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Abstract

Since « Interaction » times in the IMP tradition the focus of research in the BtoB field has
been the Supplier-Customer relationship. This has recently been extended to more explicitly
integrate a Network vision of the BtoB environment.

The relationship approach is typically portrayed as a sequence of exchanges of different kinds
(product and service, economic, information...) over time, progressively giving rise to and
influencing the characteristics of the long-term dimension —the relationship — which in turn
affects the future exchanges taking place.

Recently in the literature reference has also been made to “Competence-based” marketing
approaches. These approaches consider not just the exchange items transiting via and
conditioning the relationship, but typically the knowledge and know-how of the supplier firm,
- transiting via the supplier-customer relationship - put to the service of the customer, to solve
the customer’s problems. These competencies often relate to the customer’s own market
downstream, hence the supplier for example will use his own market-analysis competencies to
analyse the customer’s market and provide him with a tailor-made solution. This can be
considered a network consideration, involving several actors down the channel. The end result
impacts on the supplier-customer relationship insofar as the customer not only benefits from a
ready-made solution to his problem, but also with minimum effort. This is not without its
downsides however, as it is not difficult to imagine that, with an increasing tendency to rely
upon the supplier’s competencies to solve problems, the customer competence-transfer risks
becoming increasingly dependent upon the supplier.

Overall the objective is to better position the supplier firm in the market, whilst at the same
time enabling an improved position of the customer firm.

The competence transfer process can be seen in some ways as being midway between the
short-term vision -exchange processes (episodes) - and the long-term vision —relationship.
Focus is not on the actual exchanges taking place, but rather on the mechanisms allowing
improved articulation of exchanges between supplier and customer, leading to positive or
negative relationship build-up.

Recently the notion of competence transfer in a network context has been addressed in
relation not from the traditional supplier - customer- customer’s customer perspective, but to
an approach buyer — buyer’s supplier — buyer’s customers perspective. A case study approach
analysing competence transfer carried out from a buyer over to his suppliers with the explicit
view of improving the buyer’s position in his own downstream customer market was
adopted. Focus was not on the exchanges themselves, but on the competence transfer
mechanisms adopted, and the outcomes of adoption of such mechanisms. Findings suggested
that certain mechanisms are adopted and more appropriate in certain cases than others, and
that (targeted) outcomes of adoption of these mechanisms are specific.



This paper takes the underlying conceptual framework developed in the qualitative study,
along with initial findings from that study, and, using a data base, proceeds to quantitative
analysis to confirm or question these findings.

The results contribute not only towards a better understanding of the processes driving and
shaping relationships, but also towards providing managerial guidelines for the management
of such relationships.



