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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation studies the relationship of product adaptation and buyer behavior. By 

standardizing products, it was possible for organizations to produce in large scale and 

make them accessible for many different markets. Nevertheless, these different markets 

also have particularities which cannot be ignored and therefore, product adaptation is 

necessary to some extent; even for standardized products. Organizations should then 

optimize their product adaptation police in order to reach an assertive marketing 

strategy. In this regard, this study develops a model which predicts product adaptation 

from the understanding of buyer behavior. The understanding of buyer behavior, from 

the seller organization perspective, can provide organizations with a wide range of 

information to predict product adaptation.  It was concluded, by using the case of 

Volvo, that organizations can optimize their marketing strategy by predicting product 

adaptation from observing and understanding their buyer´s behavior looking at the 

following variables: environmental influences focusing as well on the industry and 

segment, organizational factors, motivational factors and the nature of decision-making. 

Besides these variables, the data coming from after-sale processes and trend reports also 

help to predict product adaptation. 

Keywords: Product Standardization, Product Adaptation, Buyer Behavior, Volvo 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND 

The process of globalization is inherent to everyone. At the end of the 20
th

 century, 

communication and transportation became affordable for many segments in society and 

a more significant interaction among nations turned out to be inevitable. Waters (1995, 

referred in Robertson´s, 1992, p. 8) defines globalizations as per the following: 

“globalization as a concept refers both to the comprehension of the world and the 

intensification of consciousness of the world as a whole […], both concrete global 

interdependence and consciousness of the global whole.” 

With a larger market worldwide, new opportunities are presented for organizations to 

explore and benefit from them. Nevertheless, the question of how organizations´ 

products should be adapted to certain markets is a matter of big relevance. According to 

Rundh (2005, p. 670), “the increasing internationalization and globalization of business 

has forced many firms to reconsider what contributes to their competitive advantage”. 

In this regard, product standardization is defined by Farrel and Saloner (1987) as a 

process by which product compatibility is attended implying the adoption of a unique 

product policy everywhere. On the other hand, for Calantone, Cavusgil, Schmidt and 

Shin (2004), product adaptation is related to the possible different physical 

characteristics or attributes that a product can have in different markets across borders. 

When operating in international markets, Vrontis, Thrassou and Lamprianou (2009, p. 

481-482) explain that “a company goes beyond exporting and becomes much more 

directly involved in the local marketing environment within a given country or market”. 

International marketers are likely to have their own sales subsidiaries and will 

participate in and develop new marketing tactics and strategies for foreign markets. At 

this point, the necessary adaptations to the firm´s domestic marketing strategies become 

a main concern. 

According to Rundh (2005, p. 671), through standardization “the most distant places 

can enjoy the same products since products are imported and exported all over the 

world. However, even with many advantages, specific needs have to be attended. In this 

regard, Leonidou (1996) refers to some reasons for product adaptation abroad. The main 

factors are the existence of variations in customer’s needs and preferences across 

countries, governmental rules as well as technical requirements of products and cultural 

factors. 

 

Having the importance of product adaptation being highlighted above, one factor with a 

great deal of relevance for organizations to correctly plan their product 

adaptation/standardization police, is to better comprehend buyer behavior and, in the 

context of a business to business relationship (B2B), organizational buyer behavior. For 

Tanner (1990), buyer behavior is the process by which a behavior or a set of behaviors 

are chosen regarding the purchase habits of an individual or an organization. Sashi 

(2009) explains that understanding buyer behavior is crucial for organizations to 
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develop products with features capable of satisfying these buyers and build 

relationships. 

According to Sashi (2009, p. 129) “as each product is an idiosyncratic combination of 

characteristics, the buyer’s choice process will determine the product with the 

combination of characteristics that is perceived to provide the best value to the buyer”. 

Following this assumption, organizations will become more successful in being 

prepared for product adaptation requests to different market contexts once they 

understand how the buying behavior functions in different organizations, which will 

reflect the immensity of different needs of product adaptation from buyers. 

Based on that, the theoretical framework of this study intends to cover the literature 

concerning the product adaptation approach as well as the buyer behavior theory in 

order to understand the importance of this relationship. 

1.2 PROBLEM AND FOCUS 

Significant research has been done related to product adaptation as well as on buyer 

behavior. However, up to date, the relationship of these two concepts has not been 

explored. As mentioned by Tanner (1990), it is important for organizations to 

understand how their buyers arrive at their choice of behavior. This understanding can 

help seller organizations to develop more effective marketing strategies, such as the 

product adaptation. 

In the complex scenario that is presented for companies today, managers cannot comply 

with an attitude of looking only on one variable in the environment. When pursuing 

customer satisfaction, product adaptation can play a huge role to achieve this goal, but it 

is no longer a clever decision to do it without considering the buyer´s input.  Buyers 

have different needs depending on the context. This will reflect in their behavior 

towards the seller organization and therefore, considering that these seller organizations 

have an equal need to perform effectively, the comprehension of different buyer 

behaviors can provide tools to set up a more assertive marketing strategy concerning the 

future product adaptation police. 

When researching organizational buyer behavior, authors such as Webster and Wind 

(1972), and Sheth (1973) suggest that some elements must be analyzed in order to better 

comprehend these behaviors. The majority of them are environmental and 

organizational influences, buying tasks, organizational structure, buying center, 

individual and social influences, psychological world and determinants of decision. 

Furthermore, it is believed that some of these elements must be understood in the 

product adaptation context because they suggest patterns of adaptation needs. 

In short, to become more effectively prepared for dealing with product adaptation, the 

theory on organizational buyer behavior can provide a huge contribution to this process. 

According to Webster and Wind (1972), many variables influence organizational buyer 

behavior. Seller organizations comprehending these variables can provide a forecast for 
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future product adaptations requirements. In this sense, the relationship between these 

two concepts must be understood. 

1.3 PURPOSE 

Considering the importance of buyer behavior and product adaptation in today’s market 

contexts, the impact that buyer behavior can have on the product adaptation process 

cannot be ignored. 

In this regard, the purpose of this study is to examine and describe the relationship 

between organizational buyer behavior and the product adaptation strategy. 

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

With the given background and problematic discussion above, this study has instigated 

the following research questions: 

How can the relationship between buyer behavior and product adaptation be described? 

How can product adaptation be optimized by organizations through the comprehension 

of buyer behavior? 

1.5 DELIMITATION 

Although many factors such as the culture can be taken into consideration to better 

understand product adaptation, this thesis will only cover deeply the organizational 

buyer behavior, which comes up as one of the key factors to comprehend the product 

adaptation process. Furthermore, this study concerns only the understanding of buyer 

behavior from the seller organization perspective. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In order to understand the product adaptation strategy, the standardization approach will 

be firstly covered since both approaches are linked to each other and in this sense, it is 

not possible to comprehend one concept without referring to the other. After introducing 

the product standardization strategy, the adaptation approach will be presented. 

