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HOW TO USE THE
TOOLS
This guide presents a suite of
thirteen tools that businesses
should use to improve their
customer-supplier
relationships. By focusing on
their own business processes
and how they relate to their
customers and suppliers,
organisations can save time,
money and effort.
Each colour-coded tool
comprises a sequence of steps
to implementation.

B
B1

Defining a business strategy

B2

Selecting a core competence

B3

Systematic continuous improvement and benchmarking

B4

Establishing and maintaining relationships with key
customers and suppliers

B5

Different skills in the buying and estimating departments

These tools are here to help
solve particular problems.
Some of the problems that
you may be facing are listed,
along with the suggested tools
that can help. (See Page 7.)
The tools are designed to be
as self-contained as possible,
with their own introductions,
methodologies, checklists or
pro-formas.
Short case studies are also
included within this toolkit
and have been grouped into
Section 5, but there are links
between them and the tools.
By using this guide and the
tools contained within it, any
specialist-engineering
organisation can improve its
customer-supplier
relationships and thereby
enhance its efficiency and
effectiveness.
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Business-wide tools

C

Working with customers

C1

Convincing a customer to choose you as a
supplier

C2

Understanding the end-user’s functional
needs/intentions

C3

Recognising different operating styles

C4

Making the bid/no bid decision

S

Working with suppliers

S1

Segmenting the portfolio of suppliers

S2

Allocating supply chain responsibilities

S3

Strategies for unlocking value from specialist
suppliers

S4

Encouraging feedback during procurement

1. Analyse your markets and resources
2. Plot market attractiveness against business strengths
3. Make your action plan and implement it
1. Understand the different types of core competence
2. Decide which core competence best fits your company’s aims and ambitions
3. Reflect the core competence in your corporate strategy
1.
2.
3.
4.

Set out a structured change programme
Implement your plan
Measure your progress
Review your progress and update your plan

1. Establishing the relationship
2. Maintaining the relationship
3. Dissolving the relationship
1.
2.
3.
4.

Analyse the skills currently held by relevant staff
Identify skills gaps
Decide how to fill the gaps
Allocate resources and do it

1. Understand what the customer really wants
2. Show you can deliver what the customer wants
3. Demonstrate continuous improvement
1. Challenge assumptions with three-way discussions of alternative solutions
2. Reduce the area of uncertainty
1.
2.
3.
4.

Map the chain of customers and suppliers
Categorise steady-state or project-oriented organisations
Identify possible areas of conflict
Overcome conflicts

1. Decide on your firm’s criteria for reviewing bids
2. Assess each bid or enquiry against your criteria
3. Follow through and record your actions

1.
2.
3.
4.

Obtain buy-in from the Board
Work out how much you spend with each supplier
Assess the impact of each supply contract
Plot the results on the segmentation matrix

1. Identify the key skills of existing staff
2. Identify your supplier or product categories
3. Allocate staff to categories
1. Decide what contribution you need from your specialist suppliers
2. Discuss with your chosen specialist suppliers how they are to be involved
3. Discuss when they are to be involved
1.
2.
3.
4.

Check the quality of tender documentation before issue
Allow time for queries to be raised and answered
Hold mid-tender meetings
Ask for feedback on your procurement process
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INTRODUCTION

1

1.1

BENEFITS OF
GUIDE AND
TOOLKIT

1

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Put simply, this guide and toolkit can help you improve the way your
organisation works and the way you deal with your customers and
suppliers. It can save you money, time and effort by challenging the
way you work and suggesting different ways this can be improved.
The emphasis is on better and more cost effective ways of buying goods
and services from suppliers, better ways to promote your expertise to
customers and better internal processes to support these.
Anyone who is a customer benefits from being systematic and rational in
the way they work with their suppliers, and making best use of the
expertise their suppliers have to offer.
Anyone who is a supplier benefits from being proactive in their
relationships with customers.

1.2

THE GUIDE IN
PRACTICE

This guide is about changing the way you do business. As with any
change, success requires senior management support and commitment.
If you guide and influence change in your organisation (typically
directors and senior managers), the first two chapters suggest how
rethinking customer and supplier relationships can improve organisational
performance.
If you are leading or implementing change, the tools in section three give
step-by-step guidance on how to do this. Flow-charts are included at
the end of the tools which show how the tools can link to bigger
business-change programmes. The case studies in section four show how
other companies have improved the way they work.
If you need more help at any time, contact the Construction Practice
team at BSRIA.

1.3

CUSTOMERS AND
SUPPLIERS

This guide uses the term customer for any organisation or person who
receives goods and/or services, and the term supplier for any
organisation or person who provides goods and/or services.
In the case of a developer or other client body, the main contractor and
the lead designers will be suppliers. For the main contractor, all the subcontractors will be suppliers. For the mechanical and electrical subcontractor, the ductwork fabricator, electrical switchgear installer and
controls sub-contractor are all suppliers, as well as many others.
Where a supply chain exists, most companies within the chain will be
both customers and suppliers.
Much of this guide is written from the perspective of specialist
engineering suppliers, companies involved in the design, manufacture
and installation of different types of building services, from heating,
ventilation, and air-conditioning systems, to fire detection, lighting, and
building management systems.
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1

1
1.4

INTRODUCTION

DEFINING
CUSTOMERSUPPLIER
RELATIONSHIPS

The term customer-supplier relationships are used to cover all the
dealings that any organisation will have with either its customers or its
suppliers.
The balance of power

Customer-supplier relationships are business transactions between two
identifiable parties. The relationship between customer and supplier will
be affected by the balance of power. In construction, customer power is
often more obvious than supplier power, but misuse by customers of
their power can have unforeseen consequences. For example, customers
who use power to deny suppliers a reasonable margin may cause those
suppliers to merge into bigger, stronger companies whose power is then
increased. This particular problem has been seen in the car component
industry, where engineering dominance has shifted from the car
manufacturer to a small group of powerful component suppliers.
Transactions add value

Although individual transactions can be singled out, with goods or
services moving from the supplier to the customer, construction projects
will typically involve many chains or networks of transactions, through
which raw materials and labour are eventually transformed into the
desired built facility. By splitting a project into a series of procurement
transactions, most of the organisations can be seen to act as both
customer and supplier. Between each transaction in the chain there must
be some added value, so that the goods or services are actually
transformed in some way as they move along the chain, rather than
merely passed on unchanged.
This final concept brings us back to a definition of a business
organisation, which exists to put goods and services through a
transformation process that makes them more valuable at the end than
they were at the beginning. In return for adding the extra value that a
customer wants, the supplier is entitled to make a profit over and above
the identifiable costs of the transformation.
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