
  
 
 

A qualitative and quantitative study for 
evaluating customers from a supplier 

perspective based on preferred customer 
antecedents: 

Development of a maturity model for  
assessing key accounts 

 
Antoine Meyer  

Msc Business Administration, University of Twente 
Purchasing & Supply Management  

 
 
 

Faculty of Behavioural, Management and Social Sciences (BMS) 
 
 
 
 

Master thesis 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13.05.2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1st Supervisor: Dr. Aldis Sigurdardottir 
2nd Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Holger Schiele 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________



 
 

 
 

 I 

Abstract 
 
 
The aim of this research is to explore new preferred customer criteria to subsequently rate 

the importance of every criterion in order to develop a maturity model that is able to assess 

buying firms from a supplier perspective based on a score. 

With regard to the research design of this study, new criteria are explored through 

qualitative research by conducting semi-structured interviews with sales managers who are 

selling products that are sold on a regular base to the same existing business-to-business 

customer. These criteria are rated through quantitative research in order to highlight 

differences among them. This type of mixed method is considered as explorative 

sequential design method.  

The findings of the study show that criteria identified through qualitative interviews 

slightly differ from the findings from the theory. Further, the findings from the quantitative 

data collection give a clear indication that criteria differ in terms of their importance.  

In terms of limitations, the small sample size of the qualitative research is addressed. 

Further, the model developed of this study is applicable throughout a wide set of industries 

which limits its application abilities in terms of only one specific industry. 

With regard to practical implication, suppliers and key accounts can profit from this 

research. On the one hand, suppliers are able to systematically evaluate and compare their 

customers in order to decide which customer to assign with preferred customer status. On 

the other hand, buyers are able to see what type of criteria are valued from suppliers in 

order to systematically improve in these points. 
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1. Purchasing as a strategic function: reduced supplier base as an enabler for 

systematic customer evaluation from a supplier perspective 

  

The present global scenario pictures a situation in which the overall number of suppliers is 

reduced and the right supplier selection has become a crucial task for modern purchasing. 

Suppliers are evaluated based on multiple criteria and the selection process has become 

crucial in order to establish an efficient supply chain system.1 As a result, purchasers 

continuously evaluate the performance of their suppliers in order to develop them or to 

ultimately phase them out.2  

Nevertheless, purchasing used to play a passive role within organizations in the past until 

managers and academics started to give more attention to purchasing in the 1980s while 

several changes and purchasing trends occurred later during the 90s. 3  The idea of 

purchasing as a strategic role, started to emerge when professionals linked purchasing 

processes to corporate strategic planning.4 The authors Chen et al. (2002) define the term 

strategic purchasing as the way to plan, evaluate, implement and control routine sourcing 

decisions.5 All purchasing functions and activities are integrated and consistent with the 

long-term objective of the organisation.6  

Shortly after purchasing started to gain recognition as a strategic function, an alternative 

view on buyer-supplier relationships emerged at the end of the 90s. Traditionally, suppliers 

were proactively trying to sell their ideas to buyers whereas the new concept of reverse 

marketing implies that purchasers proactively approach the suppliers to meet supply 

objectives.7 This idea was firstly elaborated by Schiele (2010) who explains that suppliers 

are assigning preferred customer status to buyers enforcing them to proactively work 

towards suppliers in order to receive preferential resource allocation. 8  Obtaining a 

preferred customer status as a buyer can lead to increased performance through better 

innovation, quality and benevolent pricing through the supplier.9 The current literature 

                                                        
1 See C.-T. Chen, Lin, and Huang (2006), p. 289; Ho, Xu, and Dey (2010), p. 16; as well as Spekman (1988), 
p. 76. 
2 See Araz and Ozkarahan (2007), p. 585. 
3 See Ellram and Carr (1994); Trent and Monczka (1998), p. 3. 
4 See Mol (2003), p. 45; as well as Carr and Smeltzer (1999), p. 44.  
5 See I. J. Chen, Paulraj, and Lado (2004), p. 506. 
6 See Pearson and Carr (2002), p. 1033. 
7 See Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 187; as well as Biemans and Brand (1995), p. 30. 
8 See Schiele (2010), p. 2. 
9 See Schiele (2010), p. 5; as well as Ellis, Henke, and Kull (2012), p. 1261. 
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provides tactics and criteria on how to obtain preferred customer treatment.10 However, the 

current literature does provide numerous frameworks for assessing suppliers but it lacks a 

unified framework for assessing buying firms from a supplier perspective. Overall only 

little research in purchasing from a supplier perspective has been conducted, which 

supports the importance of this study. Therefore, this research aims to review current 

antecedents and criteria on how to become a preferred customer in order to empirically 

develop a framework that is able to assess buying firms based on preferred customer 

criteria. As a result, the following research question has been formulated:  

 

Preferred customer antecedents: Through what criteria and with which level of importance 

can suppliers evaluate their customers in order to systematically assign preferred 

customer status? 

 

The outcome of this research includes both, relevant contributions to the existing literature 

and practical implication for managers. Whereas only little amount of models in the field 

of key account assessment, such as the Diamond of Loyalty from Simon Knox (1989) or 

the pyramid of Curry (2002) are present in the literature, this study aims to develop the 

first model that assesses purchasing firms from a supplier perspective based on preferred 

customer criteria.11 Further, the research also identifies different weights per criteria and 

gives suppliers the opportunity to systematically evaluate their and compare customers. 

Suppliers can then decide, based on the score of the evaluation, which buyer they provide 

with preferential resource allocation. The study as well provides implications for 

purchasers. Due to the fact that some criteria are weighted higher than other, buying firms 

can systematically improve in high weighted criteria in order to increase the probability of 

obtaining preferred customer status. 

The research question will be answered by first elaborating the concept of reverse 

marketing in order to reflect existing and relevant models in that field. Then, the idea of 

preferred customer status will be highlighted to propose a framework for assessing buying 

firms based on preferred customer criteria. Conducting in-depth qualitative interviews will 

empirically test the model and possibly enrich the framework with new criteria that have 

not been identified in the literature yet.  

                                                        
10 See Nollet, Rebolledo, and Popel (2012), p. 1190; as well as Pulles, Schiele, Veldman, and Hüttinger 
(2016), p. 134. 
11 See Knox (1998), p. 732. 
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Subsequently, the results from the qualitative data collection will be rated through an 

ordinal scale in order to highlight differences in terms of importance among the 

antecedents. Creswell and Creswell (2017) define this type of mixed-method approach as a 

sequential exploratory design method.12 In this type of research method, qualitative results 

build upon the quantitative data collection in order to be linked in the final part of the 

study.13   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                        
12 See Creswell and Creswell (2017), p. 226. 
13 Hesse-Biber (2010), p. 458. 
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2. The concept of reversed marketing: purchasers proactively approaching suppliers 

to meet supply objectives 

 

2.1 Reversed marketing: theory development and explanation in the context of purchasing 
 
 
The concept of reverse marketing was firstly introduced in 1988 by Leenders and 

Blenkhorn who experienced this type of aggressive purchasing in the US and Japan.14 

According to Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), reverse marketing is described as "(...) a 

reversal of buyer-supplier roles", whereas the purchaser acts proactively in order to 

persuade the supplier to serve the buyer's organization needs.15  

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

   Figure 1: The concept of reversed marketing.16  

 

 

                                                        
14 See Biemans and Brand (1995), p. 30. 
15 Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 187. 
16 Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 187. 
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Hence, the buyer takes the initiative rather than the seller. 17  Previous and traditional 

approaches suggested that suppliers have to take the initiative and approach the buyer.18 

The phenomenon of reversed marketing is as well recognized in the existing literature 

under the term of "proactive procurement" and "market-driven procurement".19 According 

to Ellram (1991), a partnership relationship between counterparties "(...) may occur in 

reverse marketing if it is mutually beneficial for the buyer and the seller to share risks and 

rewards".20 

While Oumlil and Wiliams (1989) consider proactive purchasing as a long-term strategy 

that deserves "(...) consideration on a continuing basis", Blenkhorn & Banting (1991) 

describe the goal of reverse marketing as the satisfaction of both, short term and long-term 

supply objectives.21  

Still, the concept of reverse marketing requires purchasers to adopt a certain marketing 

mentality to manage the relationship.22 While marketing departments have to understand 

consumer behaviour, purchasing departments have to understand the behaviour of their 

suppliers.23 The concept of reverse marketing requires purchasers to build strong ties with 

their vendors and to convince "(...) a reluctant vendor to become a supplier (...)".24 A 

relevant precondition for proactively building relationships with vendors requires 

purchasers to research supplier opportunities and to be able to systematically segment and 

evaluate alternative suppliers. The right use of research data can yield an advantageous 

approach to market identification. 25   Further, purchasers using the concept of reverse 

marketing should be able to think in terms of the whole organization and how purchasing 

decisions can fit in the organizational framework and how decisions can influence and 

impact other organizational departments.26 Accordingly, Peter Banting (1990) describes 

the concept of reverse marketing in his book review as a form of aggressive supply 

strategy. 27  While Blenkhorn & Leenders (1991) identified 11 steps in the reversed 

marketing concept, Biemans & Brand (1995) segmented these processes in four different 

                                                        
17 See Larson and Kulchitsky (1998), p. 75. 
18 See Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 187. 
19 Biemans and Brand (1995), p. 30. 
20 Ellram (1991), p. 3. 
21 Oumlil and Williams (1989), p. 290; as well as Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 188. 
22 See Oumlil and Williams (1989), p. 290. 
23 See Oumlil and Williams (1989), p. 291. 
24 Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 188. 
25 See Oumlil and Williams (1989), p. 291. 
26 See Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 188. 
27 See Banting (1990), p. 129. 
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core stages, representing a more clustered and condensed approach. 28  The first stage, 

dealing with the analysis and purchasing strategy selection (1), includes a market and 

SWOT analysis in order to develop the right purchasing strategy. The first step is followed 

by planning the reversed marketing effort (2). The activities in the second stage include the 

development of a tactical marketing plan and the integration of other departments in the 

process.29 The cross-functional integration of other departments is defined in the literature 

of Blenkhorn & Banting (1991) as the "creative approach".30 The implementation of the 

action plan, which is characterized as the third step, includes practical steps such as the 

contract negotiation with the chosen supplier. Once the supplier has been chosen, the 

fourth step implies to evaluate and control the contracting partner.31  

Overall, the current literature describes the rewards of reverse marketing as many. 

According to Blenkhorn & Banting (1991), the use of reverse marketing can help 

purchasers to save between 5 to 30 per cent of purchasing costs. Since reverse marketing 

supports cross-functional communication, it also enhances the idea of supply function.32  

Biemans & Brand (1995) and Blenkhorn & Banting (1988) make a distinction between 

profile characteristics of a purchaser using traditional marketing and reverse marketing 

approaches. The authors report that traditional purchasers are mainly short term oriented 

and reactive while purchasers with a reverse marketing orientation seem to proactively 

serve long-term supply needs as well. Further, traditional purchasers rely more on routine 

approaches and have an adversarial view towards the supplier. The reverse marketing 

oriented purchaser focuses more on cooperative relationships with the supplier and is able 

to generate more creative approaches.33   

Overall, the concept of reverse marketing is defined and explained in the same way among 

the current literature but no recent publications on this subject were provided. Proactive 

procurement can be seen as an alternative way of allocating resources in order to meet 

short term and long-term supply objectives if purchasers are able to effectively use their 

marketing skills. The concept of reverse marketing emphasizes proactive purchasing 

behaviour and is one of the ingredients of the preferred customer status, which will be 

elaborated in the next chapter. 

                                                        
28 See Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 188; as well as Biemans and Brand (1995), p. 32. 
29 See Biemans and Brand (1995), p. 33. 
30 Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 189. 
31 See Biemans and Brand (1995), p. 189. 
32 See Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 188. 
33 See Biemans and Brand (1995), p. 32; as well as Blenkhorn and Banting (1991), p. 189. 
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2.2 Reviewing existing models on key account assessment and classification 

 

Classifying key accounts based on their loyalty through the model of Knox  

Based on the existing literature, the necessity erased to assess current models that build on 

the concept of reversed marketing. The literature only provides little amount of relevant 

models, which are able to assess purchasers from a supplier perspective.   