Following this insight of the literature, the buyer behavior theory will be covered. 

2.1 PRODUCT STANDARDIZATION STRATEGY 

For the marketing field “a product is anything that can be offered to a market for 

attention, acquisition, use, or consumption and that might satisfy a want or need; it 

includes physical objects, services, persons, places, organizations and ideas”, affirm 

Kotler and Armstrong (1993, p. 221). Following the same perspective as Kotler and 

Armstrong (1993), Brassington and Pettitt (2006, p. 288) define the product as a: 

“Physical good, service, idea, person or place that is capable of offering tangible 

and intangible attributes that individuals or organizations regard as so necessary, 

worthwhile or satisfying that they are prepared to exchange money, patronage or 

some other unit of value in order to acquire it”. 

Standardization is a process by which compatibility is attained. On the other hand, 

compatibility is the result of coordinated product design (Farrel & Saloner, 1987). 

Following these statements, it is possible to assume that product standardization implies 

the adoption of a unique product policy everywhere.  

Taking into account that product standardization is motivating and determined by the 

globalizations’ trend (Madar & Neacsu, 2010), well managed international companies 

should customize items to offering globally standardized products that are advanced, 

functional, reliable and low price (Levitt, 1983, referred in Roper, 2004). 

According to Leonidou (1996), proponents of the standardization approach believe that 

it is the key strategy to succeed in a world with accelerating internationalization of 

world economies and the parallel increase in competition on a global scale. Doole and 

Lowe (2008) seem to agree when stating that product standardization is both 

encouraging and being encouraged by globalization, which according to them (p. 256), 

are increasing due to the following factors: 

 Marketing is becoming more homogeneous; 

 There are more identifiable international consumer segments; and 

 There is an increase in the number of firms moving towards globalization, so 

forcing greater standardization through industry sectors. 

Related to the way the standard is set, it can be dictated by a governmental body, set by 

voluntary agreement between independent firms with their efforts often coordinated by 

organizations, or, which is the most common, set unilaterally by a firm’s own 

management as part of its competitive strategy (Gabel,1987). How to achieve 
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competitive advantage through standardization is considered as a challenge by some 

authors since this approach offers the same products in the most different markets. 

For Doole and Lowe (2008), greater standardization of products makes it easier for 

competitors to copy at lower prices. Following this assumption, customers will be 

unable to differentiate between the core attributes of competing products. Based on that, 

the authors affirm that competitive advantage must be encountered in other marketing 

activities than product. One way to be different among the market players is investing in 

the brand, sustained by strong advertising messages (Doole & Lowe, 2008). Madar and 

Neacsu (2010) also present a suggestion to have competitive advantage with 

standardized products. For them, simultaneous development of various products abroad, 

made in a modular way including more and more unique components, may better 

accomplish the individual market´s requirements.  

2.1.1 Standardization Benefits and Disadvantages 

The standardization philosophy offers either benefits or disadvantages. Among the most 

important benefits, Madar and Neacsu (2010); Roper (2005); and Leonidou (1996) 

present the following factors: 

 

 Homogenization: through standardization, a global uniformity image can be 

built all over the world, raising the recognition of the product by its consumers. 

In this way, it will also bring confidence to the consumer regarding a certain 

producer’s offer. 

 Consolidation of market position: offering the same product abroad, companies 

will raise their market position since they are acting equally in many countries 

and reaching more and more customers. 

 Cost reduction: significant economies in scale of production, distribution, 

management and marketing programs can be reached by this approach. Using a 

standard product strategy, such costs will reduce and make possible offering 

better products at lower costs. 

 Management control: mainly in the case of organizations with a centralized 

structure, the management control of overseas subsidiaries will be easier when 

dealing with standardized products. It enables a company to derive the 

maximum benefits from good ideas and know-how created within the total 

organization. 

 

Besides its benefits, the same authors argue that standard products will face some 

disadvantages across borders. Some of them are: 

 

 Low penetration degree on the market countries with special needs; 

 Uniform products may not attract consumers in some markets; 

 Standard products often fail to satisfy local rules or product prescription; 

 Problem in identifying the advantage or satisfaction recognized by consumer; 

and 
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 Market opportunities might be lost when it is impossible to match very specific 

local requirements. 

2.1.2 Degrees of Standardization 

Although considering its significant growth, product standardization still brings some 

contradictions. As Madar & Neacsu (2010) point out, while some authors consider a 

standard product the one which is 100% uniform all over the world, for some others it is 

sufficient that only the key elements are standardized. Besides this, recent research has 

evidenced the fact that neither standardization nor complete adaptation is feasible 

(Roper, 2005).  

Recent studies found that the degree of standardization tends to vary, mainly based on 

two factors: the nature of the good and organizational variables. Considering the nature 

of the good, there are different standardization implications when dealing with 

consumers or industry goods. For Samiee et al. (1993, referred in Leonidou, 1996) 

industrial goods are usually more standardized than consumer goods. Whitelock et al. 

(1997, referred in Roper, 2005) also agree that firms supplying consumer goods show a 

higher propensity to customize some characteristics than the industry goods. The main 

reason that leads to this fact, for the authors, is that mainly non-durable goods often 

require great adaptation because they differ more to local tastes, habits and customs. 

The second factor affecting the degree of standardization is the way a company chooses 

to organize its activity abroad. According to Perlmutter (1979, referred in Roper, 2005), 

the standardization taken by international firms can be analyzed by the “centric 

approach” and has four main types: contrasting ethnocentric (home-country oriented), 

polycentric (host-country oriented), regiocentric (regionally-oriented) and geocentric 

(world-oriented). Although this approach also takes into account different marketing 

activities, Table 1 will summarize only the differentiation on products to better orient 

this study: 

Table 1: Centric Approach of Product Standardization (Adapted from Roper 1999, 

2005, p. 518). 

Centric Approach Product 

Ethnocentric approach Minimal product adaptation to overseas 

market 

Polycentric approach Products customized for location 

Regiocentric approach Product developed to suit regional 

standards with local adaptation 

Geocentric approach Product developed to suit global standards 

with local adaptation 
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Despite the factors affecting the degrees of standardization, the product area receiving 

most changes in overseas markets, as Leonidou (1996) states, are those related to 

product characteristics such as design, quality and features. Within this sequence comes 

the packaging area, which is frequently the second most subject to alterations, followed 

by labeling. However, to be still considered a standard product, minimal changes must 

be done. When huge adaptations are made, the product will better fit in the adaptation 

approach, which is discussed in the next chapter. 

2.2 PRODUCT ADAPTATION STRATEGY 

Over the past few decades, companies working with customers domestically and across 

borders had to deal with the issue of whether to keep the products standardized or to 

adapt. It became clear to companies that sometimes a standardized product will not 

fulfill customer’s needs in such a complex and cosmopolitan world presented today. 

