly low 
technical by nature and deliver direct to the end-consumer. The category of customers 
engaged in normal industry serve a business market of low technical products. Finally the 
category of customers engaged in high tech industry serve high tech business markets. 
 
Actual customer behaviour follows the same categorization as used throughout the 
research: transactional exchange, transactional relationship and collaborative relationship. 
The actual customer behaviour was evaluated by looking at the customer interaction 
strategy, being short term focused on product price (transactional exchange), or longer 
term focused on process and integrated cost (transactional relationship) or long term 
focused on developing a win-win relationship (collaborative relationship). 
 

type of company * Actual customer behaviour Crosstabulation

Count

2 1 3
2 4 6

2 3 5
4 7 3 14

consumer industry
normal industry
high tech industry

type of
company

Total

pure
transactions

transactional
relationship

collaborative
relationship

Actual customer behaviour

Total

 
Chi-Square Tests

9,000a 4 ,061
10,781 4 ,029

14

Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
N of Valid Cases

Value df
Asymp. Sig.

(2-sided)

9 cells (100,0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is ,64.

a. 

 
Symmetric Measures

,802 ,061
,567 ,061

14

Phi
Cramer's V

Nominal by
Nominal

Value Approx. Sig.
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Appendix F 
 
Relation between supplier knowledge sharing and customer interaction 
perception 
 
 
The association is calculated by using cross tabulation of one ordinal variable on a three-
point scale and one ordinal variable on a five-point scale. 
 
Knowledge sharing performed by the supplying company is measured on a five-point 
scale, ranging from very low, to very high. The respondents were explicitly asked to give 
their opinion on supplier knowledge sharing according to these pre-defined categories. 
 
The customer interaction perspective is categorised into three categories defined 
throughout the research: transactional exchange, transactional relationship and 
collaborative relationship. The customers were asked to rate their perception of the 
actual interaction with the supplier into one of three interaction categories. 
 

knowledge sharing * Interaction perspective Crosstabulation

Count

1 1 2
2 1 3
1 1 2

2 5 7
4 5 5 14

very low
low
moderate
high

knowledge
sharing

Total

pure
transactions

transactional
relationship

collaborative
relationship

Interaction perspective

Total

 
Chi-Square Tests

9,500a 6 ,147
12,874 6 ,045

14

Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
N of Valid Cases

Value df
Asymp. Sig.

(2-sided)

12 cells (100,0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is ,57.

a. 

 
Symmetric Measures

,658 ,103 6,360 ,000
,843 ,126 6,360 ,000

14

Kendall's tau-c
Gamma

Ordinal by
Ordinal
N of Valid Cases

Value
Asymp.

Std. Errora Approx. Tb Approx. Sig.

Not assuming the null hypothesis.a. 

Using the asymptotic standard error assuming the null hypothesis.b. 
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