The most common model developed by Simon Knox (1998) called the "Diamond of 

loyalty" is one of the few models that assess the purchasing companies from a seller and 

supplier perspective. The theory builds upon the three principles of loyalty management: 

most customers buy on a portfolio basis (1); all customers are not created equal (2); loyalty 

is retention with attitude (3). Based on these principles, Simon Knox (1998) classifies 

existing customers within four different groups. Loyal customers wish to be involved in 

the relationship while habitual buyers usually reorder the same products without making 

differences in their choices. Switching behaviour is encouraged when products become 

out-of-stock and purchasers are forced to look for substitute alternatives.34 The "stream of 

subsequent purchases is lost until the competitor makes a similar mistake".35  

    
         Figure 2: Diamond of Loyalty.36 

 

Both, switchers and variety seekers usually purchase from a wide product portfolio and are 

less profitable for the seller but both purchasing styles have different purchasing 

                                                        
34 See Knox (1998), p. 732. 
35 Knox (1998), p. 733. 
36 See Knox (1998), p. 733. 
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motivations. While variety seekers purchase products for different occasions, switchers 

pay more attention to discounts and price deals.37  

Hence, the model classifies the purchasers into different categories and allows suppliers to 

compare the purchasers based on their different behaviours. Compared to the model this 

study aims to create, the diamond of loyalty is unable to measure the key accounts based 

on specific criteria and it might be problematic to compare purchasers falling in the same 

group.  

 

 

Classifying key accounts based on profitability through the pyramid of Curry  

Next to the model of Simon Knox, the researchers Curry and Curry (2002) have as well 

established a slightly different classification of customers. Curry (2002) classifies its 

customers based on a pyramid whereas customers can be grouped within eight different 

categories. The idea of the model is to help companies to be able to get an overview and 

analyse the profitability of different accounts.38 

   
        Figure 3: The pyramid of Curry and Curry.39 

 

Compared to the model of Simon Knox, the research of Curry (2002) focuses on customer 

profitability rather than customer loyalty. Nevertheless, the model of Curry (2002) as well 

categorizes the customers rather than assigning specific scores. Accordingly, the same 

limitation as in the model of Knox (1998) can be observed since it might be difficult to 

                                                        
37 See Knox (1998), p. 733. 
38 See Curry and Curry (2002), p. 13. 
39 See Curry and Curry (2002), p. 12. 
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compare customers classified in the same category. This underlines the necessity of 

creating a model that is able to systematically evaluate customers based on a score - this 

highlights differences among key accounts even if performance differences are low. 

 

 

Analysing key accounts through absolute/ relative attractiveness by McDonald 

The model of McDonald provides an understanding of the key account development 

process and how key account management can be systematically implemented.40 The main 

difference among the other models is the fact that McDonald does not only consider the 

absolute attractiveness of customers in terms of their profitability, but the relative 

attractiveness as well. The relative attractiveness of a customer is described as the access to 

new potential customers the supplier can possibly have access to.41  

 

 

Account Portfolio Analysis for strategy development by Renato Fiocca 

The account portfolio analysis developed by Renato Fiocca (1982) emerged even before 

the concept of reverse marketing was introduced in the literature. Fiocca's model follows a 

two-step approach by first classifying the strategic importance of every account with "(...) 

the difficulties in managing it" and by measuring the customer attractiveness as well as the 

relationship between seller and buyer.42  

The elements used in the first step try to identify whether the customer can be considered 

as an "important account", which is recognized in the modern literature under the term of 

"preferred customer". 43  Hence, Fiocca (1982) identified a set of factors, which are 

supposed to identify the strategic importance of every account. Consequently, the study 

also developed a set of criteria that is able to assess the difficulty in managing the account. 

Therefore, the seller in the first step evaluates the purchaser on a general level and then 

decides which accounts to analysis in detail in step two of the model.44 

In the second step, the customer is analysed based on its attractiveness and the stage of the 

present buyer-seller relationship in order to be placed in the account portfolio matrix. The 

analysis of the purchasers reveals the account's long-term and short-term potential by 

                                                        
40 See McDonald, Millman, and Rogers (1997), p. 737. 
41 See McDonald et al. (1997), p. 737. 
42 Fiocca (1982), p. 54. 
43 Fiocca (1982), p. 54. 
44 See Fiocca (1982), p. 55. 
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identifying the product positions and the customer attractiveness. Due to the fact that the 

model assesses purchasing firms by classifying them into a portfolio matrix, it is seen as a 

similar model this study aims to develop.45 While Fiocca (1982) focuses on evaluating 

purchasers based on their future potential by classifying them into different categories, the 

model of this study aims to evaluate customer attractiveness criteria as well as supplier 

satisfaction criteria by assigning specific scores to individual accounts. Through this 

measure, the actual performance of purchasers is precisely evaluated rather than the 

accounts potential. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
45 See Fiocca (1982), p. 55. 
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3. Gaining competitive advantage by obtaining preferred customer status 
 

3.1 Definition and origins of the preferred customer: raising dependency of buyers 

on their suppliers  

 

Purchasing has developed towards a strategic function within organizations and supplier 

selection and management has as well gained substantial importance for firms. Nollet et al. 

(2012) mentions that there has been a dynamic shift between buying and selling firms 

according to the raising dependency of buyers on their suppliers.46 Due to the fact that 

buying firms want to ensure to get the most attention from the best suppliers to stay 

competitive, the researcher Schiele (2012) makes use of the term "preferred customer".47 

Especially in 2011, several events such as the flood in Thailand and the Tsunami in Japan 

lead to the disruption of supply chains and to shortcuts in production. Schiele (2012) points 

out that the scarcity of materials during that time resulted in an increasing bargaining 

power of suppliers. Due to the disruption of production processes and the scarcity of 

products, suppliers had to select among their customers.48 This explains why Pulles et al. 

(2016) highlight that some buying firm were provided with better resources than their 

competitors meaning that the resource allocation to buying firms is a selective process 

from a supplier perspective.49 Even though suppliers should be treating their customers 

equally, some buying firms receive better treatment than others, which results in a 

preferred customer status.50 Buying firms who are able to obtain this status, can therefore 

achieve easier competitive advantage through better resource allocation by their 

suppliers.51 Preferential resource allocation through the supplier can be achieved in several 

ways. First, suppliers can dedicate its most qualified personnel to new product 

development. Second, the supplier customizes the product according to the buyer's wishes. 

Third, the supplier offers innovations to the firm as first among other customers. 

Ultimately, suppliers also "(...) ensure privileged treatment when constraints in production 

capacity result in bottlenecks", which can be linked to scarcity of products that has been 

previously addressed.52  

                                                        
46 See Nollet et al. (2012), p. 1186. 
47 Schiele, Calvi, and Gibbert (2012), p. 1179. 
48 See Schiele (2012), p. 44. 
49 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 129. 
50 See B. Vos, Voordijk, Dewulf, and Bemelmans (2015), p. 178. 
51 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 129. 
52 Schiele (2010), p. 6. 
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3.2 Customer attractiveness and supplier satisfaction as preconditions and drivers of 

preferential resource allocation  

 

The current literature identified two main drivers of the preferred customer status. First, 

Pulles et al. (2016) address customer attractiveness as one of the main preconditions of 

obtaining preferential resource allocation.53 Traditionally, the focus was more on supplier 

attraction but the phenomenon of attractiveness has shifted from the supplier to the 

customer in recent years and has been highlighted through the concept of reverse 

marketing already. This can be explained through the increasing responsibilities of 

suppliers and the consolidation of suppliers in business-to-business markets.54  

The researcher Baxter (2012) describes a preferred customer status and higher supplier 

involvement as "(...) the result of greater customer attractiveness", supporting the fact that 

customer attractiveness is a precondition for obtaining preferential resource allocation.55 

According to Pulles et al. (2015), a customer is perceived being attractive to a supplier 

when the supplier expects positive outcomes toward the relationship. These expectations 

are based on the perceived value of the buyer from the supplier perspective.56  

Hüttinger et al. (2012) provide a more detailed description of the term attraction. The 

authors consider customer attraction as the "(...) expected value, perceived trust and 

perceived dependence (...)". 57  Ellegaard et al. (2002) mention that if customer 

attractiveness is present, the supplier will increase his effort in the relationship and 

therefore its commitment will increase as well. 58  These propositions are line with the 

suggestion of Schiele et al (2012) who imply customer attractiveness as the main construct 

leading to the initiation, continuation and development of exchange relationships.59  

Secondly, Pulles et al. (2016) address supplier satisfaction as the second main precondition 

of obtaining preferred customer treatment. The authors define satisfaction as "(...) the 

perceived feeling of equity or fulfilment when the outcomes are actually achieved in the 

relationship". 60  Supplier satisfaction is achieved when the buyer creates a form of 

                                                        
53 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 131. 
54 Schiele, Calvi, et al. (2012), p. 1178. 
55 See Baxter (2012), p. 1250. 
56 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 131. 
57 See Hüttinger, Schiele, and Veldman (2012), p. 1198. 
58 See Ellegaard, Johansen, and Drejer (2003), p. 352. 
59 See Schiele, Veldman, Hüttinger, and Pulles (2012), p. 137. 
60 Pulles et al. (2016), p. 131. 
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fulfilments with regard to the investments of the supplier in the relationship. 61 

Consequently, Nollet et al. (2012) divide supplier satisfaction in two levels: operational 

and strategic. The value creation for supplying firms can therefore be achieved through 

profit, purchase volume on an operational level and innovation, market access on a 

strategic level.62 Schiele et al. (2012) classify customer attractiveness as the first step (1), 

while supplier satisfaction is seen as the second step (2) in order to reach preferential  

resource allocation through preferred customer status (3). This step process is linked to the 

social exchange theory (SET) and explained through the cycle of preferred customer 

ship.63  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Figure 4: the concept of preferred customer ship.64 

 

Due to the fact that attractiveness and satisfaction can be derived from the SET, the 

necessity emerges to explain this concept. According to Pulles et al. (2016), the SET 

includes every tangible and intangible exchange process between parties.65 Schiele et al. 

(2012) add that the Social Exchange Theory aims to investigate in the "(...) social 

processes that govern the relationships between individuals and groups".66  

                                                        
61 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 131. 
62 See Nollet et al. (2012), p. 1189. 
63 Schiele, Calvi, et al. (2012), p. 1179. 
64 See Schiele, Veldman, et al. (2012), p. 142. 
65 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 131. 
66 Schiele, Veldman, et al. (2012), p. 136. 
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The core idea of the SET is represented in the relational interdependence between 

exchange partners that is developed over time in a business-to-business context. According 

to Schiele et al. (2012), the theory builds upon three core elements pointed out in the cycle 

of preferred customer ship. First, expectations (1) relate to the initiation or start of the 

relationship whereas the comparison level (2) is considered as the second core element of 

the cycle.67 In a different study, Schiele and Calvi (2012) explain that the expectations 

define the comparison level that is used as a reference to evaluate the buyer. The 

comparison level (2) is the standard used to measure the performance outcome of the 

relationship leading to supplier satisfaction. At the third stage, the comparison level of 

alternatives (3) decides whether the relationship should be continued and actors are as well 

influenced through the availability of business alternatives. 68  Consequently, social 

outcomes as well as economic outcomes are judged in order to be compared to 

alternatives. 69  Whereas the cycle of preferred customer ship is an on-going process, 

Schiele and Calvi (2012) highlight that preferred customer status has a positive influence 

on customer attractiveness. This implies that relationships where the supplier assigns 

preferred customer status to the buyer, the supplier might be willing to expand and enforce 

the relationship even more.70 Overall, Hüttinger points out that the three constructs of 

customer attractiveness (1), supplier satisfaction (2) and preferred customer status (3) 

explain when supplier's customers are awarded with preferential treatment.71  

 

 

 

3.3 Supplier innovativeness, benevolent pricing and reduced lead times as the main 

benefits of preferential treatment  

 

The advantages of being treated as a preferred customer are numerous. Hüttinger et al. 

(2012) highlight benefits in the fields of innovation, production allocation, risk reduction 

and price benefits.72  

                                                        
67 See Schiele, Veldman, et al. (2012), p. 138. 
68 See Schiele, Veldman, et al. (2012), p. 1180. 
69 See Schiele, Calvi, et al. (2012), p. 140. 
70 See Schiele, Calvi, et al. (2012), p. 141. 
71 See Hüttinger et al. (2012), p. 1194. 
72 See Hüttinger et al. (2012), p. 1204. 
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Schiele and Vos (2015) empirically identified in their research that a preferred customer 

status results in a higher supplier contribution in innovation. This requires close 

collaboration between exchange partners resulting in higher buyer dependency on its 

supplier. The supplier contribution to new product development is influenced to the degree 

the buyer enjoys preferential treatment. 73  Even though the study of Schiele (2012) 

highlights that past research implies that preferred customer status might result in higher 

prices, the research of Hüttinger et al. (2012) points out contrary results by mentioning 

benevolent pricing as a second advantage of preferential treatment. 74  Hüttinger et al. 