Calantone, Cavusgil, Schmidt and Shin (2004) dissert on the topic affirming that a 

standardized product may not satisfy customers in different countries. There are 

different requirements involved as well as other variables to be considered: the legal 

environment, distribution channels, levels of market and technological development, 

climate, among others. Solberg and Durrieu (2008, referred in Zaiem & Zghidi, 2011, p. 

293) affirm that “adaptation is necessary due to the numerous differences between local 

and foreign consumers”. 

Horská, Ubreziova and Kekäle (2007, p. 320) define adaptation as a policy of 

“modifying the physical characteristics or attributes of the product and its packing to fit 

the needs of different segments or countries better”. The definition of adaptation 

elaborated by Calantone, Cavusgil, Schmidt and Shin (2004, p. 186) states that “product 

adaptation refers to the degree to which physical characteristics or attributes of a 

product and its packing differs across national markets”. 

2.2.1 Types of Adaptation 

The product adaptation can vary according to its purpose when entering another market 

abroad. Boztepe (2004) affirms that the types of adaptation include: 

 Convenience adaptation: when modifications are made with the objective of 

increasing mainly a product accessibility or compatibility to the local context. 

 Performance adaptation: involves product modification for improving its 

performance and efficiency in the new local context. 

 Economy adaptation: when modification has as its purpose to improve the 

economic value of a product either at the point of purchase or in use. 

 Social significance and identity adaptation: modifications related to the social 

outcomes resulting from interaction with the product. Basically, it concerns the 

meanings for people when using the product. 

 Pleasure adaptation: involves product modifications aiming to provide a pleasant 

experience with the product. It revolves around the local elements that should be 

considered in the new context. 
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2.2.2 Mandatory Product Modification 

Despite its benefits and disadvantages, sometimes adapting a product goes beyond the 

company’s choice. In certain areas, where government regulations or technical 

requirements are of overriding importance, adaptation becomes mandatory. As Export 

Help (2012a) presents, such modifications fall into three categories:  

 Legal requirements: minimum or special standards are often imposed by law. In 

addition, government regulations relating to product packaging and labeling, 

particularly in the case of food and drugs, can influence product modifications; 

 Nationalism: governments may require that a certain proportion of components 

be of local manufacture; and  

 Technical requirements: certain technical changes may be necessary, such as 

different voltages according to each country. 

2.2.3 Optional Product Modification 

The conditions on product modification presented above, represent so far no choice to 

the company concerning the fact of entering a new market. If the company does not 

comply with these mandatory modifications, it can simply not operate within that 

market. 

As pointed out by Onkvisit and Shaw (2009, p. 355), “a more complex and difficult 

decision is optional modification”. The authors mention the following reasons for the 

choice of modifying a product: 

 Physical distribution: involves the facilitation of product transportation at the 

lowest cost. Since freight charges are assessed on either a weight or a volume 

basis, the carrier may charge on the basis of whichever is more profitable. 

 Local use conditions: the differences in the climate (hot/cold; humid/dry) may 

affect the product durability or performance. For example, certain changes may 

be required in gasoline formulations. If the heat is intense, gasoline requires a 

higher flashpoint to avoid vapor locks and engine stalling. In Brazil, 

automobiles are designed to run on low-quality gas, to withstand the country´s 

rough dusty roads, and to weather sizzling temperatures. 

According to Export Help (2012b) there are also criteria in respect of evaluating the 

need for product modification in a specific market. They are:  

 The relative advantage that the product has over the product it replaces or those 

products with which it competes.  

 The product's compatibility with existing values and behavior patterns. 

 The complexity of the product, which could lead to the consumer experiencing 

difficulty in understanding the product's purpose and/or how it works. 

 The extent to which the product may be used on a trial basis. 
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 The extent to which the advantages of accepting the new product can be 

observed by prospective buyers. 

A product which, when rated against each of the above criteria, does not score highly, is 

likely to require modification. 

Onkvisit and Shaw (2009) conclude this topic by affirming that there is no reason for 

marketers to resist product modification. The sensitivity to foreign market´s tastes and 

cultural particularities is crucial to a successful overseas strategy. The future earnings 

and costs should be the only concern when deciding whether to adapt a product or not. 

2.3 BUYER BEHAVIOR 

Buyer behavior is explained by Tanner (1990) as the process by which a behavior or a 

set of behaviors are chosen regarding the purchase habits of an individual or 

organization. In this thesis, the organizational behavior plays the most important role; 

however, an organization is composed of individuals, who are directly involved in the 

buying process. Hodgkinson (1996) argues that organizational managers arbitrate 

between individual characteristics and collective objectives. According to Wilson 

(2000), an organization is a group of individuals lending support to a hierarchy of 

objectives. Therefore, its objectives and also its priorities, processes and paradigms give 

an organization a pattern of behavior. For the author, it also necessarily involves 

relationships either with other organizations or individuals in a continuous flow of 

interactions. 

Webster (1972) explains that most of the literature on buying behavior emphasizes the 

consumers and not industrial buyers. This is due to several differences between these 

two distinctive purchasing processes. Industrial buying happens in a very complex 

context involving variables such as costs, budgets, and profit considerations, among 

others. Not only that, but the fact that decisions relating to purchasing in organizations 

and institutions is very often done by many people involved in the process, which 

affects the buying behavior significantly. 

Assuming the fact that organizations are made up of individuals acting together within 

the organizations perspectives, by determining how individuals identify the situation, 

determining which rewards are perceived as relevant and determining behavior 

alternatives, organizations can better develop an effective marketing strategy (Tanner, 

1990). The author continues on the issue, affirming that it is also important for 

organizations to understand how their buyers arrive at their choice of behavior. Sashi 

(2009) also disserts in the area, stating that without understanding the buyer behavior it 

is difficult to set the characteristics to be added together to make a product capable of 

satisfying buyers in a market. The process of recognizing a need, searching for 

solutions, and making a choice after evaluating the alternatives must be understood to 

implement a market concept. Understanding buyer behavior is therefore necessary for 

making products capable of meeting buyer´s needs and building relationships in 



 

17 

 

business markets where organizations with similar needs buy differently, due to their 

different buying composition (ibid). 

Although individuals can influence organizational behavior, there are some differences 

between organizations and individuals as consumers. It can vary according to motives 

for the purchase, cost bearing, actors involved in decision making, sources of power and 

influence for actors involved in decision making, characteristics of decision tasks, 

professionalism of decision-making, and nature of decision-making process (Jaakkola, 

2007). To better illustrate both contexts, Table 2 summarizes the differences between 

organization and consumer perspectives regarding their purchase decision-making 

characteristics. 

Table 2: A comparison of purchase decision-making characteristics in organizational 

and consumer contexts (Adapted from Jaakkola, 2007, p. 101). 

