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Business-to-business relationships between original equipment manufacturing (OEM) suppliers and
customers (brand name buyers) are an often studied issue; however, theoretical and empirical studies
seldom focus solely on the suppliers' perspective. This paper examines OEM suppliers’ perspectives and
reports on the phenomenon of some suppliers choosing single customers while others focus on multiple
customers to achieve the adaptive selling as their profit making that cause the parsimonious and complex
customer strategies through the empirical studies. The study also uses mental models to analyze two specific
cases of OEM suppliers within Taiwan's shoe industry in relation to what kinds of environmental changes
that successful managers apply to their parsimonious and complex customer strategies. Mental models are
used to map the evolution of these two OEM suppliers’ customer strategies, along with their culture, compet-
itive advantages, cooperation relationships, and environment. The study explores these five core propositions
to show suppliers to employ different approach to customer strategies, and map the evolution of strategic
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development of Taiwan shoes companies from the 1970s through to the present day.
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1. Introduction

Weitz, Sujan, and Sujan (1986) stress the contingency nature of
the relationship between adaptive selling and effectiveness. The con-
cept of adaptive selling describes the relationship between suppliers
and buyers' interactions and how such interactions help to explain
the phenomena of the cooperation strategies among the original
equipment manufacturing (OEM) suppliers and foreign customers
(brand name buyers). The empirical phenomena of the cooperation
strategies which this paper examines are how and why some OEM
suppliers choose single customer (one or two buyers) while others
choose multiple customers (above two buyers) as their most profit-
making that causes OEM suppliers' parsimonious and complex cus-
tomer strategies. This paper uses the two cases of shoe manufacturing
companies in Taiwan to describe each of the parsimonious and com-
plex firm marketing strategies with their customers.

In the 1960s, Taiwan quickly became one of manufacturing coun-
tries within East Asia, and these manufacturers were authorized by
firms from developed countries to help produce the required product
because of the suffering from high production cost (Zhang, 2011). At
the early age of cooperation among OEM suppliers and buyers, buyers
were much larger and assisted suppliers to acquire various advan-
tages in avoiding high R&D cost and sales costs, reducing the risk of
product development failure, achieving economies of scale, utilizing

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: ncuepaul@hotmail.com (S.-L. Chen).

idle production capacity, and generating short-term revenue (Chen,
1989). Buyers take leading roles in commanding the suppliers to
achieve their demands and benefits (Woodside & Ferris-Costa,
2008), and OEM suppliers access the key information to fit the
customers' expectations and requirements (Narver & Slater, 1990).

Within market-buyer relationship, customer hoping to achieve
price reductions and marketer hoping to acquire maximum profit
price are seldom to occur at the same time (Woodside & Wilson,
2000). OEM suppliers make the trade-offs between customers and
competitors' monitoring according to the executives and managers'
expected benefits and costs (Slater & Narver, 1994). Meanwhile,
creating buyers' profits are always concerned by suppliers as their
competitive advantages which are about the issue of the product,
especially in price and quality. There are two ways for a seller to
create value for a buyer: one is by increasing benefits to the buyer
in relation to the buyer's costs and the other is by decreasing the
buyer's cost in relation to the buyer's benefits (Narver & Slater, 1990).

Although OEM suppliers are usually much smaller and with limit-
ed resources—and lead to disadvantageous bargaining positions at
the beginning of development (Lin, 2004); however, as time goes by
suppliers grow up and become stronger to improve the status of the
further cooperation among the buyers.

For example: in Taiwan OEM suppliers have been successful in the
formidable global B2B market and have transformed themselves from
manufacturing mainly low-value and labor-intensive goods to
producing many high value-added products that require advanced
technology, equipment, and significant business expertise (Chen, Su,
& Lin, 2011). On the other hand, Taiwan OEM suppliers have also
been setting up the factories oversees to expand the capabilities of
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production in consideration of cost factors like labor, land, logic and
tariffs in order to maintain their strengths.