(2012) consider the fear of high supplier prices in an established and strategic relationship 

as a constraint for buyers to fully integrate the supplier in its internal processes. 75  

Accordingly, the research of Schiele et al. (2011) empirically tested that the pricing-barrier 

is eliminated when buyers are assigned preferred customer status. 76  Accordingly, 

Christiansen & Maltz (2002) as well as Ellis, Henke and Kull (2012) point out that the 

early supplier integration as a preferred customer leads to early access to new technology 

ultimately leading to better innovation.77 Further, the reduced lead times and the reduced 

inventories are highlighted as a consequence of preferential treatment. Due to close 

working relationships, buyers and sellers are able "(...) to reduce obsolesce and mitigate 

risks" resulting in shorter lead times and more accurate deliveries.78 Additionally, Nagati & 

Rebolledo (2013) add that preferred customer status also enhances the information 

exchange between both parties.79  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
73 See Schiele and Vos (2015). p. 140. 
74 See Schiele (2012), p. 49; as well as Hüttinger et al. (2012), p. 1201. 
75 See Hüttinger et al. (2012), p. 1199. 
76 See Schiele, Veldman, and HÜTtinger (2011), p. 3. 
77 See Christiansen and Maltz (2002), p. 189; as well as Ellis et al. (2012), p. 1261. 
78 Christiansen and Maltz (2002), p. 188. 
79 See Nagati and Rebolledo (2013), p. 181. 
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4. Proposed theoretical framework: preferred customer antecedents as measures to 

evaluate customers 

 

4.1 Literature review on preferred customer antecedents: overlapping factors in the 

literature as groundings for the theoretical framework 

 

The current literature provides several studies that directly and indirectly research 

antecedents or enablers of customer attractiveness, supplier satisfaction and preferred 

customer status. Still, most studies differ in their research approaches. Some papers have 

defined antecedents of customer attractiveness only by dividing the criteria in different 

categories. 80  On the other hand, few studies focus on the antecedents of supplier 

satisfaction while some studies try to identify relevant enablers of the preferred customer 

status as a whole.81 In order to be added to the theoretical framework provided in table 4, 

each antecedent requires the support of at least two sources from the literature. With 

reference to the research of Wolcott (2002), an extensive literature review will be 

conducted to make sure that the role of theory will not be underplayed.82 

First, the antecedent that was found in most articles relates to the growth opportunity, 

which is defined as "(...) the suppliers ability to grow together with the buying firm and 

generate new potential business". 83  This antecedent can be found in the research of 

Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) and as well in the study of Schröer et al. (2014) that points 

out mutual growth in the relationship.84 This suggestion is supported by La Rocca et al. 

(2012) who identify growth potential as a crucial factor for making the customer more 

attractive to suppliers.85 Further, Kumar & Routroy (2016) consider the "Manufacturer’s 

assurance in providing future business opportunities to the supplier" as a preferred 

customer enabler as well.86 Overall, growth opportunity from a supplier perspective seems 

to be recognized as an attractive factor among the studied literature for enforcing and 

enabling buyer-supplier relationships. 

Accordingly, three studies highlight the importance of the industry the buyer is operating 

in. Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) consider the future of the industry of the buyer as a 
                                                        
80 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135; as well as La Rocca, Caruana, and Snehota (2012), p. 1245. 
81 See Essig and Amann (2009), p. 109; as well as C.V and Routroy (2016), p. 1179. 
82 See Wolcott (2002), p. 99. 
83 Schröer, Hüttinger, and Schiele (2014), p. 703. 
84 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135; as well as Schröer et al. (2014), p. 703. 
85 See La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
86 C.V and Routroy (2016), p. 1179. 
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relevant antecedent.87 The same criterion is enforced by Pulles et al. (2015) who define the 

buyer’s presence in growth markets as an important antecedent as well.88 Older studies, 

such as the research of Fiocca (1982), also pointed out the growth rate of the customer's 

industry as a source for increasing customer attractiveness. 89  With reference to the 

literature, the future of the customer's industry affects the decision making of suppliers in 

terms of preferential treatment. 

With regard to opportunities that could emerge from new supplier buyer relationships, the 

study of Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) and the study of La Rocca et al. (2012) highlight 

the possible access to new people or partners that can emerge through an existing 

relationship with a buyer. Whereas Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) defined the access to 

new partners as a driver of customer attractiveness, the same suggestion is supported by La 

Rocca et al. (2012) who consider the buyer as a useful bridge to new people, other 

companies and institutions. 90  Hence, the antecedent suggests that suppliers are being 

attracted to buyers who are able to provide access to new possible business partners. 

The fourth antecedent that was found to be overlapping in the majority of the sources 

relates to the innovativeness of the customer. Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) define the 

capability to innovate as a crucial driver for buyer attractiveness.91 La Rocca et al. (2012) 

underline this proposition by stating that outcomes of interactive relationship result in 

innovation. Therefore, the authors consider innovativeness of the customer as a source of 

customer attractiveness.92 Accordingly, Pulles et al. (2015) also mention the customer's 

ability to innovate as an antecedent but the authors categorize the criteria under the 

phenomenon of supplier satisfaction.93 While Vos et al. (2016) as well consider innovation 

capability as a source of supplier satisfaction, Kumar & Routroy (2016) mention the 

"responsiveness achieved in transferring returns on supplier innovation" as a preferred 

customer enabler as a whole. 94  The antecedent of innovation capability is a studied 

criterion in the current literature but it is unclear whether it is a source of customer 

attractiveness or supplier satisfaction. 

                                                        
87 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135. 
88 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 134. 
89 See Fiocca (1982), p. 57. 
90 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135; as well as La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
91 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135. 
92 See La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
93 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 134. 
94 See F. G. S. Vos, Schiele, and Hüttinger (2016), p. 4618; as well as C.V and Routroy (2016), p. 1179. 
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Next to the four previously mentioned antecedents, the forecasts accuracy of buying firms 

was found to be a studied antecedent among the literature as well. Tanskanen & Aminoff 

(2015) highlight in their study that good forecasts strongly impact the attractiveness of the 

buyer.95 This idea is supported by La Rocca et al. (2012) who recognize forecasting under 

the following definition: "Customer makes it possible to allow for planning orders", which 

corresponds to a similar definition of the term forecasting.96  Additionally, Ramsay & 

Wagner (2009) add that reliable and precise forecast of future demand can lead to 

preferred customer status.97 Therefore, with reference to the literature, buyers should be 

able to provide accurate forecasts in order to receive better or preferential resource 

allocation. 

Regarding the sales volume of suppliers, the studies of La Rocca et al. (2012) and Pulles et 

al. (2016) clarify the necessity to consider the antecedent of purchasing volume. While the 

first authors underline the guarantee of large volume purchases as a mechanism for 

increasing customer attractiveness, the research of Pulles et al. (2015) points out that 

customers accounting for a large share in turnover of the suppliers can reach higher 

supplier satisfaction.98 The importance of the mentioned criterion is as well supported in 

the research of Kumar & Routroy (2016) who define the ordered quantity and frequency of 

customers as a preferred customer enabler.99 Also Ramsay & Wagner (2009) consider the 

sales volume from a supplier perspective as a relevant source of supplier value.100 Overall, 

the literature suggests buyers to account for a large share in supplier turnover if customers 

wish to obtain preferential treatment.  

In terms of revenue elements, the literature does not only address the importance of the 

purchase volume; it highlights the price margins generated by each customer as well. The 

relevance of margins is elaborated in the research of La Rocca et al. (2012) who suggest 

that attractiveness of the customer increases if the customer accounts for higher margins.101 

This opinion is supported by Pulles et al. (2016) who consider the customer's high prices as 

a relevant factor as well.102 Further, Ramsay & Wagner (2009) mention the antecedent of 

"Revenue elements", explaining that buying firms who require huge discounts are being 

                                                        
95 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135. 
96 La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
97 See Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 131. 
98 See La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245; as well as Pulles et al. (2016), p. 135 
99 See C.V and Routroy (2016), p. 1179. 
100 See Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 130. 
101 See La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
102 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 135. 
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considered less attractive. 103 Additionally, Fiocca (1982) highlights the customer's 

contribution margin as a source of customer attractiveness.104 Overall, the sales margin the 

supplier is able to achieve through a certain customer is recognized as a relevant 

antecedent in the literature. Nevertheless, it is unclear whether it is a source of customer 

attractiveness or supplier satisfaction. 

Next to sales margins, the literature addresses the importance that buyers should accept to 

share the risks with their suppliers. According to Ramsay & Wagner (2009), customers 

who are willing to share risks with their supplier, show that new developed products or 

innovation are perceived being attractive by the buyer.105 The idea of risk sharing is as well 

supported by Kumar & Routroy (2016) who define a risk sharing mechanism as an overall 

preferred customer enabler. 106  Also Pulles et al. (2015) address risk sharing in their 

research. Compared to the two previous studies, the researchers address a slightly different 

criterion that relates to the compensation from the buyer to the supplier for taking the risks. 

With reference to the literature, the necessity emerges to point out risk sharing from a 

supplier perspective as important criteria for attaining preferred customer status. Even 

though Pulles et al. (2015) address risk compensation as an antecedent, it can also be 

described as a form of risk sharing.107 

Further, it was found in different studies that the payment process could as well influence 

preferential treatment from suppliers. On the one hand, Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) have 

defined fast and reliable payments of buyers as a source of customer attractiveness.108 On 

the other hand, Kumar & Routroy (2016) highlight the prompt payments of outstanding 

bills as an enabler of preferred customer status as a whole.109 The antecedent is as well 

supported by the research of Essig & Amann (2009) who identified the payment habit of 

the buyer as a relevant source of supplier satisfaction.110 Similar to other antecedents and 

based on dissimilarities in the literature, it is unclear whether fast and reliable payments 

should be classified as a source of customer attractiveness or supplier satisfaction. 

Further, the operative excellence of buyers seems to have a significant importance in the 

eyes of suppliers. Next to the research of Schrör et al. (2014), Vos et al. (2016) identified 

                                                        
103 See Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 134. 
104 See Fiocca (1982), p. 57. 
105 See Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 131. 
106 See C.V and Routroy (2016), p. 1179. 
107 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 134. 
108 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135. 
109 See C.V and Routroy (2016), p. 1179. 
110 See Essig and Amann (2009), p. 109. 
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the operative excellence of buyers as a relevant antecedent.111 Still, both sources show 

dissimilarities with regard to the classification of the criterion and it is unclear whether 

operative excellence is a source of customer attractiveness or supplier satisfaction. 

Apart from performance-based criteria, the current literature provides several antecedents 

that are based on the behaviour and the relation with the buying firm. These few criteria 

are recognized under different terms such as behaviour-based attractiveness, relational 

behaviour, relational fit or overall trading relations. 112  Schrör et al. (2014) define 

"relational behaviour" as the behaviour of the buyer towards the supplier regarding the 

relational focus of exchange by capturing the facets of exchange behaviour. 113  With 

reference to Vos et al. (2016), relational behaviour consists of openness, reciprocity, the 

buyer's reliability & support and as well the involvement of the buyer in the processes of 

the supplier.114  

The most frequently used relational criterion among the studied literature refers to the trust 

between buyer and supplier and the trustworthiness of the buyer. The study of Pulles et al. 

(2015), classify trustworthiness under customer attractiveness and trust as a source of 

supplier satisfaction.115 Vos et al. (2016) enforce the proposition of Pulles et al. (2016) by 

classifying trust as a source of supplier satisfaction as well.116 In contrast, Tanskanen & 

Aminoff (2015) surprisingly consider trust as being part of customer attractiveness and 

trustworthiness is defined by Ramsay & Wagner (2009) as a preferred customer enabler as 

a whole.117 Hence, the review of the literature shows that trust and trustworthiness are two 

different criteria that are perceived differently among studies  - one needs to be classified 

as a source of supplier satisfaction while trustworthiness is considered as being an 

antecedent for customer attractiveness. Based on the notion that the theoretical framework 

aims to assess buying firms in an established relationship, trustworthiness, which is the  

step before establishing trust, will be excluded from the framework to simplify 

dissimilarities that emerged from the literature. Due to the fact that trustworthiness of the 

buyer needs to be present at least to a small degree before or at the moment both parties 

enter in a relationship, the assessment of trustworthiness has become obsolete in this case. 

                                                        
111 See Schröer et al. (2014), p. 703; as well as F. G. S. Vos et al. (2016), p. 4618. 
112 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135; Schröer et al. (2014), p. 703; La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245; 
as well as Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 130. 
113 Schröer et al. (2014), p. 703. 
114 See F. G. S. Vos et al. (2016), p. 4619. 
115 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 134. 
116 See F. G. S. Vos et al. (2016), p. 4619. 
117 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135; as well as Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 130. 
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Instead, only trust will be used to assess the existing relationship between both parties and 

is as well considered being a mechanism to measure supplier satisfaction. 

Next to trust, several studies mention the information exchange, cooperation and 

communication, as a crucial antecedent in order to obtain preferential resource allocation. 

Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) define interactive communication as being part of personal 

relational antecedents. 118  The authors describe good communication as "open, honest, 

regular, and present at all organizational levels (...)" and classify the criterion under 

behaviour-based attractiveness.119 Accordingly, La Rocca at al. (2012) mention a very 

similar antecedent next to communication. The authors define the intensity of cooperation 

as a crucial criterion for measuring customer attractiveness.120 The same antecedent is 

observed in the research of Pulles et al. (2015) who point out a different but similar term 

by identifying open and quick information sharing as a source of customer 

attractiveness.121  Only the research Essig & Amann (2009) provides exactly the same 

criterion as in the study of Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015). Here, communication is 

determined as efficient interactions between buyer and supplier. In contrast to the research 

of Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015), Essig & Amann (2009) classify the antecedent of 

communication as being part of supplier satisfaction.122  Not least, Ramsay & Wagner 

(2009) mention free & timely information flow as trading relation criteria, which can be 

defined as the preference of the suppliers to receive "necessary information in a timely 

manner". 123  This criterion can as well be classified as efficient interaction between 

exchange partners and therefore falls in the antecedent category of communication. 

Compared to other previous studies, Ramsay & Wagner (2009) highlight free & timely 

information flow as a source of supplier value rather than customer attractiveness.124 Even 

though the information exchange between buyer and supplier is recognized under different 

terms, the core messages relate to communication and can therefore be grouped together. 

Nevertheless, it is unclear whether information exchange between partners should be part 

of customer attractiveness or supplier satisfaction since the literature provides 

contradicting information. 

                                                        
118 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135. 
119 Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 136. 
120 See La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
121 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 134. 
122 See Essig and Amann (2009), p. 109. 
123 Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 134. 
124 See Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 130. 
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The third relational antecedent that was found to be overlapping among studies is the 

reliability of the buyer. According to Schröer et al. (2014), reliability is defined "(...) as the 

supplier's perception that the buying firms acts in a consistent as well as reliable manner 

and fulfils its agreements".125 This antecedent was found by La Rocca et al. (2012) to be 

part of customer attractiveness while Vos et al. (2016) define reliability as a source of 

supplier satisfaction.126 The study of Vos et al. (2016) empirically highlights that reliability 

was found to have a direct influence on the relational behaviour.127 Further, Schröer et al. 

(2014) as well consider reliability as a relevant criterion and point out that reliability has an 

influence on all three: customer attractiveness, supplier satisfaction and preferred customer 

status.128  Overall, the classification of buyer reliability is perceived differently among 

existing studies but has to be considered as a relevant antecedent for preferential resource 

allocation. 

 

 

4.2 The unclear distinction between customer attractiveness and supplier satisfaction 

as the main theoretical finding 

 

Based on previous literature of Schiele (2012), who divided the preferred customer status 

in three different steps, a consecutive and logic step would be to classify the gathered 

criteria from the literature within these three phases in order to create the theoretical 

model.129 Nevertheless, Pulles et al. (2016) mention that there is insufficient distinction 

between customer attractiveness and supplier satisfaction, which is as well reflected in the 

findings of the literature.130 Aminoff and Tanskanen (2013) have operationalized customer 

attractiveness in the following dimensions: expected value, dependence and trust.131 While 

expected value refers to the future possible outcome of a relationship, trust and dependence 

are more related to the existing relationship and therefore do not fit in the construct of 

customer attractiveness.132 The unclear distinction between customer attractiveness and 

supplier satisfaction is reflected in the literature as well. Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) 

                                                        
125 Schröer et al. (2014), p. 703. 
126 See La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245; as well as F. G. S. Vos et al. (2016), p. 4619. 
127 See F. G. S. Vos et al. (2016), p. 4620. 
128 See Schröer et al. (2014), p. 710. 
129 See Schiele, Calvi, et al. (2012), p. 1180. 
130 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 132. 
131 See Aminoff and Tanskanen (2013), p. 166. 
132 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 132. 
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define trust as being part of customer attractiveness while Vos et al. (2016) categorize trust 

as being part of supplier satisfaction.133 The same phenomenon is observed in the research 

of Schröer et al. (2014) who classify the antecedent of operational excellence under 

customer attractiveness. 134  On the other hand, Vos et al. (2016) describe operational 

excellence as part of supplier satisfaction and the unclear distinction of both constructs is 

as well observed in several other classified criteria.135 Accordingly, the outcome of this 

study aims to evaluate buying firms that have already established an existing relationship 

with their supplier meaning that customer attraction is already a fulfilled precondition 

when applying the outcome of this study. Therefore, overlapping criteria among the 

literature will be grouped afterwards into new corresponding categories since the literature 

shows dissimilarities in the criteria classification of supplier satisfaction and customer 

attractiveness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
133 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135; as well as F. G. S. Vos et al. (2016), p. 4619. 
134 See Schröer et al. (2014), p. 703. 
135 See F. G. S. Vos et al. (2016), p. 4619. 
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4.3 Overview final theoretical framework: grouping antecedents into four categories 

Table 1 - Literature review on preferred customer antecedents

Category Antecedent Definition Source

Economic factors Growth opportunity

Forecast accuracy

Purchase volume The value of purchases over a period of time

Sales margin

Fast & reliable payments

Resource factors Risk sharing

Innovativeness

Operative excellence

Market factors Future of the industry

Access to new partners

Relational factors Trust Belief in the reliability, truth or ability of the buyer

Communication

Reliability

The suppliers ability to grow together with the buying 
firm and generate new potential business

Schröer et al., (2014); Kumar & 
Routroy, (2016); La Rocca et al. 
(2012); Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015)

Kumar & Routroy (2016); La Rocca et 
al. (2012); Tanskanen & Aminoff 
(2015); Ramsay & Wagner (2009)

The difference in percentge between the forecast 
made and the according actuals

Kumar & Routroy (2016); La Rocca et 
al. (2012); Pulles et al.(2015); Ramsay 
& Wagner (2009)

the supplier's perception that the buying firms acts in 
a consistent as well as reliable manner and fulfils its 
agreements

Schröer et al. (2014); La Rocca et al. 
(2012); Vos et al. (2016)

Essig & Amann (2009); Kumar & 
Routroy (2016); Tanskanen & Amnioff 
(2015)

Kumar & Routroy (2016); Pulles et al. 
(2016), Ramsay & Wagner (2009)

Fiocca (1989); Pulles et al. (2016); 
Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015)

La Rocca et al. (2012); Tanskanen & 
Aminoff (2015)

Kumar & Routroy (2016); La Rocca et 
al. (2012); Pulles et al. (2015); 
Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015), Vos et 
al. (2016)

Schröer et al. (2014); Vos et al. (2016)

Pulles et al. (2015); Tanskanen & 
Amnioff (2015); Vos et al. (2016)

Essig & Amann (2009); La Rocca et al. 
(2012); Pulles et al. (2015); Ramsay & 
Wagner (2009); Tanskanen & Aminoff 
(2015)

Fiocca (1989); La Rocca et al. (2012); 
Pulles et al. (2015); Ramsay & Wagner 
(2009)

The sales margin is a companies total revenueminus 
costs of goods sold, divided by total sales volume, 
expressed as   a percentage

The practice of distributing the risk equally between 
buyer and supplier

The imparting or exchanging of information by 
speaking, writing, or using of other medium with the 

The expected growth or decline rate of the customer's 
industry

The possibility to get in touch through the buyer with 
potential new business partners

The extent to which the buyer is able to fulfill the 
payment expectations of the supplier

The ability of the buyer to contribute to the 
innovativeness of the supplier

The execution of the buyer's business stratgey more 
consistently and reliably than the competition

A similar approach as in the research of Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) was used in order to 

assign the antecedents to corresponding categories.136 An overview of the outcome of the 

literature review is provided in table 1. 

                                                        
136 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 135. 
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5. Research methodology: sequential exploratory design as a mixed-method approach 

for testing and quantifying the proposed framework   

 

This study aims to conduct a mixed method approach in order to combine qualitative and 

quantitative research. The sequential exploratory design method highlighted by Creswell 

and Creswell (2017) aims to first collect data through qualitative research in order to 

subsequently develop a survey for the quantitative analysis.137 The idea of this research 

method is to see whether the data collected from the interviews can be generalized to a 

larger sample of the population.138 Nevertheless, the majority of the work of this research 

lies more on the qualitative part of the study. Overall, in a sequential explorative design 

method, the research starts with a qualitative data collection phase, which is followed by a 

quantitative data collection phase in order to link the data of both methods in the final 

phase of the research.139  

 

 
   Figure 5: sequential exploratory design method.140  

 

Therefore, this study starts with conducting semi-structured interviews with supplying 

firms in the business-to-business sector to explore new and unidentified preferred customer 

antecedents. Due to the fact that the literature does provide only very limited research in 

the evaluation of buying firms, this research is seen as an explorative study and does not 

focus on specific industries. The focus lies more on the products of suppliers - therefore 

only participants who are selling goods that are sold regularly (from on order a day up to 

one order a year) to the same existing key accounts have been selected for the interviews. 

Consequently, existing sales managers or managers with significant working experience in 

                                                        
137 See Creswell and Creswell (2017), p. 226. 
138 Doyle, Brady, and Byrne (2009), p. 627. 
139 See A. Berman (2017), p. 1. 
140 See Hesse-Biber (2010), p. 422. 
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sales in the past of supplying firms have been interviewed. Whereas the first part of the 

research aims to discover new criteria that have not been identified by the literature yet, the 

quantitative research builds upon the results from the interviews in order to discuss the 

importance of every individual criterion. The quantitative part of the study aims to provide 

a better understanding of which antecedent is seen as more relevant among various 

industries. The quantitative data has been collected through an ordinal scale whereas 

participants had to rate the criteria from the theoretical framework. Further, the sample 

used for conducting the interviews was way too small to quantify the data in the second 

part of the research. Therefore, two different samples from the same population have been 

drawn while ensuring that individuals for both samples are different. In the final step of the 

research, the results of both qualitative and quantitative data collection set the groundings 

for the maturity model development. 

Overall, the idea of this mixed method approach is to first explore and find new 

unidentified preferred customer criteria that play a role in buyer-supplier relationships and 

to secondly rate the importance of the explored and predefined preferred customer criteria 

from the literature. Therefore, the findings of the quantitative study build upon the results 

of the qualitative interviews. According to Drisko (2005), it is crucial to apply the selected 

methodology appropriately and fully.141 Therefore, this chapter covers all relevant steps in 

detail to understand the method application. 

 

 

 

5.1 Qualitative data collection: testing the model through semi-structured interviews 

 

5.1.1 The perspective of 10 sales professionals on relevant antecedents in different 

industries  

 

In order to be able to explore new criteria, the necessity emerged to conduct qualitative 

interviews with the participants. To be able to collect the data required, semi-structured 

interviews with the participants have been conducted. According to Alsaawi (2014), semi-

structured interviews allow controlling the direction of the interview while asking 

predefined open-ended questions in order to receive a wide range of responses for every 

                                                        
141 See Drisko (2005), p. 590. 
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question. This qualitative collection method allows the researcher some flexibility while 

being able to question specific topics in detail or deviating from the interview guide to a 

certain degree.142 With reference to the research of Creswell and Creswell (2017) who 

explain the research approach in explorative sequential design methods, the qualitative 

research sets the groundwork for quantifying the data later. Therefore, the qualitative 

research has to be conducted and evaluated before the quantitative analysis.143 

Before starting with the interviews, an interview guide has been developed. The questions 

were raised from the theoretical framework that has been created in the fourth chapter of 

this research. The interview starts with broad questions and ends with category specific 

questions (economic, market, resource, personal factors) that emerged from the theoretical 

framework. In high-quality researches, interview guides are usually pre-tested before the 

official data collection.144 With reference to the research of Dikko (2016), conducting a 

pilot study before the interviews can bear several advantages. A pilot study points out 

difficult questions in order to discard them and it identifies whether the questions can "(...) 

elicit an adequate response".145 Further, a pilot study also makes sure that the questions 

incorporated into the interview guide are able to measure all concepts. Additionally, it 

helps the researcher to practice interview techniques as well.146 Hence, a pilot study was 

conducted with two participants from the same population leading to a slight adjustment of 

the interview protocol by adding a probing question. 

Malterud et al. (2016) point out that the sample size for conducting interviews should be " 

(...) sufficiently large and varied to elucidate the aim of the study".147 Due to the fact that 

there is no general guideline on the sample size, the assumption was made that 10 

individuals represent a sufficient sample size.  The individuals are sales managers or 

professionals who have a working experience in sales of at least 3 years. The participants 

have to work for organisations that sell products that are purchased on a regular basis in 

the business-to-business sector. Therefore, sales managers who are selling long-term 

investments with a product lifetime of 5-10 years have been excluded from this research. 