 Organizational Context Consumer Context 

Motive for the purchase Purposes of the 

organization 

Purpose of the consumer 

Cost bearing Joint (with the 

organization) 

Individual 

Actors involved in 

decision-making 

Typically a group Typically an individual 

Sources of power and 

influence for actors 

involved in decision-

making 

Expertise and information; 

Formal status; Referent 

power; Reinforcement 

power; Control over 

resources  

Expertise and information; 

Informal status; Referent 

power; Reinforcement 

power; Control over 

resources 

Characteristics of decision 

tasks 

From complex and 

significant to routine and 

insignificant  

From complex and 

significant to routine and 

insignificant 

Professionalism of 

decision-making 

Decision-maker(s) 

expected to possess 

expertise 

Decision-maker not 

expected to possess 

expertise 

Nature of decision-making 

process 

Rationality often endorsed 

as a goal; May involve 

formal decision guidelines; 

Usually subject to some 

regulation 

Rationality not necessarily 

endorsed as a goal; No 

formal decision guidelines; 

No regulations 

In this regard, as Wilson (2000) confirms, organizational purchasing is usually a more 

rational and logical activity of professionals. On the other hand, consumer buying is 

characterized by a casual overtone.  

Another key characteristic that distinguishes transactions in organizational and 

consumer contexts, as Sashi (2009) presents, is the long-term relationships that result 

from the interdependence between buyers and sellers in the organization context. By 
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building stable relationships with its buyers, organizations “are able to help buyers 

identify the nature of their problems and solve them as they arise without waiting to be 

contacted later in the purchasing process after certain decisions have already been 

made.” 

According to Webster (1972, p. 12), “a framework for analyzing organizational buying 

behavior could aid in the design of marketing strategy”. Webster (1972) disserts on this 

further by affirming that as well as for the consumer counterpart, the organizational or 

industrial marketer could find interesting aspects of market threats and opportunities 

making possible the identification of market targets and providing a more assertive 

purchasing decision.  

2.4 ORGANIZATIONAL BUYER BEHAVIOR 

When willing to understand organizational buying behavior, industrial and institutional 

marketers face difficulties in relating to the existing literature on buying behavior. Many 

traditional views have focused solely on economic factors, for which the objective is to 

obtain the minimum price or the lower cost-in-use. Others of these traditional views 

study the influence of variables such as emotions, personal goals and internal politics 

that are involved in the buying decision process. All of these views have contributed to 

a better understanding of buyer behavior; however, none of them is complete (Sashi, 

2009). In this regard, in order to cover the literature on organizational buyer behavior, 

the two major models built by Webster and Wind (1972) and Sheth (1973) respectively, 

will be presented below. According to Sashi (2009, p. 133) “two comprehensive models 

that had a significant influence on subsequent research were those developed by 

Webster and Wind (1972) and Sheth (1973)”. As well as Sashi (2009), other authors 

such as Wilson (2000) also refer to the following models in their work, which reinforces 

the use of Webster and Wind (1972) and Sheth (1973) in this literature review.  

2.4.1 Overview of a General Model for Organizational Buying Behavior 

In order to gain a deeper insight on organizational buying behavior, Webster and Wind 

(1972) developed a general model which assumes that organizational buying behavior is 

a decision-making process where individuals interact with other individuals, in an 

organizational context.  

“The organization, in turn, is influenced by a variety of forces in the 

environment. Thus, the four classes of variables determining organizational 

buyer behavior are individual, social, organizational, and environmental. Within 

each class, there are two broad categories of variables: those differently related 

to the buying problem, called task variables; and those that extend beyond the 

buying problem, called non task variables.” (Webster, 1972, p. 13) 

For Webster and Wind (1972), organizational buying behavior cannot be defined as a 

single act but rather a complex process that usually takes place in an extended time 

frame, involving information, resources, personnel and inter-organizational interactions. 

When the organization perceives a discrepancy between a desired outcome and the 



 

19 

 

present situation, a problem is created. The solution for such problem comes from the 

buying action. The organizational buying behavior then, relates to all the actions of 

members from the buying center such as the user, influencers, decider, and buyer, 

among others. The whole organization exercises influence on the interpersonal relations 

within the buying center. This will affect the buying decision-making process related to 

subsystems of the organization such as authority, status, reward, work flow, as well as 

by the action of economic, technological, legal, political, physical and cultural forces. 

Figure 1 presents the model below: 

Figure 1: A model of organizational buyer behavior (Webster & Wind, 1973, p.15). 

Environmental Influences 

According to Webster and Wind (1972), the environment influences the buying 

behavior in four distinct ways. Firstly, they reflect the impact of technological, physical 

and economic factors defining the availability of goods and services. Second, it is 
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related to the overall conditions that the business faces, concerning for example: interest 

rates, national income, unemployment, etc. Cultural, social and legal forces make the 

third aspect influential in how interpersonal and inter-organizational relationships are 

held. The fourth and final variable, concerns the marketing information flow in the 

organization. All the environmental influences are difficult to identify and to measure. 

The nature of institutional forms also varies greatly from country to country and 

acknowledgment of these differences is crucial to the planning of a correct marketing 

strategy. 

Organizational Influences 

As per Webster and Wind (1972, p. 14): 

“Organizational factors cause individual decision makers to act differently than 

they would if they were functioning alone or in a different organization. 

Organizational buying behavior is motivated and directed by the organization´s 

goals and is constrained by its financial, technological and, human resources. 

This class of variables is primarily task-related.”  

In order to understand the influence of formal organizations on buying behavior, 

Webster and Wind (1972) reflect on Leavitt (1964) who affirms that organizations are 

multivariate systems composed of four sets of interacting variables: organizational 

tasks, structure, technology and people. 

Buying Tasks 

The buying tasks are strongly related to organizational tasks to achieve the 

organizational goals. Webster and Wind (1972) affirm that these are pure task variables 

per definitions. The process begins when a need arrives and then specifications are 

identified. The next step is the evaluation of alternatives and decision on the supplier. 

Webster and Wind (1972, p. 16) say that “buying tasks can be further defined according 

to four dimensions: 

1. The organizational purpose: whether the reason for buying is to facilitate 

production, or for resale, or to be consumed in the performance of other 

organizational functions; 

2. The nature of demand: especially whether demand for the product is generated 

within the buying organization or by forces outside the organization as well as 

other characteristics of the demand pattern such as seasonal fluctuations; 

3. The extent of programming: the degree of routinization at the five stages of the 

decision process; and 

4. The degree of decentralization: the extent to which buying authority has been 

delegated to operating levels in the organization.” 
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Organizational Structure 

Webster and Wind (1972) state that organizational structure consists of subsystems of 

communication, authority, status, rewards and workflow. The main functions of the 

communication system are information, command and instruction, influence and 

persuasion and integration. It is vital for marketers to understand how information flows 

in the company. People also have different approaches to hierarchy and therefore 

commands and instructions are laid out differently in different contexts. When 

coordinating the buying center, influence and integration might be highly rated for 

managers to understand in order to perform their activities properly. The subsystem of 

authority is critical because it defines who is in charge of evaluation and decision. It is 

perhaps the most important of the subsystems to understand organizational structure. 