Campbell's (1985) buyer-seller interaction model (Fig. 1) shows
the relationship among the product characteristics, supplier and buyer's
characteristics, and interaction process. The relationships among
suppliers and buyers have three major interactions - competitive,
cooperative, and command (Campbell, 1985) - that show the vari-
ous cooperation models along with each company's status, and
then involve more detail about the company's organization develop-
ment and marketing strategies. For example, if a buyer is larger than
a supplier, or a supplier is larger than a buyer, the larger buyer or
supplier will command the other; however the product characteris-
tics will moderate the relationship between them. Transactions
among the buyers and suppliers have different command and coop-
erative status because of the suppliers' and buyers' power and poten-
tial to lead the business.

Theoretical studies have examined issues involving manufac-
turers, retailers, and distributors (e.g., Chiang, Chhajed, & Hess,
2003; Dutta, Heide, & Bergen, 1999; Fingleton, 1997; Rey & Stiglitz,
1995), but these studies are on the buyer's perspective, and empirical
studies that use the supplier as the unit of analysis are lacking
(Rossetti & Choi, 2008). This study focuses on the suppliers' perspec-
tive and compares the OEM suppliers' parsimonious or complex strat-
egies in relation to single or multiple customers.

The paper uses mental models to analyze each case of the parsimoni-
ous and complex customers' strategies, and these strategies describe OEM
suppliers' competitive advantages which are about the external environ-
ment and the internal characteristics in company organization (Walker &
Ruekert, 1987). OEM supplier's external environment concerns itself with
customer relationships, transaction cost, and market trends. The internal
characteristics among supplier consist of the strategic management and
entrepreneurship literature in relation to innovativeness, risk taking,
and proactiveness which are the three underlying dimensions of the orga-
nizational predisposition to entrepreneurial management processes
(Barringer & Bluedorn, 1999; Caruana, Michael, & Anthony, 1998; Covin

& Dennis, 1989; Jennings & Dean, 1990; Khandwalla, 1977; Matsuno,
Mentzer, & Ozsomer, 2002; Miller, 1983; Miller & Peter, 1982; Morris,
Avila, & Allen 1993). On the other hand, corporate (organization) culture
stresses competitiveness and entrepreneurship guided by internal cohe-
siveness or rules as the intermediate factor (Deshpande, Farley, &
Webster, 1993) that also plays an important key factor in affecting an
enterprise's marketing strategies.

2. Literature review
2.1. Mental models for case study

Yin (1994, p. 13) defines a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real life context, especially when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.” Broadly expanding the
definition, Woodside (2010, p. 1) proposes that case study research “is an inquiry
that focuses on describing, understanding, predicting, and/or controlling the individual
like process, animal, person, household, organization, group, industry, culture, or na-
tionality.” Case studies are useful for substantial research of psychological, manage-
ment, and marketing related to the decisions and the behaviors by individuals and
groups within and between organizations (Woodside, 1992; Woodside & Wilson,
2000). Mental models are the methods used to deeply understand the research
(Huff, 1990; Senge, 1990) that portray the participants' perceptions with reality of
the causes, events, and outcomes relevant in the case (Woodside, 2010).

Carroll and Olson (1988, p. 51) state that a mental model is “a rich and elaborate
structure, reflecting the user's understanding of what the system contains, how it
works, and why it works that way. It can be conceived as knowledge about the system
sufficient that permit the user to mentally try out actions before choosing one to exe-
cute”. Mental models are the concepts and relationships that an individual uses to un-
derstand various situations or environments (Weick & Bougon, 1986) that serve as
maps which involve cause-effect relationships allowing individuals to perceive envi-
ronments on a larger scale, beyond the range of immediate perception (Barr,
Stimpert, & Huff, 1992). The reliability concept describes the mental models with the
reliable performance from capturing accurately the dimensions of system coupling
and system complexity that shows clear cause-effect relationships among what is to
be done, how it is to be done, and when it is to be done (Weick, 1989). And human re-
liability is for researcher to acquire the accurate data and to achieve the perfect re-
search that represents “a person (1) correctly performs some system-required
activity in a required time period (if time is a limiting factor) and (2) performs no ex-
traneous activity that can degrade the system” (Miller & Swain, 1987, p. 211).
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Fig. 1. Buyer-seller interaction model.
Source: Campbell (1985), Fig. 2, p. 39.
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