Due to the fact that this research is explorative and almost no research has been conducted 

in the systematic evaluation of buying firms yet, the sample chosen aims to target different 

                                                        
142 See Alsaawi (2014), p. 151. 
143 See Creswell and Creswell (2017), p. 226. 
144 See Burke and Miller (2001), p. 3. 
145 Dikko (2016), p. 522. 
146 See Dikko (2016), p. 522. 
147 Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora (2015), p. 1753. 
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types of industries. Some interviews were conducted via phone since few sales experts 

were located in different countries. While some criticism toward telephone interviews in 

the literature is provided, the study of Millward and Cachia (2011) argues that telephone 

interviews can as well be considered as an appropriate data collection method.148 

 

 

5.1.2 Data analysis: identifying new and existing antecedents through inductive and 

deductive coding  

 

Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2008) consider the data analysis as the most demanding aspect 

when it comes to qualitative research. In order to be able to systematically evaluate the 

data gathered, categorizing or coding the data is seen as an appropriate approach.149 The 

researcher Basit (2003) defines coding as "(...) noticing relevant phenomena; collecting 

examples of those phenomena; and analysing those phenomena in order to find 

commonalities, differences, patterns and structures". 150  According to the approach of 

Burnard (1991), the interviews will be transcribed first.151 This requires the recording of all 

interviews whereas all participants agreed on recording the interview process. Further a 

pre-coding approach as well as regular coding approach has been used to analyse the data. 

Rather than creating the codes hand-in-hand with the analysis only, this etic research 

brings to the "(...) research setting a priori construction" that emerged through the 

theoretical framework.152 The codes and categories have been created based on the criteria 

identified in the literature. Therefore, responses can be scored immediately in order to see 

to what extend responses deviate from the theoretical findings.153  With reference to the 

research of Gough & Scott (2000), unexpected criteria responses have been coded during 

the analysis. 154  These unexpected and coded responses were categorized under the 

category of "other" in order to see after whether the response belongs to a totally new 

category that has not been considered by the literature yet or if it can be grouped into one 

of the predefined categories. 

 
                                                        
148 See Millward and Cachia (2011), p. 268. 
149 See Leech and J. Onwuegbuzie (2008), p. 587 
150 Basit (2003), p. 144. 
151 See Burnard (1991), p. 462. 
152 Gough and Scott (2000), p. 340. 
153 See Gough and Scott (2000), p. 340. 
154 See Gough and Scott (2000), p. 340. 
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Accordingly, the following coding scheme emerged before the interviews: 

 

Subcategory 1: Economic factors 

 CODE: Growth opportunity 

 CODE: Forecast accuracy 

 CODE: Purchase volume 

 CODE: Sales margin 

 CODE: Fast & reliable payments 

Subcategory 2: Resource factors 

 CODE: Risk sharing 

 CODE: Innovativeness  

 CODE: Operative excellence 

Subcategory 3: Market factors 

 CODE: Future of the industry 

 CODE: Access to new partners 

Subcategory 4: Relational factors 

 CODE: Trust 

 CODE: Communication 

 CODE: Reliability 

Subcategory 5: Other factors 

 CODE: these codes will emerge during the data analysis 

 

 

An overview of the sample is provided in table 3 in order to show the details of the 

interviewees. The qualitative research has been conducted throughout 8 different industries 

and 8 different companies who differ in their competencies and size. 
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Table 2 - Qualitative sample overview 

Interviewee Date 
Duration in 

min. 
Industry Product 

Firm size in 
empl. 

1. 08.02.19 17:08 Gastro Catering 
equipment 

400 

2. 09.02.19 21:55 Defence & areo Bareboards 65.000 

3. 12.02.19 17:36 Conglomerate Stickers 90.000 

4. 15.02.19 17:41 Automotive Chassis 30.000 

5. 18.02.19 24:36 Oil Mineral oils 35 

6. 20.02.19 17:05 Electronics Connectors 3.000 

7. 22.02.19 15:24 Food Biscuits 500 

8. 22.02.19 22:42 Food 
Biscuits 
granules 500 

9. 22.02.19 13:25 Food 
Biscuit 

granules 500 

10. 26.02.19 14:56 Security Lockers & 
helmets 

3.500 

 

Table 3 presents how many participants support the criteria from the theoretical construct 

and the criteria that emerged through the interviews. On the left side of the table, the 

support of existing antecedents after the interviews are shown. The right side of the table 

presents the factors that emerged while evaluating the interviews. This table presents the 

first and preliminary findings, since several criteria with different names can be grouped 

together. Some criteria did also not receive enough support from both theory and practical 

findings and were not being considered for further testing. A more detailed version of the 

table below can be found in the appendix III.  

 

Table 3 - Qualitative data analysis 

 Existing antecedents New antecedents 

Category Code Stickers Code Stickers 

Economic factors Growth 
opportunity 5 

Price 
competitiveness 3 

Forecast accuracy 2 
Level of 
sophistication 3 

Purchase volume 7 
 Sales margin 8 

Fast & reliable 5 
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payments 
Resource factors Risk sharing 1 Quality 1 

Innovativeness 8 Expertise 3 
Operative 
excellence 0 Brand awareness 1 

Market factors Future of the 
industry 

6 
Market information 
sharing 

2 

Access to new 
partners 

3 Market entry 
barriers 

1 

 
Market 
sustainability 1 

Relational factors Trust 3 Loyalty 4 

Communication 8 Relationship 
duration 

5 

Reliability 1 Cultural fit 1 

 

Honesty 2 
Mutual respect 3 
Openness 3 

Flexibility 1 

 

Starting with the deductive codes that were pre-coded based on the theoretical framework, 

each code could be found at least once among the 10 participants in the interviews except 

the criteria of operative excellence. One participant supported risk sharing and reliability 

only. According to the results, all criteria from the theoretical model have been tested 

further in the quantitative analysis, except the phenomenon of operative excellence, which 

did not receive any support from the practical findings. In order to be quantified, each 

antecedent requires both: support at least from one scientific source and support from at 

least one interview participant. 

The new antecedents or inductive codes that emerged while evaluating the interviews 

provide broader possibilities for interpretation. Whereas three different participants 

considered the price-competitiveness of their customer as an inconvenience, this criterion 

measures the same as the sales margin in the opposite way. If price-competitiveness of the 

customer is higher, the sales margin becomes lower and the other way around. Therefore, 

this criterion will be excluded for the quantitative test since it is already measured through 

the sales margin criterion. 

Additionally, the level of sophistication - the customer's extent of being demanding - was 

found being a relevant antecedent after the interviews as well. Due to the fact that there 

was not enough evidence from the literature to consider this criterion, it was not added to 
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the theoretical framework before the interviews since the criteria of "customer is 

demanding through product complexity", was only mentioned in the research of La Rocca 

et al. (2012).155 Due to the fact that three participants highlighted that factor, the necessity 

emerged to quantify that criterion as well. 

Next, two participants considered the customer's sharing of market information as an 

important factor, too. This criterion was further tested as well since "providing relevant 

information" was mentioned by one source in the research of La Rocca et al. (2012).156 

The criteria of market entry barriers on the other hand was not considered as relevant, 

since it was mentioned once among the 10 participants and no supporting sources for this 

antecedent were found in the literature.  One participant mentioned the criterion of market 

sustainability and no supporting literature for this factor was found. Nevertheless, due to 

the fact that the sustainability of firms is gaining more importance in recent years, the 

necessity emerged to test this relatively modern factor.157  

The brand awareness, which was as well highlighted by one participant only, is supported 

in the literature by Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) under the name of "brand and reputation" 

and was therefore considered for further testing.158 

The new criteria found in the category of resource & capabilities have been coded under 

the name of quality and expertise. One respondent, who describes quality as an important  

factor, highlights that quality has become a prerequisite for doing business nowadays. 

Accordingly, no supporting literature was found for that criterion which underlines the idea 

to not further test that factor. 

Next to the factor of quality, the criterion of expertise was highlighted by two participants 

and was found in the research of La Rocca et al. (2012) under the name "knowledge to 

answer questions", providing enough evidence to test the criteria in the quantitative 

analysis of this research.159 

When it comes to new coded criteria in the relational category, few codes with the same 

meaning and definition can be grouped together. Whereas loyalty and the relationship 

duration were found being important by 4 and 5 respondents respectively, both criterion 

measure the same thing. The longer a relationship lasts the more loyal the customer is and 

the other way around. Therefore, the relationship duration has not been further tested; 

                                                        
155 See La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
156 See La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
157 See Sutriadi (2018), p. 2. 
158 Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 136. 
159 La Rocca et al. (2012), p. 1245. 
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instead the loyalty of the customer was quantified after. Accordingly, the research of 

Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) underlines the importance of loyalty since the researchers 

mention the "long common history" in buyer-supplier relationship as an important 

factor.160  

The antecedent of cultural fit and flexibility were mentioned by one participant 

respectively. While flexibility was not considered for further testing, the criterion of 

cultural fit was tested since it was found to be relevant in the research of Pulles et al. 

(2016).161 While honesty was underlined by two participants and supported in the research 

of Ramsay & Wagner (2009), the urgency emerged to test that factor in the quantitative 

analysis.162 Nevertheless, the researchers Svensson (2001) operationalized the construct of 

trust into five different dimensions: honesty, reliability, competence, customer competence 

and friendliness.163 Therefore, the factor of reliability and honesty was grouped and tested 

under the criterion of trust. 

Further, the openness of the customer was defined as an important criterion among three 

participants. The importance of that antecedent is as well supported by Ramsay & Wagner 

(2009) who consider the "receptiveness to supplier ideas" from the customer perspective as 

a relevant factor. Hence, the openness of the customer for new ideas or trying new things 

was as well used for further testing. 

Accordingly, mutual respect was found being relevant among three participants as well. 

The participants highlighted that the best supplier-buyer relations occur when both parties 

are on the same hierarchical level and mutually respect each other for what they have 

achieved so far. Tanskanen & Aminoff  (2009) as well highlight respect as an important 

criterion in relationships supporting the idea to further test mutual respect in the model.164 

 

5.1.3 Adjusted theoretical framework after qualitative data collection: new und relevant 

antecedents added and omitted 

 

The model in table 4 presents the adjusted priori construct after the interview results

 

                                                        
160 Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 136. 
161 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 134. 
162 See Ramsay and Wagner (2009), p. 134. 
163 See G. Svensson (2001), p. 651. 
164 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p. 136. 
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Table 4 - Adjusted theorethical framework

Category Antecedent Definition

Economic factors Growth opportunity

Forecast accuracy

Purchase volume The value of purchases over a period of time

Sales margin

Fast & reliable payments

The suppliers ability to grow together with the buying firm and 
generate new potential business

The difference in percentge between the forecast made and the 
according actuals

The extent to which the buyer is able to fulfill the payment 
expectations of the supplier

The sales margin is a companies total revenueminus costs of goods 
sold, divided by total sales volume, expressed as a percentage

Level of sophistication The customer's extent of being demanding

Resource factors Risk sharing The practice of distributing the risk equally between buyer and 
supplier

Innovativeness

Brand awareness

Expertise

Market factors Future of the industry

Access to new partners

Market information sharing

Relational factors Trust Belief in the reliability, truth or ability of the buyer

Communication

Loyalty

Mutual respect

Openness

The ability of the buyer to contribute to the innovativeness of the 
supplier

The reputation and awareness of the customer's brand

Deep knowledge of product and industry of the buyer

The customer is receiptive to new supplier ideas

The imparting or exchanging of information by speaking, writing, 
or using of other medium with the buyer

The level or extent to which both parties resepct each other for 
what they have done or achieved

Sharing market and consumer trends with the supplier

The customer acts in a loyal way and does not change business 
partners

The expected growth or decline rate of the customer's industry

The possibility to get in touch through the buyer with potential new 
business partners
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Whereas the criteria marked in red are the ones that were added to the theoretical 

framework after having conducted and evaluated the interviews, only the antecedent of 

operational excellence was omitted since it did not find supporting evidence in any of the 

interviews conducted. 