The status expresses itself in an informal structure of the organization, but has equal 

relevance to the structure. A careful analysis of the reward system in the organization 

can be very helpful to predict the integrants of the buying center response to marketing 

efforts. People join organizations looking forward to the reward system. Here is the 

mechanism for relating organizational task accomplishment to individual non task 

objectives. Finally, it is needless to say that the work flow of the buying center is 

important, besides the fact that it provides documentation and data for further analysis 

and even academic research. 

Buying Center 

According to Webster and Wind (1972), the interaction of a four set of variables (tasks, 

structure, technology and actors) in the buying center leads to unique buying behavior 

in each customer organization. 

“The marketer´s problem is to define the locus of buying responsibility within the 

customer organization, to define the composition of the buying center and to understand 

the structure of roles and authority within the buying center.” (Webster & Wind, 1972, 

p. 17) 

Individual and Social Influences 

To understand interpersonal interaction within the buying center, Webster and Wind 

(1972, p. 18) state that: 

“It is useful to consider three aspects of role performance: (1) Role expectations 

(prescriptions and prohibitions for the behavior of the person occupying the role 

and the behavior of other persons towards a given role); role behavior (actual 

behavior in the role); and (3) role relationships (the multiple and reciprocal 

relationships among members of the group). Together, these three variables 

define the individual role set. […]. In the final analysis, all organizational 

buying behavior is individual behavior. Only the individual as an individual or a 

member of a group can define and analyze buying situations, decide and set. […] 

The individual is motivated by a complex combination of personal and 
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organizational objectives, constrained by policies and information filtered 

through the formal organization and influenced by other members of the buying 

center. The individual is at the center of the buying process […]”. 

Task and Non Task Motives 

According to Webster and Wind (1972), rarely can an organizational buyer put his 

personal preferences influencing his buying decision over the organizational 

considerations. This would only be possible in a situation where all other variables are 

“equal”. By these variables is meant product specification, price, quality and service. In 

the event of this situation to be presented, the organizational buyer may be motivated by 

only personal, non-task variables to finalize this purchase. As an example, the 

preference of dealing with a specific salesman can be cited as well as a gift or favor 

available from the supplier. 

“The organizational buyer´s motivation has both task and non-task dimensions. 

Task-related motives relate to the specific buying problem to be solved and 

involve the general criteria of buying the right quality in the right quantity at the 

right price for delivery at the right time from the right source. Of course, what is 

´right´ is a difficult question, especially to the extent that important buying 

influences have conflicting needs and criteria for evaluating the buyer´s 

performance” (Webster & Wind, 1972, p. 19). 

2.4.2 A Model of Industrial Buyer Behavior 

Willing to contribute to research on organizational buyer behavior and hoping to act as a 

catalyst for building marketing information systems, Sheth (1973) developed a model 

based on Howard-Sheth´s work to achieve this objective. While the previous model of 

Howard-Sheth is more customer view oriented, this new model provides a better insight 

on organizational buyer behavior and together with Webster and Wind´s (1972) work, 

became the base for future studies on buyer behavior. The overview of the model is 

presented below in figure 2. 

Description of the Model 

The model presented might seem complex due to the huge amount of variables involved 

and their relationships. However, according to Sheth (1973, p. 51) “this is because it is a 

generic model which attempts to describe and explain all types of industrial buying 

decisions”. 

For Sheth (1973, p. 52): 

“Organizational buyer behavior consists of three distinct aspects. The first aspect 

is the psychological world of the individuals involved in organizational buying 

decisions. The second aspect relates to the conditions which precipitates joint 

decisions among these individuals. The final aspect is the process of joint 
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decision making with the inevitable conflict among the decision makers and its 

resolution by resorting to a variety of tactics”. 

Figure 2: An integrative model of industrial buyer behavior (Sheth, 1973, p. 471). 

Psychological World of the Decision Makers 

According to Sheth (1973), the buying decision is not solely in one´s hands. Within 

organizations, usually more departments are involved in the purchasing process. The 

most common ones would be from the purchasing, quality control and manufacturing 

departments. These individuals are indentified in the model as purchasing agents, 

engineers and users, respectively. Since all these individuals interact among them, it is 

crucial to understand their psychological world behind them. Based on psychological 

studies, the model includes expectations that buyers have about suppliers and brands. 

Expectations are related to the perceived potential that suppliers and brands, or 

alternative suppliers and brands, have to fulfill the needs of a buying decision. These 

expectations also change among purchasing agents, engineers and users due to 

differences in immediate needs for each group. The model specifies five different 

processes which create differential expectations among the individuals involved in the 

purchasing process: 

 Background of Individuals: this is the first and most probably the main 

significant aspect. Different tasks roles within the company as well as different 

educational backgrounds (for example engineers and business men) make people 

have different perspectives of what comes first in a list of priorities. The life 

style also plays a role here; 

 Information Sources and Active Search: it is related to the information that each 

of the purchasing decision-makers are exposed. While purchasing agents would 



 

24 

 

have more commercial exposure than users, for example, combined with the 

actual participation in the search process, allows distinguished expectations to 

come up; 

 Perceptual Distortion: this is perhaps the most difficult variable to be measured. 

Each individual interprets information based on his prior knowledge and 

background. Therefore, there is a tendency to distortion; 

 Satisfaction with Past Purchases: past experiences with suppliers or brands, 

directly influence people´s expectations. It might vary though; since a product 

could be lower in price but with a bad delivery schedule. This once again gives 

room for discrepancies among the agent purchases, engineers and users. 

Determinants of Joint vs. Autonomous Decisions 

 Sheth (1973) states that organizational buying decisions cannot be made jointly by the 

many possible individuals involved in the purchasing process or it can just simply be 

delegated to someone, which is not necessarily the purchasing agent. There are two 

main factors that explain these determinants: 

Product-Specific Factors 

There are three variables to be considered: perceived risk, type of purchase and time 

pressure. According to Sheth (1973, p. 54): 

“Perceived risk refers to the magnitude of adverse consequences felt by the 

decision-maker if he makes a wrong choice. […] Although there is very little 

direct evidence, it is logical to hypothesize that the greater the perceived risk in a 

specific buying decision, the more likely it is that the purchase will be decided 

jointly”.  

Concerning types of purchase and time pressure; however, Sheth (1973) affirms that 

when there is a routine and repetitive decision as well as time pressure, that does not 

enable a joint decision, the decision-making process might be delegated to only one 

party involved. 

