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Abstract

Increasingly, organisations are focusing on creating and delivering customer value to grow profits, earn customer lifetime loyalty, and develop more responsive solutions to business needs.  Concurrently, organisations are entering into long-term buyer-supplier relationships.  Marketing research supports the importance of adopting customer value strategies, linking them to customer learning, product and service delivery and, more recently, relational contexts.  Yet, little is known about how customer-perceived value is created and delivered through (or in) a long-term relationship – the tendency is to focus on transactional exchanges and describe the (resulting) relationship as a source of value.

This thesis presents a single case study, examining how customer value is created and delivered through a long-term industrial buyer-supplier relationship.  Adopting a qualitative research approach, we examine the buyer and supplier perspectives.  Through an analysis of multiple data sources, we demonstrate suppliers must learn continuously about customers’ needs.  Such learning should then be reinforced further through learning how to respond to those needs.  As a consequence, suppliers may have to develop their own competencies, in addition to customers’ competencies.  Furthermore, we find sound business processes are required to deliver competencies, along with a combination of goods and services.

These findings are presented as four strategy elements – ongoing value learning, process development, employee competency development, and product and service delivery – along with a model to help visualise the connection between them, and thus demonstrate how, through a long-term relationship, buyer value may be consciously and systematically created and delivered over time.


The implications of our findings are important to the practice and theory of marketing and relationship value in particular.  They help to provide some practical guidance to understand the elements required to create customer value strategies through industrial relationships.  Further, our findings confirm the importance of considering a multiple stakeholder perspective, and the need for future research to focus on understanding the different interactional complexities that occur between buyers and suppliers who are highly interdependent and create value with joint skills and knowledge. 
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1. Introduction
Regardless of whether they are for-profit businesses, not-for-profit institutions, or government agencies, most organisations will require a strategy.  A strategy, or a plan of action, focuses organisations and helps managers to make better decisions about how business resources (e.g., sales teams, customer data, production schedules, and computer systems) will be used to accomplish important objectives (e.g., provide treatment for emergency medical conditions, process and package raw materials, or design low-emission vehicles).

In recent years, achieving such objectives has become increasingly difficult.  Among other business pressures, global competition has intensified, and customers have become more knowledgeable, requiring evermore from the goods and services that they buy and use.  This has led some organisations to realise they need to approach their competitive environments differently.  More and more, they appreciate the importance of understanding what customers actually need, and are therefore inclined to make and implement decisions, which are customer focused.  At the same time, a growing number of organisations are collaborating with customers and building long-term relationships (Heide and John 1990).  Accordingly, the marketing literature urges organisations to be more caring, responsive and to relate to their customers by creating and delivering ‘superior customer value’ (Band 1995; Slater 1997).  This may be achieved by adopting a customer value strategy and for this reason the notion of customer value is a critical one among both academics and practitioners.

Being more determined to satisfy customers and to create and deliver customer value is not limited to a small handful of organisations or even industries.  In fact, in all areas of the economy, supermarkets, technology giants, and manufacturers are striving to offer their customers greater value.  For example, the chairman of Tesco, David Reid has said, ‘the Tesco team is now over 440,000 strong.  It’s a big team, but we're united by a common purpose – to create value for customers to earn their lifetime loyalty.’
  The global enterprise IBM translates ‘advanced technologies into value for our customers through our professional solutions, services and consulting businesses worldwide.’
  Even manufacturing firms, traditionally seen as operating within the confines of their factories and workshops, are growing more aware of their customers as Swagelok Company, a global manufacturer of fluid system components has realised, ‘through dedicated, market-focused business units and a capable supply chain we drive responsive solutions and deliver value to customers worldwide.’

The messages we have presented above are important for several reasons.  First, they confirm that modern firms are concerned with creating and delivering customer value.  Second, they indicate that the business decisions supporting the day-to-day operational activities of modern firms (e.g., how teams are structured, how products and services are deployed, and how business units are positioned) are underpinned by the need to create and deliver customer value.  Hence, what we are beginning to understand is that the core strategic decisions guiding businesses are indeed becoming value orientated in nature (Lindgreen and Wynstra 2005).  Finally, beyond understanding the choices or judgements of modern business, these messages help to explain why in recent years there has been a growing trend to research customer value, and to push organisations to adopt customer value strategies.

For the growing number of organisations then, succeeding under increasing global competition and more urgent and forceful customers demands an ability to create and deliver customer value.  However, this must be done more frequently under the conditions of collaboration and closer relationships.  (We have noted the business and marketing literature considers collaboration, and value creation and delivery critical management issues.)  In short an ability to create sustainable value-based strategies while building relationships and maintaining a competitive advantage is essential.  To date, however, there has been little research investigating how organisations can create and deliver customer value through relationships.  Rather, much of the existing research on the significance of customer value strategies has focused on customer learning (Woodruff 1997), organisational orientation (Day 2003), market orientation (Slater and Narver 1997), and products and services (Anderson and Narus 1998).  The tendency is to focus on transactional exchanges, describing the (resulting) relationship as a source of value (Lindgreen and Wynstra 2005).  Despite this works importance, very little is known about how customer value should be created and delivered in (or through) a long-term relationship.
In this research we contribute to the management and relationship value literature by presenting a single case study, exploring how customer perceived value is created and delivered in (or through) a long-term industrial buyer-supplier relationship.  Through qualitative analysis of the buyer and supplier perspectives we present four elements that are essential to creating and delivering customer-perceived value through long-term industrial buyer-supplier relationships.  These are ongoing value learning, employee competency development, process development, and product and service delivery.

Our research is structured such that first, we present a comprehensive review of the marketing literature that has examined the concept of value.  Next we describe our research approach and methodology.  A detailed case study of one long-term industrial buyer-supplier relationship is then presented.  Our findings are drawn from an analysis of multiple data sources and subsequently the implications for theory and practice are discussed.  Finally some conclusions are drawn and perceived limitations on the research process are presented.
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