 

 

5.1.4 Ensuring trustworthiness of the qualitative study through validity and reliability 

check by Shenton  

 

In order to ensure certain validity and reliability of the qualitative study, the framework of 

Shenton (2004) has been applied. The framework is built upon three main criteria: 

credibility, transferability and dependability in order to ensure trustworthiness of the 

qualitative research design in the field of internal validity, external validity and 

reliability.165 Additionally, the research of Morrow (2005) was as well used to check the 

trustworthiness of the qualitative study.166 

 

Transferability of the research 

Shenton (2004) first of all addresses the transferability of the research as an important 

concern. According to Drisko (1997), transferability is related to the extent to which the 

findings of the study can be generalized to a different context.167 Hence, transferability can 

be achieved when sufficient information about the researcher and as well about the "(...) 

research context, processes, participants and researcher participants-relationships to enable 

the reader to decide how the findings may transfer."168 

Further Shenton (2004) as well highlights the importance of the number of organisations/ 

participants taking part in the study and their locations. Further, the researcher considers 

the data collection method; the length of the collection sessions and the period of time the 

data has been collected as crucial information for the criterion of transferability.169 Overall, 

ten different participants from eight different organisations located in Europe in Germany, 

France, Netherlands and Italy have been interviewed. The data collection took place 

through semi-structured interviews in order to test the priori construct that emerged from 

                                                        
165 See Shenton (2004), p. 64. 
166 See Morrow (2005), p. 250. 
167 See Drisko (1997), p. 189. 
168 Morrow (2005), p. 252. 
169 See Shenton (2004), p. 70. 
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the literature. The interviews have been conducted once per participant with interview 

durations of 10 to 25 minutes. The data has been collected in a time frame of less than 

three weeks in February 2019 from the 08.02 - 26.02.2019. All participants record at least 

a sales experience of 3 years to ensure a certain trustworthiness of their responses and 

experience. 

 

 

Credibility of the research  

The researcher Gasson (2004) points out that the credibility in a study can be achieved by 

ensuring rigor in the process of the research in order to communicate to others how this has 

been achieved. 170  

In doing so, the framework of Shenton (2004) considers the necessity to develop a 

familiarity with the culture of the participants. The author proposes to visit the participants 

in order to establish a certain degree of trust between researcher and participant. 171 

However, Shenton (2004) mentions the danger that could emerge if too many demands are 

made on the participants or on the staff of the organisation that could deter the research 

access.172 Therefore, this study aimed to find a good balance by creating a level of trust 

without being too demanding through a phone conversation with the participants before the 

official interview. The purpose of the phone conversation was to get a first understanding 

of the participant’s organization and his activities in order to establish a certain degree of 

trust between both parties.  

Further, Shenton (2004) also addresses "Random sampling of individuals (...)" as a 

requirement of the credibility criterion.173 Even though other studies consider purposive 

sampling as a more appropriate approach, random sampling considers the fact that "(...) 

unknown influences are distributed evenly within the sample".174 Due to the fact that this 

study is explorative and little research has been conducted in that field yet, the random 

sampling method has been used. Still, the job position of individuals always remained 

being salespeople but the type of company was randomly selected in terms of size and 

industry and as well as the personal characteristics of the salesperson in order to bring a 

certain degree of variety in research sample. According to Shenton (2004), the biggest fear 

                                                        
170 See Gasson (2003), p. 95. 
171 See Shenton (2004), p. 65. 
172 See Shenton (2004), p. 65. 
173 Shenton (2004), p. 65. 
174 Shenton (2004), p. 65. 
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of randomly selecting participants in qualitative research, relates to the possibility to 

choose "(...) quite, uncooperative or inarticulate individuals (...)".175  Nevertheless, this 

constraint is reduced since the target group of salespeople in general represents more 

extraverted and communicative individuals.176 Hence, a certain variety of the sample was 

ensured since 8 different industries have been addressed in the sample. Further, company 

sizes of the interviewees vary from small to larger firms from 35 up to 90.000 employees. 

Next, Shenton (2004) highlights tactics to ensure a certain degree of honesty when 

participants contribute to the data. Every participant should be able to refuse to participate 

in the study and be allowed to step out at as a participant at any stage of the project.177 In 

this research, the right of the participant was clearly communicated before the official 

interview. Due to the fact that most participants are willing to use the outcome of this study 

in their professional life, the level of honesty of information provided is enforced through 

self-interest of the participant. Further, a probing question after the pilot study was 

included in the interview guide in order to uncover possible deliberate lies of participants. 

Additionally, Shenton (2004) highlights the importance of the background and the 

qualifications of the researcher in order to create a level of trust in the eyes of the 

participant toward the investigator. 178  In doing so any personal qualification and 

information about the researcher that is relevant for the studied phenomenon has been 

communicated to the participant in the phone discussion before the official interview. 

Shenton (2004) considers member checks as the one of the most important criteria 

enforcing the credibility of a study. Hence, the articulations captured during the interview, 

are questioned by asking the interviewee if their words match what they actually 

intended.179 This approach was used during the interview through active listening. 

 

Dependability of the research 

Next to the internal and external validity, Shenton addresses the criterion of dependability 

in his framework. 180  The criterion of dependability points out (...) whether particular 

findings can be reproduced by another researcher (...)". 181  Dependability ensures that 

researchers repeating the same research process would obtain similar results as in this 
                                                        
175 Shenton (2004), p. 65. 
176 See Wells, Ham, and Junankar (2016), p. 636. 
177 See Shenton (2004), p. 65. 
178 See Shenton (2004), p. 68. 
179 See Shenton (2004), p. 68. 
180 See Shenton (2004), p. 71. 
181 Kaminski and Pitney (2004), p. 27. 



 
 

 
 

 38 

study.182 According to Morrow (2005), this can be achieved by reporting the emerging 

research design in order to create a chronology of the design process in terms of "(...) data 

collection and analysis; emerging themes; categories, or models; and analytic memos."183 

Hence, an overview of the entire research design steps is provided in table 7 to ensure that 

other researchers can repeat the same research process as well. 

 

Table 5 - Chronology of research design 

Research step Description 

1. Literature review As the first step, a literature review has been conducted throughout 
several preferred customer antecedent sources. 

2. Emerging priori construct Based on the most mentioned preferred customer antecedents 
throughout several papers, a priori construct (theoretical 
framework) emerged. 

3. Qual. data collection In order to see whether the theoretical model matches to the 
practical world, interviewing 10 sales experts has tested the 
construct. 

4. Data analysis In order to analyse the data, the data has been coded to highlight 
and point out unidentified antecedents. 

5. Adjusted priori construct Based on the findings of the qual. data, the priori construct has 
been adjusted by adding 7 new and omitting 1 existing antecedent 
from the priori construct. 

6. Quant. data collection The adjusted priori construct of 20 antecedents will be rated by 
through an ordinal scale by 137 individuals from a different sample 
from the same population to highlight differences among 
antecedents. 

7. Data analysis The data analysis provides differences in means among the 
antecedents from the adjusted construct. 

8. Maturity model development The maturity model will be developed based on the antecedents in 
the adjusted priori construct and the mean scores from these 
antecedents 

8. Model testing 2 research design collaborators and one independent salesperson 
from a random company have tested the maturity model. 

 

Table 7 chronologically describes 8 different research design steps that were taken 

throughout this study.  

 

 

 

 

                                                        
182 See Shenton (2004), p. 71. 
183 Morrow (2005), p. 252. 
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5.2 Quantitative data collection: highlighting differences among antecedents 

 

5.2.1 Using an ordinal scale to rate antecedents from the adjusted theoretical model 

 

After having analysed the results from the semi-structured interviews, the quantitative 

research can be designed. In a sequential exploratory design method, the qualitative design 

builds upon the results from qualitative research.184 The 10 participants from the interviews 

created the explorative component of this study, while the respondents of the quantitative 

survey aim to examine the level of importance of every criterion (1) and to see whether the 

results obtained from the interviews can be representative to a larger sample (2). In order 

to measure the importance of the antecedents of the priori construct that was adjusted and 

tested through the interviews, an ordinal scale has been used in the quantitative part of this 

study. This necessity emerged since the current findings of the qualitative data collection 

are unable to provide a clear and precise distinction of importance between the factors that 

were found.  With reference to Creswell and Creswell (2017), a different sample from the 

same population used for the semi-structured interviews has to be applied.185 Hence, the 

sample represents individuals working in sales or with significant sales experience in the 

past selling products that are regularly sold to existing business-to-business customers. 

Accordingly, an ordinal measurement can rank or order the criteria and is characterized as 

an easy way to measure complex phenomena.186 Liu et al. (2010) state the less precise the 

categorization of the antecedent or variable is, the higher the probability that measurement 

error will occur.187  Therefore, the idea emerged to make use of an ordinal scale whereas 

participants were able to distribute a certain and limited number of points among the 

criteria.188 The author highlights that "the scores represent an intra-individual ordering of 

the scales of a test".189 This scale aimed to highlight and provide more precise differences 

among the antecedents tested. According to the research of Svensson (2000), a visual 

analogue scale (VAS) with a rating scale from 0 to 100 was used to rate the antecedents.190 

Due to the fact that 20 different criteria remained in the theoretical framework, the 

                                                        
184 See Stoller et al. (2009), p. 66. 
185 See Creswell and Creswell (2017), p. 226. 
186 See Merbitz, Morris, and Grip (1989) 
187 See Liu, Wu, and Zumbo (2009) 
188 See Baron (1996), p. 49. 
189 Baron (1996), p. 50. 
190 E. Svensson (2000), p. 419. 
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participants were able to distribute a total of 100 points among these factors (5 points on 

average per factor).  

In order to make sure that the participants of the survey remained in the scope of the 

population, 6 questions were asked before the participants had to rate the antecedents. 

Apart from naming their current sales position, participants had to choose among their 

product classifications, name the specific product they are selling and provide the 

experience they have in sales in years to ensure a certain trustworthiness of their ratings. 

The scope of the sample therefore remained the same as in the qualitative research of this 

study. Further, participants were asked whether their products are sold regularly to the 

same existing business-to-business customer to again make sure that the responds fit in the 

scope of the research. Accordingly, the product classifications the participants could 

choose from have been retrieved from "ecl@ss". The web portal provides a wide range of 

products classification that covers all different product types.191 Finally, at the last step of 

the survey, participants had to rate all 20 criteria from the adjusted theoretical framework. 
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5.2.2 Quantitative data analysis: interpreting scale results 

 

Table 4 represents the findings after the quantitative analysis. Accordingly, the antecedents 

in the upper half of the table represent the criteria that have scored a relatively high 

importance among the 20 antecedents tested. Whereas sales margin with an average score 

of 8,34 was found to be the most important criterion, the practice of risk sharing was found 

to be the least important antecedent with an average of 2,78 among the 137 respondents. 

The average sales experience of the sample was 16.5 years. The original sample size was 

154 and 17 responses have been deleted from the sample since the respondent highlighted 

that their products are not being sold regularly to the same existing business-to-business 

customer. Hence, respondents are therefore not part of the research sample scope and 

responses cannot be considered as valid. 

 

Table 6

One-Sample Statistics

N Mean SD s. e.
Sales margin 137 8,3394 4,74145 0,40509
Communication 137 6,4416 4,01791 0,34327
Growth opportunity 137 6,1774 3,20819 0,27409
Trust 137 6,1277 4,07649 0,34828
Loyalty 137 5,8058 3,43981 0,29388
Purchase volume 137 5,6044 4,02547 0,34392
Fast & reliable payments 137 5,4182 3,3538 0,28653
Mutual respect 137 5,2737 3,24376 0,27713
Brand awareness 137 4,9745 3,6784 0,31427
Expertise 137 4,9219 3,75035 0,32041
Market information sharing 137 4,7518 3,49323 0,29845
Access to new partners 137 4,6788 4,00172 0,34189
Forecast accuracy 137 4,6599 3,40988 0,29133
Innovativeness 137 4,5693 3,25801 0,27835
Openness for supplier ideas 137 4,4657 2,80484 0,23963
Future of the industry 137 4,4365 2,74711 0,2347
Cultural fit 137 3,8715 2,83453 0,24217
Sustainability 137 3,7277 2,97407 0,25409
Level of sophistication 137 2,9781 2,68292 0,22922
Risk sharing 137 2,7759 2,3295 0,19902

An important finding that can be addressed after analysing the data, is the fact that 4 
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(loyalty, mutual respect, brand awareness, expertise) from the 7 antecedents added to the 

theoretical framework after the interviews, can be found among the 10 highest scoring 

criteria. This supports the findings of the qualitative interviews by showing that the 

findings of the qualitative interviews can be represented to some extent to a larger 

population of the sample. On the other hand, cultural fit and sustainability scored relatively 

low after the quantitative data collection. Nevertheless, both criteria also received very  

 

Table 7

Category mean values

Category Antecedent Mean Total sum

Economic factors Sales margin 8,3394
Growth opportunity 6,1774
Purchase volume 5,6044
Fast & reliable payments 5,4182
Forecast accuracy 4,6599

Customer image Brand awareness 4,9745
Expertise 4,9219
Innovativeness 4,5693

Market factors Market information sharing 4,7518
Access to new partners 4,6788
Future of the industry 4,4365

Relational factors Communication 6,4416
Trust 6,1277
Loyalty 5,8058
Mutual respect 5,2737
Openness 4,4657

30,20

14,47

13,87

28,11

 

 

little support in the qualitative part of the research, which explains the low mean scores in 

the quantitative part of this study. After having ranked the antecedents in terms of 

importance in table 6, the criteria and the means have been grouped into the four categories 

of the theoretical model in table 7. In order to create a more condensed framework, all 

criteria with mean values of less than 4 (risk sharing, level of sophistication,  sustainability, 
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cultural fit) were erased from the model, which is as well presented in table 7. Further, the 

category name of resource factors has been changed to customer image as it was found to 

be a more representable name after having omitted the 4 low scoring criteria. The total sum 

of the criteria’s categories has been computed and the findings highlight that the economic 

factors and the relational factors were found to be the most important categories. 