Company Specific Factors 

According to Sheth (1973, p. 54): 

“The three organization specific factors are company orientation, company size 

and degree of centralization. If the company is technologically oriented, it is 

likely to be dominated by the engineering people and the buying decision will, in 

essence, be made by them. Similarly, if the company is production oriented, the 

buying decision will be made by the production personnel. Second, if the 

company is a large corporation, decision making will tend to be joint. Finally, 

the greater the degree of centralization, the less likely it is that decisions will be 

joint”. 
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Process of Joint Decision Making  

For Sheth (1973, p.54): 

“The most important aspect of the joint decision-making process; however, is 

the assimilation of information, deliberation on it, and the consequent conflict 

which most joint decisions entail. According to March and Simon, conflict is 

present when there is a need to decide jointly among a group of people who 

have, at the same time, different goals and perceptions. In view of the fact that 

the latter is invariably present among the various parties to industrial buying 

decisions, conflict becomes a common consequence of the joint decision-making 

process”. 

Elaborating on this further, Sheth (1973) affirms that the conflict itself is not bad for the 

organization as a whole. What should be a concern is that if this conflict resolution is 

done on a rational basis with a rational outcome, which would be the best joint decision 

possible. The conflict can be solved through problem solving as well as by persuasion. 

“Both problem solving and persuasion are useful and rational methods of conflict 

resolution. The resulting joint decisions, therefore, also tend to be more rational” 

(Sheth, 1973, p.55). 

2.5 UNDERSTANDING PRODUCT ADAPTATION THROUGH 

CONPREHENDING BUYER BEHAVIOR 

Having looked into the theories of product adaptation and organizational buyer 

behavior, this study aims now to combine the existing literature on these two 

approaches, seeking a more assertive model to deal with product adaptation as a 

marketing strategy. In this regard, it is believed that either factors of product adaptation 

and organizational buyer behavior can help to predict future adaptation requests, which 

is useful for seller organizations in developing solutions to acknowledge better 

consumer needs on product adaptation, as presented in figure 3: 
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Figure 3: A model to predict product adaptation through comprehending buyer 

behavior (Frame of reference). 

The developed model is suggested to predict product adaptation by understanding 

organizational buyer behavior. A first consideration has to be that the model applies 

itself only to business to business (B2B) transactions. Therefore, it is not feasible to be 

used with a final consumer outlook. The model was based and relies on two types of 

organizations: buyer and sellers. Nevertheless, the model only considers the seller 

organization´s perspective. 

The model assumes that buyer organizations and seller organizations have a parallel 

relationship. In order to implement assertive product adaptation strategies, seller 

organizations should predict such adaptations. There are many variables influencing this 

prediction process. Based on the literature review, it is believed that the following 

variables have a significant impact for predicting product adaptation:  

Environmental Influences 

As pointed out by Webster and Wind (1972), environmental influences refer to the 

technological, physical, economic, social and cultural forces acting over the buyer 

organization. They are also difficult to be measured and to be identified. In this sense, 

the importance of understanding these forces relies on the fact that each buyer 

organization is impacted distinctively from these forces, bringing up different needs of 

adaptations. 
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Organizational Factors 

For Sheth (1973), organizational factors are company orientation, company size and 

degree of centralization. It is therefore viable to hypothesize that buyer organization 

with different orientation and size act differently concerning the adaptation issue. For 

example, big organizations can be more oriented in cost efficiency in a big scale than 

small companies.   

Psychological Background 

According to Sheth (1973), the psychological background of purchasing agents in buyer 

organizations, is related to the tasks performed within the organization as well as the 

educational background. This will also influence a variable called perception of 

distortion, where information can be distorted due to the different prior knowledge and 

judgment that each person has. In this regard, every person can perceive adaptation 

needs in a distinctive way. 

Motivational Factors 

As Webster and Wind (1972) state, task motives on buyer behavior are those related to 

the organization. On the other hand, non-task motives are more individual oriented. It is 

affirmed that if an “equal” situation is presented to the purchasing agent, he can choose 

on a personal level on what to choose. Illustrating this scenario, it is possible to assume 

that maybe a buyer agent would request a certain adaptation for his own benefit, instead 

of something that would benefit the whole company. 

Nature of Decision-Making 

The nature of decision-making, as explained by Sheth (1973), is concerned with the 

conflict involving a joint or self decision. It is the assimilation of information and the 

deliberation on it. Looking from the product adaptation issue, decisions can be made 

differently when only one agent is involved than when, for instance, the production or 

even the top management has a role in this decision-making process. Different 

adaptation requests might come along in different scenarios. 

Following the model developed, at a certain moment, the buyer organization will then 

input an adaptation request to the seller organization. The decision-making process of 

whether a seller organization will comply with the adaptation request will consider: 

Type of Adaption 

The decision-making process must take into consideration the types of adaptation 

requirements in order to decide if such adaptations will bring significant improvements 

to the product. Boztepe (2004) affirms that the types of adaptation can be related to: 

convenience, performance, economy, social significance and pleasure adaptation. 
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Economic Feasibility 

While in the standardization strategy, Madar and Neacsu (2010); Roper (2005); and 

Leonidou (1996) state that cost reduction can be achieved due to big scales of 

production, the adaptation strategy will inversely increase the final product costs. In this 

regard, it is necessary that the seller organizations evaluate the consequences that arise 

from the choice of adapting a product. 

Strategy (benefits/disadvantages) 

A broad evaluation of the benefits and disadvantages, of whether to accept or not the 

request of a product adaptation, is necessary. Even though some short-term 

disadvantages can be encountered, organizations must consider that it can become a 

strategic decision for the long-run. The corporate image is a good example to illustrate 

this context. 

Finally, if the outcome of the decision-making process is positive, the adaptation 

request will be accepted, otherwise it will be refused. If accepted, the adaptation process 

takes place. After that, another important step suggested, is the after-sale contact which 

gives a feedback of the product adaptation on a specific sale. The data concerning the 

feedback can be of great magnitude for the seller organization to also predict and 

improve its performance on future product adaptation requests. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 PURPOSE OF THE RESEACRH 

The research purpose can be classified into three different types: exploratory, 

descriptive, and explanatory. Yin (1993) explains that exploratory case study is aimed at 

defining the questions and hypothesis of a previous study. Descriptive case study 

presents a complete description of a phenomenon within the context studied. Finally, 

explanatory case study bears on cause-effect relationships, explaining which causes 

produced which effects. Following these assumptions, the purpose of research used in 

this work was descriptive, since the process of product adaptation and buyer behavior 

perceived by the company chosen was described in the context of a case study. 

3.2 RESEARCH APPROACH  

As Bryman and Bell (2007) state, the research approach can be classified as deductive 

or inductive. For the authors, in a deductive study, theory and hypothesis deduced from 

it come first and drive the process of gathering data. This process usually starts with 

theory, followed by the hypothesis, data collection, findings, confirmation or rejection 

of the hypothesis, and revision of the theory. On the other hand, in an inductive study a 

theory is the outcome of research. Observations and findings will come first, and a 

theory will be the result of this. 

In this regard, the approach used in this thesis can be considered deductive, since it 

starts covering the theory about product adaptation and buyer behavior, followed by the 

creation of a model, and then observations and findings are presented in the empirical 

data. According to Bryman and Bell (2007, p. 11) in deductive approach, “the 

researcher, on the basis of what is known about in a particular domain and of theoretical 

considerations in relation to that domain, deduces a hypothesis (or hypotheses) that 

must then be subjected to empirical scrutiny”. 

Belkaoui (2004) also concludes that in the deductive approach the construction of a 

theory begins with basic propositions and proceeds to derive logical conclusions about 

the subject under consideration. This approach moves from the general (basic 

propositions about the accounting environment) to the particular (accounting principles 

first and accounting techniques second).  

The main benefit by using this approach, as state Bryman and Bell (2007), is that the 

deductive process appears very linear where one step follows the other in a clear and 

logical sequence. 

3.3 RESEARCH METHOD 

The research method is divided into quantitative and qualitative approaches. While the 

quantitative research can be constructed as a strategy that uses quantification in the 

collection and analysis of data, the qualitative research will emphasize words and a 

better view of the social reality (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Therefore, to better understand 
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the social phenomena that this thesis has proposed to study, the qualitative method of 

research was applied.  

According to Zikmund and Babim (2007), the qualitative research is very useful to 

understand some phenomena in great detail and in much depth. For the authors, this 

method of research “addresses marketing objectives through techniques that allow the 

researcher to provide elaborate interpretations of market phenomena without depending 

on numerical measurement” (p. 129). Proctor (2005) also states that qualitative research 

is characterized by small samples and produces a good mechanism for coming to an 

understanding of attitudes and motivations. In order to comprehend the social reality 

concerning the product adaptation and also the buyer behavior, a case study was the 

technique used in this thesis. 

3.4 RESEARCH STRATEGY 

As per Yin (1993), the different possible strategies to be applied when dealing with a 

qualitative research can be ethnography, history, quasi-experimentation, surveys, and 

case study. In this thesis, the technique chosen was the last. Case study, according to the 

author (1994, p. 3), “is the method of choice when the phenomenon under study is not 

readily distinguishable from its context. Such a phenomenon may be a project or 

program in an evaluation study”. For Yin (1993), another characteristic with great 

importance about case studies is its focus on the contemporary events. Despite its 

importance in understanding the present reality, the author also states that sometimes 

the definition of the program can be complex, since the researcher has no control over 

the phenomenon and therefore it will be difficult to affirm when the activity started or 

ended. In this sense, seeking to understand the social phenomena behind the two 

theories combined in this work, a case study seemed to be the best technique to be 

applied. 

Concerning the number of case studies, Yin (1993) affirms that a case study research 

can be based on single or multiple-case studies. According to him, the first type focuses 

only on a single case and is useful when the social phenomenon is to be studied in 

depth. Multiple-case studies, however, will have two or more cases in the same study. 

Yin (1993) also suggests that descriptive studies must cover the scope and depth of the 

object (case) to be analyzed. Therefore, pursuing a more detailed study and data 

collection, a single case study was conducted in this thesis. Willing to get a true insight 

of how the specific industry chosen works, the case study also relies on one of the most 

prominent organizations in the sector discussed in this thesis, allowing the 

argumentation towards the use of a single case study. 

3.5 CASE SELECTION 

The truck industry was considered in this study. The choice of the company was non-

probabilistic, choosing Volvo to be investigated. According to Zikmund and Babin 

(2007), a non-probabilistic choice is when units are selected on the basis of personal 

judgment. Some considerations were taken into account to support this judgment, as 

suggested by Stouffer (1941, referred in Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). The majority of them 
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were the historical background of the company, as well as its role in the context of the 

industry and the nature of its activity. After analyzing these factors, Volvo was 

suggested as it is a consistent company to perform the empirical case study for this 

thesis. 

The choice of using Volvo in the case study of this thesis also relies on the fact that this 

is a global and recognized company within the truck industry. In this regard, the 

company can represent such industries and help this study to understand the relationship 

between the product adaptation and buyer behavior. The company also fits in with the 

purpose of this thesis, since it has both a product adaptation department and a strategy 

which concerns the understanding of buyer behavior. 

The interest of the company in contributing to this study relies on its partnership with 

universities, guaranteeing feasible work and bringing quality of information. Moreover, 

it was already investigated in some previous master and bachelor dissertations. 

3.6 DATA COLLECTION 

Yin (1993) explains that the data collection can be classified in primary and secondary 

data. For the development of the case study, the data collected in this thesis concerned 

both primary and secondary sources. Most of the data, however, involved primary 

sources through face-to-face interviews. As Proctor (2005) suggests, “the personal one-

to-one situation gives the respondent the feeling of being the focus of attention, whose 

personal thoughts and feelings are important and genuinely wanted”. Seeking to 

embrace the quality of the data, secondary sources based on official documentation, as 

for example annual reports, were also used. 

In order to gather relevant primary data, three interviews were conducted at Volvo’s 

headquarters. The first interview happened on April the 5
th

, with Gunnar Ekwall, 

director of the Volvo’s truck division. The interview lasted for one hour and the main 

issue discussed was the product adaptation strategy practiced by the organization. The 

second and third interviews happened on April the 13
th

, with Mikael Järnebratt, 

manager of the customer adaptation development department, and Gunnar Ekwall 

respectively. The second interview lasted for one hour and fifteen minutes and 

concerned either product adaptation strategy or organizational buyer behavior issues. 

Seeking for a more detailed overview of the company about its buyers’ behavior, 

Ekwall was contacted for the second time and during half an hour the director 

contributed to the subject. 

According to Bryman and Bell (2007) the qualitative interview can be considered 

unstructured or semi-structured. Referring to Burgess (1984), Bryman and Bell (2007) 

explain that the unstructured interview is similar in character to a normal conversation. 

There is perhaps only one question to start the interview on the topic and then it flows 

according to what the interviewer and interviewee are discussing. In the semi-structured 

interview, however, still according to Bryman and Bell (2007), the researcher has a list 

of questions referred to as an interview guide. This interview guide allows the 
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interviewer to have some control over the process as well as to maintain a certain line to 

where the discussion is going. Nevertheless, in semi-structured interviews the interview 

also has a great deal of freedom in expressing his/hers opinions and observations. 

Following these assumptions, the interview conducted in this thesis can be considered 

semi-structured. To collect the data, an interview guide was developed based on the 

theoretical framework of this study, in order to better guide the topics to be covered, 

which is attached in the end of the work. Concerning the secondary data, hoping to add 

on to the primary data, meeting reports and other sorts of official statistics were 

analyzed. In order to find reliable sources of secondary data, keywords such as product 

standardization, product adaptation, buyer behavior, organizational buyer behavior, and 

Volvo were used.  