Market factors (total=13,87) and customer image (total=14,47) were found in general to be 

less important. Economic factors (total=30,20) were found to be slightly more important 

than the relational factors (total=28,11). 

In order to maintain an adequate consistency with the sample from qualitative interviews, 

approximately one third of the quantitative sample was retrieved from the food industry. 

An overview of the product classification of the respondents is provided in table 10. Due 

 

Table 8

Comparing means of the two largest groups

Food, beverage, tabaco Packing material
Access to new partners 4,125 5,7222
Brand awareness 5,4375 3,3333
Communication 6,2292 6,6111
Cultural fit 3,8333 3,1111
Expertise 5,1458 5,0556
Fast & reliable payments 5,25 5,8889
Forecast accuracy 4,5833 4,7222
Future of the industry 3,9375 4,2222
Growth opportunity 5,6667 5,6667
Innovativeness 5,0417 4,4444
Level of sophistication 2,8958 3,5
Loyalty 5,6667 6,3333
Market information sharing 4,8125 5
Mutual respect 5,1667 4,9444
Openess 4,6875 3,1667
Purchase volume 4,9792 4,7778
Risk sharing 3,2917 2,3889
Sales margin 8,4375 7,8333
Sustainability 4,1042 5,3333
Trust 6,7083 7,9444

to the fact that a lot of small groups among the product classifications emerged, it was  
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difficult to compare the groups. Nevertheless, the two largest groups: the food, beverage 

and tabaco industry (N=48) and packing material industry (N=18), which both received 

sufficient attention, have been compared in table 9. Hence, a one-sample t-test has been 

conducted via SPSS in order to check whether there are significant differences among the 

antecedents in terms of their product classifications. Overall, no significant differences 

 

Table 9

Descriptive statistics product classifications

N
Food, beverage, tabaco 48
Packing material 18
Manufacturing facility, workshop equipment, tool 9
Automotive technology 9
Construction technology 8
Home economics, home technology 4
Semifinished product, material 4
Clothing and textile 4
Body care and personal hygiene 4
Information, communication, media technology 3
Machine element, fixing, mounting 3
Auxiliary supply, additive, cleaning agent 3
Industrial piping 3
Office product, facility and technic, papeterie 2
Energy, extraction product, secondary raw material and residual 2
Electric engineering, automation, process control engineering 2
Polymer 2
Organic Chemical 2
Sport, playing, leisure 2
Inorganic Chemical 1
Occupational safety, accident prevention 1
Marketing 1
Public safety and military technology 1
Interior furnishing 1
Total 137  

 

have been observed except at the antecedent of brand awareness. The brand awareness of 

the customer scored more than two points higher in the food, beverage and tabaco industry 

(mean=5,4375) compared to the packing material industry (mean=3,3333). This could be 

explained through the fact that food and beverage suppliers sell their products directly to 

distributors who resell them in their grocery stores. Therefore, the sales amount highly 

depends on whether the distributor was able to create a strong brand awareness or 
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reputation to ensure regular sales from the end customer. The relatively low score of brand 

awareness in the packaging industry can be explained through the fact that the sales of the 

suppliers in the industry do not depend that much from the reputation of their customers.   

Based on the findings of the quantitative data collection, the means of the antecedents of 

table 7 will be used in order to create the maturity model. The values will be used to 

highlight differences among the antecedents whereas antecedents with a higher mean can 

receive more points than antecedents with a lower mean. 
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6.0 Final maturity model: relevant antecedents with corresponding level of 

importance as evaluators for customers from a supplier perspective 

 

6.1 Maturity model development: using the phase approach of de Bruin et al.  

 

Organisations strive for continuous improvement through cutting cost, quality 

improvement in order to become more important. The aim of maturity models is to assist 

or support the firms in their improvements. 192   According to de Bruin et al. (2005), 

maturity models are used "(...) as an evaluative and comparative basis for improvement".193 

Maturity models are applied when it comes to evaluate or assess the maturity of a specific 

field based on a set of criteria.194 The researcher van Steenbergen provides an overview of 

several maturity model development methods.195 Starting with the 6 step approach of de 

Bruin (2005), the author as well describes the approach of Becker et al. and Maier et al.196 

The approach of Becker consists as well of 6 steps whereas the model of Maier et al. 

describes planning, development and evaluation maintenance as main steps. 197  After 

having compared possible approaches, the model of de Bruin (2005) will be used since the 

step approach shows high similarities with the research approach in this study. Hence, the 

final part of this study aims to develop a maturity model based on the findings of the 

qualitative and quantitative research. Therefore, the six step-model of de Bruin et al. 

(2005) will be applied for the model development. The six phases are described as follow: 

scope, design, populate, test, deploy and maintain.198  

 

Phase 1 - Scope 

According to de Bruin et al. (2005), the most important decision in this phase is the scope 

or the focus of the model. It should be clear on which domain the model is applicable in 

order to be distinguishable from other models.199 Hence, this model aims to assess the 

maturity of buying from a supplier perspective. Due to the fact that no maturity model was 

                                                        
192 See Brooks, El-Gayar, and Sarnikar (2015), p. 337; Fisher (2004), p. 1; as well as Wendler (2012), p. 
1317. 
193 See de Bruin, Freeze, Kulkarni, and Rosemann (2005), p. 2. 
194 de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 2. 
195 See van Steenbergen, Bos, Brinkkemper, van de Weerd, and Bekkers (2010) 
196 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 3; Becker, Knackstedt, and Pöppelbuß (2009), p. 216-220; as well as Maier, 
Moultrie, and Clarkson (2009), p. 2. 
197 See Becker et al. (2009), p. 216-220; Maier et al. (2009), p. 2. 
198 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 3. 
199 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 2. 
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developed in that domain, this research aims to fill the gap in the literature. In doing so, the 

model focuses on determining the 'as-is' position of purchasing firms. Consequently, the 

model is able to set a comparative benchmarking among different customers for suppliers 

to ultimately identify their preferred customer.  

 

 

Phase 2 - Design 

In the second phase, de Bruin et al. (2005) address the needs of the intended audience. In 

this phase it should be clear, why the audience should seek to apply the model, how the 

maturity model can be applied and who needs to apply the model. It should also be clear 

what the audience can achieve through the model.200  

First, the audience should use this model since it provides a structured evaluation of their 

customers for further benchmarking in order to develop their clients and to systematically 

assign preferred customer status. Second, the model should be applied by salespeople that 

evaluate customers they are currently doing business with. The evaluation results of the 

model will be more precise if at least 3 salespersons fill out the model for one customer 

since it reduces the level of subjectivity involved in the evaluation process.  With reference 

to the question how the model should be applied, it is important to choose one stage per 

criterion and to fill in the corresponding percentage so that the scores can add up. If one 

criterion is inapplicable, the customer receives a score of zero for those specific criteria. 

Through the application of the model, the audience can achieve a systematic identification 

of its best performing purchaser or customer. More information on how to use the model is 

provided in the application guide of Appendix VII. 

According to de Bruin et al. (2005), most of the maturity models consist of "(...) 

cumulative stages where higher stages build on the requirements of lower stages (...)".201 

This model consists of 4 stages, whereas 1 is seen as the lowest and 4 is seen as the highest 

stage. While the text descriptions of the highest and the lowest stage can be considered as 

subjective since it represents the two extremes of the antecedent, the description of stage 2 

and 3 can be considered as rather subjective. 

 

 

                                                        
200 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 3. 
201 de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 3. 
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Phase 3 - Populate 

This phase decides about the content of the model. Therefore, de Bruin et al. (2005) 

highlight that it should be clear what needs to be measured and how it can be measured.202 

Due to the fact that this phase has been widely explained throughout this research, no 

detailed elaboration will be made at this stage of the study. All of the components of the 

model were gathered through a literature review resulting in a priori construct that has 

been further tested through interviews. Based on the qualitative data collection, the model 

has been slightly adjusted. A detailed overview of what needs to be measured can be found 

in table 5. These criteria can then be measured based on an observed value between 0 and 

100. Applicants of the model can orient on four different stage descriptions in order to 

decide which score to assign. This research made use of an electronic survey that aimed to 

identify different level of importance among the identified criteria through an ordinal scale 

to increase the accuracy and reliability of the model, which gives an answer to how the 

criteria can be measured. 

 

 

Phase 4 - Test 

De Bruin et al. (2005) point out that it is relevant to test the construct of the model as well 

as the model instruments for validity, generalizability and reliability.203 Face validity was 

achieved through testing the theoretical model by using qualitative interviews. Further, 

content validity was ensured through an in-depth literature review. Additionally, the 

quantitative data collection highlighted differences in terms of importance among criteria, 

which increases the reliability of the model. 

 

 

Phase 5 - Deploy 

This stage provides an understanding whether the model can be generalized and to whom it 

should be made available. According to de Bruin (2005), the deployment consists of 

applying and testing the model in an organisation and design collaborators can be used as 

primary respondents.204 Hence, the model has been used by 2 interviewees of different 

industries (oil industry, food industry) from the qualitative interviews and applied in the 
                                                        
202 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 3. 
203 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 8. 
204 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 9. 
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respondent’s organisation. Both respondents provided positive feedback on the evaluation 

of their customers through the model. Due to the fact that the study is explorative and does 

not focus on specific industries, the results of the tests show that the model can be applied 

throughout several industries as long as the supplier is selling his products regularly. 

According to the second step of this stage, de Bruin et al. (2005) suggest to test the model 

on independent entities that were not part of the design study.205 Therefore, an independent 

salesperson was chosen from the transport industry that was not part of the sample. Hence, 

the respondent provided mainly positive feedback on the model. The only critic was based 

on the fact that respondent's organisation considered the sales margin as way more 

important as described in the mean average score from the 137 respondents. Nevertheless, 

this refers to individual perception of a firm and it is possible to confirm that the model is 

applicable in general throughout a wide range of industries in the fast selling goods sector. 

 

 

Phase 6 - Maintain 

De Bruin considers this phase as the model's growth and use phase.206 The development of 

the model will be further elaborated in the section of future research. The maintenance of 

the model or developing a more industry specific maturity model will be addressed in the 

discussion session of this paper. 

 

 

 

6.2 Positioning matrix development for visual comparison of all key accounts 

 

While the maturity model provides an evaluation of each customer, the idea emerged to 

create a matrix where users of the tool will be able to position customers in order to create 

a visual benchmark for comparison. 

Due to the fact that relational and economic factors were found to be the most important, 

both factor groups have been used to set the x and y axis of the matrix respectively. 

Additionally, the scores of customer image and market factors will be presented visually in 

form of a green triangle, a yellow square or a red circle. Both categories give an indication 

                                                        
205 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 9. 
206 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 10. 
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whether the customer is considered having a positive or negative future development.  The 

threshold for defining the colour and shape of each customer has been set to the following: 

 

Green triangle: the customer scores above average in customer image and market factors 

(promising future development) 

 

Yellow square: the customer scores above average in one of the two categories (partly 

promising future development) 

 

Red circle: the customer scores above average in customer image and market factors 

(unpromising future development) 

 

The average score for customer image and market factors was set at 50%. Customers 

scoring above average in all four categories have to be considered as potential preferred 

customers. These types of key accounts will be found in the top right quadrant of the 

matrix in form of a green triangle. An overview of the matrix is provided in Appendix VI 

of this document while the application guide of the matrix can be found in Appendix VII. 
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7.0 Discussion, implications, limitations, recommendations for future research and 

conclusion  

 

7.1 Discussion section 

 

This research aimed to theoretically contribute in field of preferred customer antecedents 

and key account management to the current literature. Starting with the theoretical model, 

the comparison of nine different preferred customer antecedents’ sources aimed to create a 

model that represents significantly important criteria mentioned at least throughout two 

different papers. Next to literature review that leads to the theoretical framework, the 

model from the literature was tested through qualitative interviews to check whether the 

theory has considered and addressed all relevant criteria in that field. Additionally, this 

research has also contributed to the theory through a quantitative survey, helping to 

identify differences among the antecedents from the theoretical model. Ultimately, this 

resulted in a maturity model that serves suppliers to evaluate their key accounts, which 

differs from the reviewed customer evaluation models from the theory. 

First, the literature review provided a grounding introduction to the concept of reversed 

marketing and the preferred customer status. After, nine different preferred customer 

antecedent sources were scanned and compared to create the theoretical model of that 

study. While having analysed the sources, several differences among the studies have been 

observed. Some of the sources classify the antecedents according to the cycle of 

customership by Schiele (2012) and divide the criteria in two sections: customer 

attractiveness and supplier satisfaction. 207  Other papers focus either on customer 

attractiveness criteria or supplier satisfaction criteria only. Overall, the sources differ in 

terms of criteria from each other, which makes it unclear for researcher to identify criteria 

with higher and lower relevance. Hence, the development of the theoretical framework 

helped to provide a better overview of overlapping preferred customer antecedents that 

have been found among the nine sources. Meanwhile, the literature review also helped to 

support the findings in the study of Pulles et al. (2016).208 By comparing and reviewing the 

sources, it became clear that there is an unclear distinction between customer attractiveness 

and supplier satisfaction in the current literature. There are several criteria which have 

                                                        
207 Schiele, Veldman, et al. (2012), p. 1180. 
208 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 132. 
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been classified under customer attractiveness but which have been categorized under 

supplier satisfaction at the same time by other sources as well.  

Overall, the literature review contributed in two different ways to the theory. First, a model 

summarizing the most mentioned preferred customer antecedents has been created. 

Second, the unclear perception of customer attractiveness and supplier satisfaction that was 

found in that study is supported by the findings of Pulles et al. (2016) as well.209 

After the literature review, the necessity emerged to test the theoretical framework. In 

doing so, 10 qualitative interviews were conducted. The results of the interview highlight 

that not all preferred customer antecedents have been considered by the majority of the 

sources in the literature. While four interviewees mentioned loyalty as an important factor 

in buyer-supplier relationships, loyalty was mentioned only once among the reviewed 

sources. The same phenomenon has been observed when 3 participants highlighted the 

expertise, mutual respect or the level of sophistication as important measures for 

evaluating their customers. Hence, giving these missing criteria more attention in this 

study, filled the gap in the literature. The fact that one criterion was omitted and seven 

others were added to the priori construct, underlines the importance of having tested the 

theoretical framework through qualitative research. 

While looking at the study of Tanskanen & Aminoff (2015) or La Rocca et al. (2012), who 

highlighted preferred customer antecedents in their study, the theory lacks a clear 

distinction in terms of importance between the different criteria.210 The study of Pulles et 

al. (2016) tries to distinguish more important criteria from less important criteria by letting 

respondents assign stickers to them. 211  Still, this does not provide a clear distinction 

between the different antecedents. Based on a survey with an ordinal scale, this study 

provided more promising results, which allow researchers to distinguish between more 

important and less important criteria based on a score. While the sales margin was found 

being the most important antecedent with a mean score of 8,3, the least important criterion 

of risk sharing received a mean score of 2,7 among the 137 respondents. 

Based on the previous findings, the main theoretical contribution of this study is addressed 

in terms of a maturity model as a customer management evaluation tool for suppliers. By 

reviewing existing models in the literature by Knox (1998), Curry & Curry (2002), 

McDonald (1997) and Fiocca (1985), the outcome of this study distinguishes from the 

                                                        
209 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 132. 
210 See Tanskanen and Aminoff (2015), p.135; as well as La Rocca et al (2012), p. 1245. 
211 See Pulles et al. (2016), p. 132. 
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existing models since it does not classify the customer in one or more categories, it 

evaluates the customers based on a score. Further the developed model is also able to 

provide a graphical comparison in form of a matrix of existing business-to-business 

customers. 

 

 

7.2 Managerial implications for suppliers and purchasers 

 

The findings of this study yield useful insights for both, the suppliers and the key accounts. 

Next to the final maturity model that has been developed, the findings of the qualitative 

and quantitative study provide worth sharing information for the two counterparties. 

The maturity model as a customer evaluation tool, helps suppliers to systematically and 

continuously evaluate the existing relationships with their customers. Due to the fact that 

the model is able to provide a total score from 0-100% for every customer, suppliers are 

even able to identify small differences among customers in total or per criterion. 

Ultimately, suppliers will be able to identify their best customer through the model in order 

to systematically assign preferred customer status. Additionally, the model as well 

provides a graphical representation of all customer scores in form of a positioning matrix 

in order to compare all customers at once. This differs from the existing customer 

evaluation models in the theory since these categorize their customer in different 

categories without assigning specific scores. 

Key accounts are unable to use the maturity model, which does not mean they cannot 

effectively benefit from it. While the qualitative outcome of this study provided an 

adjusted framework that presents all relevant preferred customer antecedents from a 

supplier perspective, key accounts can make use of that list to systematically develop these 

specific criteria further to increase the likelihood of receiving better evaluation scores from 

their suppliers. Next, the quantitative outcome of that research has highlighted differences 

among the criteria from the framework - buying firms are therefore able to see throughout 

a set of various industries which criteria have scored lowest and highest. A practical 

implication from the buyer's point of view would be to make sure that the supplier is at 

least satisfied with the criteria’s scoring in the upper half (sales margin, communication, 

growth opportunity, trust, loyalty, purchase volume, fast & reliable payments, mutual 

respect, brand awareness) of the model. If the buying firm is able to improve in the top-
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rated antecedents, the probability of receiving preferred customer status raises. Further, the 

maturity model consists of four different categories with 20 different criteria and 

distinguishes between economic (6), resource (5), market (3) and relational (6) factors. 

Due to the fact that the sum scores per category has been computed, it was possible to find 

differences in terms of importance among the categories. Suppliers consider relational 

factors (sum=28,11) as almost as important as economic factors (sum=30,20). Hence, 

buying firms should make sure to be economically satisfying for their suppliers in the first 

place. Further, key accounts should also ensure that their purchasers have developed their 

soft skills at a decent level. Resource factors on the other hand are less important for 

suppliers except in terms of brand awareness and expertise. Accordingly, buying firms 

should be certain that the brand of the firm is recognized in the industry and purchasers 

should possess a good overall and technical understanding of the product they are buying. 

In terms of market factors which score better than resource factors and worse than 

economic and relational factors, purchasers are recommended to share information about 

their market with the supplier and could, if possible, provide the supplier access to new 

partners. 

 

 

7.3 Limitations of the research and recommendations for future research 

 

As in every other research, this study also bears limitations. Starting with qualitative 

interviews, the sample size of 10 interviewees represents a sufficient amount of 

respondents. Nevertheless, it is not possible to omit the fact that other possible criteria 

would have been found if the sample size had been larger and conducted through a wider 

set of different industries. Accordingly, a proposition for future research based on that 

limitation could be made. Using a larger sample for the qualitative interviews throughout a 

larger set of industries could potentially identify new criteria that have not been addressed 

in this study yet. 

Next, due to the fact that little research has been conducted in that field yet, the study was 

explorative and did not focus on specific industries but rather targets all type of industries 

who operate with products that are sold on a regular base. Suppliers making use of the 

maturity model should therefore bear in mind that the weighted average per criterion 

relates to several industries and not to the firm specific industries. Hence, a suggestion for 
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future research proposes to follow the same research design as in this study by focussing 

on one specific industry only. Consequently, the model could be used by fewer firms but it 

would be more precise and reliable.  

Further, most of the key accounts are assigned to one salesperson only. Due to the fact that 

only one person will be able to rate the customer, a certain degree of subjectivity will be 

involved in most of the rating and evaluation processes.  

Regarding the quantitative data, the respondent rate of n=137 has been divided into 

different product classifications. It was only possible to compare the two largest groups 

(food, beverage, tabaco & packaging material) since the sample size for the other product 

classifications was not sufficient enough to interpret significant differences among the 

groups. This implies for future research to repeat the same study using a larger sample in 

order to be able to compare all product classification groups and to identify significant 

differences among the groups, which was not possible throughout this study according to 

the limited sample size. 

Regarding the maturity model development, the theory of de Bruin et al. (2005) suggests to 

test the model through a maturity assessment survey.212 Due to the fact that this type of 

testing was not in the scope of the study, it can be considered as a main limitation. 

Nevertheless, this provides an indication where future research can be conducted.  

 

 

7.4 Conclusion 

 

The objective of this study aimed to review current antecedents and criteria on how to 

obtain preferential resource allocation in order to empirically develop a maturity model 

that is able to assess buying firms based on preferred customer criteria from a supplier 

perspective. Accordingly, the following research questions was developed at the beginning 

of this research:  

 

"Preferred customer antecedents: Through what criteria and with which level of 

importance can suppliers evaluate their customers in order to systematically assign 

preferred customer status?”  

 

                                                        
212 See de Bruin et al. (2005), p. 8. 
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The research question was answered by following the explorative-sequential design 

method as a mixed method approach. In order to identify relevant criteria, an intensive 

literature review has been conducted in order to develop a priori construct. Based on that 

construct, the questions for the interview protocol have been developed. Consequently, 

qualitative interviews with 10 interviewees have been conducted whereas one criterion was 

omitted and seven criteria added to the priori construct for further testing.  

While in an explorative-sequential design method, the quantitative study builds upon the 

qualitative results; a survey was designed in order to highlight differences in terms of 

importance among the antecedents. In doing so, an ordinal scale has been used so that 

respondents were able to assign in total 100 points among the 20 criteria. Hence, among 

the 137 respondents the sales margin was found being the most important and the practice 

of risk sharing between supplier and buyer was found the least important criterion. Overall, 

economic and relational factors were found to be more important on average than market 

and resource factors. 

In order to be able to systematically evaluate their key accounts, suppliers require a 

maturity model. Therefore, based on the findings from the qualitative and quantitative 

research and the step approach of de Bruin et al. (2005), the model has been designed. 

After having finalized the last step of the study, the supplier is aware of the most important 

criteria with the corresponding level of importance and possesses a maturity model that 

allows him to systematically evaluate his key accounts in order to assign preferential 

resource allocation to the customer with the highest score. The customer evaluation results 

are as well graphically displayed in form of a positioning matrix. Based on these facts, it 

can be concluded that it was possible to answer the research question and to achieve the 

aim of this research. 
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Appendix I: Interview guide preferred customer antecedents 
 
 
Interviewee: ______________________________ Date: ____________________ 
 
Start time: _______________________ 
 
 
My dissertation aims to build a maturity model that is able to systematically evaluate 

purchasers from a supplier perspective. The questions are about your opinion on different 

criteria you value about your customers that purchase from you. The information provided 

in the interview of course remains confidential and your permission for recording the 

interview is required as well. 

 

Record permission: _________________ 

 
 
Questions: 
 
 
 Background questions 
 _______________________________________________________________ 
 

• Would you be so kind and explain your current position? 
 

• How much experience do you have in sales? 
 

• Could you explain the industry you are operating in? 
  

• What kind of products are you selling? 
 

• How often are you selling your products to the same existing 
 customer? 
 
 
General questions 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

• Could you tell me what criteria you value in general when people purchase from 
you? 
 

• Suppliers usually offer preferential treatment to purchasers they value most.  
Tell me what you specifically value about your preferred customer? 
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• What are your possible reasons for phasing out and ending a relationship with a 
customer? (probing question) 
 
Specific questions 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

• What are economic criteria you value about the business with your customers? 
 

• What are criteria you value about the market the customer operates in? 
 

• What are criteria you value about possible resources & capabilities of your 

customer?  

• Tell me what you value about the personal relation with your customer? 

 

 

We have now almost finished the interview. Is there anything you would like to add or is 

there anything that you consider being relevant I forgot to ask? After having analysed the 

data I will forward you an overview of your interview results so that you can check them 

before I interpret it. 

 

Ending time: ____________ 

 

Thank you for your time and effort! 
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Appendix II: Survey questions for rating preferred customer 
antecedents 
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Appendix III: Preliminary interview results matrix
P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10

Category

Growth opportunity X X X X X 5

Forecast accuracy X X 2

Purchase volume X X X X X X X 7

Sales margin X X X X X X X X 8

Fast & reliable payments X X X X X 5

Risk sharing X 1

Innovativeness X X X X X X X X 8

Operative excellence 0

Future of the industry X X X X X X 6

Access to new partners X X X 3

Trust X X X 3

Communication X X X X X X X X 8

Reliability X 1

Loyalty X X X X 4

Price-competitiveness X X X 3

Relationship duration X X X X X 5

Openess X X X 3

Cultural fit X 1

Honesty X X 2

Expertise X X 2

Level of sophistication X X X 3

Quality X 1

Market entry barriers X 1

Market information X X 2

Flexibility X 1

Mutual respect X X X 3

Brand awareness X 1

Sustainability X 1
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Appendix IV: Maturity model for assessing key accounts from a supplier perspective 
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Appendix V: Overview sheet of the excel tool as a score summary of all key accounts 
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Appendix VI: Positioning matrix for visual key account comparison 
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Appendix VII: Findings & application guide for maturity model and positioning matrix 
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