3.7 DATA ANALYSIS 

According to Miles and Humbernan (1994), a case study can have either within-case 

analysis or cross-case analysis. While the last is useful when dealing with multiple case 

studies, the authors state that the within-case analysis verifies descriptive conclusions 

about the phenomena in a bounded context that makes up a single case. In this sense, a 

within-case analysis was done in order to analyze the single case study presented in this 

thesis. 

For Neuman (1994), concept formation is an integral part of qualitative data analysis. 

Conceptualization, thus, is one way that a qualitative researcher organizes and makes 

sense of data. As the author suggested, the analysis of this thesis followed some steps as 

organizing data into categories on the basis of themes, concepts, and similar features. 

The outcome of the interviews was separated into two main categories: product 

adaptation and buyer behavior.  

Following these steps, a method to analyze data suggested by Neuman (1994), called 

successive approximation, was used. The steps proposed by him begin with a research 

question and a framework of concepts. After that, the researcher examines the data and 

combines with the theory, creating new concepts by abstracting from the evidence. This 

is called successive approximation because the modified concepts and the model 

approximate the full evidence and are modified over and over to become more accurate. 

In practice, the data collected in this thesis was examined and related to the model that 

has arisen from the theoretical framework. New evidence that came from the interviews 

with the company were matched with the theory, bringing a new concept and allowing 

the improvement of the previous model. 

3.8 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

Reliability and validity concern are both concerns when we look at how concrete 

measures, or indicators, are developed for constructs. They are salient in social research 

due to the fact that constructs in social theory are often ambiguous, diffuse, and not 

directly observable. In this sense, perfect reliability and validity are virtually impossible 

to achieve. Rather, they are ideals that researches must strive for (Neuman, 1994). 
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3.8.1 Reliability 

According to Carmines and Zeller (1979, p. 12) the “tendency toward consistency found 

in repeated measurements of the same phenomenon is referred to as reliability”. The 

more consistent the results given by repeated measurements, the higher the reliability of 

the measuring procedure; conversely, the less consistent the results, the lower the 

reliability. As Nueman (1994) also explains, reliability deals with an indicator’s 

dependability. If a study has a reliable indicator or measure, it will achieve the same 

result each time the same thing is measured. One indicator proposed by the author is to 

measure the representative of the study.  This is reliability across subpopulations or a 

group of people. It addresses the question: “Does the indicator deliver the same answer 

when applied to different groups?” Following this assumption, seeking for a greater 

reliability, this thesis chose an experienced company to represent the industry studied in 

this work. Therefore, it is assumed that evidence found will be reliable when dealing 

within the same industry as the company analyzed. In this sense, generalizations should 

be done with caution and will be more consistent within this segment. Another 

important indicator proposed by Neuman (1994) concerns the stability reliability, which 

is related to time frames. It addresses the question: “Does the measure or indicator 

deliver the same answer when applied in different time periods?” In this sense, the 

interviews were detailed and conducted with professionals capable of providing reliable 

data and official sources of information were used. In this regard, it is believed that the 

possible future outcome would be repeated if new interviews were conducted.  

3.8.2 Validity 

According to Carmines and Zeller (1979, p. 12) “validity concerns the crucial 

relationship between concept and indicator. This is another way of saying that there are 

almost always theoretical claims being made when one assesses the validity of social 

science measures”. Neuman (1994) also disserts on the issue, affirming that validity 

tells whether an indicator actually captures the meaning of the construct in which the 

study is interested. In this regard, to increase the validity of this study, the theoretical 

framework was built up using reliable sources, such as scientific journals, articles, and 

books, where specific key-words related to the subject were used when searching for the 

most appropriated literature. The information obtained through the interviews was 

collected from two different professionals, based on similar topics, seeking for a 

consistent set of data. Furthermore, the data obtained from the interviews was combined 

and confirmed by the secondary data collected from the Volvo’s website as well as 

other official sources. 
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4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS  

4.1 VOLVO GROUP 

4.1.1 General Information 

Volvo is a huge manufacturer of commercial cars, standing out as well as one of the 

largest truck manufacturers across the globe. On the 28
th 

of January in 1999, Volvo 

group sold its business Volvo Car Corporation to the Ford Motor Company and on the 

28
th 

of March in 2010, Ford arranged the sale of Volvo Cars to the Chinese Zhejiang 

Geely Holding Group, in a transaction involving US$ 1.8 billion. The first mass 

produced car by Volvo came out of the production line in the Lundby plant, located in 

Gothenburg – Sweden – in April 14
th

, 1927. Now, eighty five years later, the Volvo 

Group is one of the world biggest manufacturers of commercial vehicles and the Volvo 

Car Corporation sells around 500 thousand cars per year (Volvo, 2012). 

As per Volvo´s Annual Report (2012), the company mission is: 

“To become the world leader in sustainable transport solutions by: 

 Creating value for customers in selected segments; 

 Pioneering products and services for the transport and infrastructure 

industries; 

 Driving quality, safety and environmental care; and 

 Working with energy, passion and respect for the individual.” 

According to the Volvo Museum (2012), the founders, Assar Gabrielsson and Gustav 

Larson started to perceive that in the 1920`s, USA competition in the car manufacturing 

was a severe hindrance to car making in Sweden, had it not all been for a chance 

meeting that opened the way out for new possibilities. Sweden had in fact already 

achieved a high level of competency. Industrialization was on its way, labor was cheap, 

there was a need for a car that could cope with the, at the time, poor Swedish roads and 

Swedish steel then, was of a very high quality. The two friends chanced to meet over a 

cup of coffee; one with business competence and the other an innovative engineer. It 

was an embryonic start to a car factory in Sweden. The year was 1924. They had further 

meetings to discuss the start of production. By December of 1925 they were agreed and 

the Volvo auto manufacturing company was a fact. 

“Volvo provides transportation related products and services with focus on 

quality, safety and environmental care. Founded more than 85 years ago, a solid 

position and reputation worldwide has been built up over the decades. The brand 

is shared between Volvo Group and Volvo Cars” (Volvo, 2012). 

At that moment in time, as per the Volvo Museum (2012), the sales manager Hilmer 

Johansson took the first exemplar ÖV4 through the doors of the factory. Just recently 

this year, in order to celebrate Volvo´s 85
th 

anniversary, Stefan Jacoby (CEO of Volvo 
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Car Corporation) and Olof Persson (CEO of the Volvo Group) drove the car inside 

Volvo´s facilities. 

“In 1927 the first series-manufactured Volvo car, the Volvo ÖV4, rolled off the 

production line on the island of Hisingen, Göteborg. Since then, Volvo has 

developed from a small local industry to one of the world's largest manufacturers 

of heavy trucks, buses and construction equipment, with more than 100,000 

employees, production facilities in 19 countries and operations in more than 180 

countries” (Volvo, 2012). 

Olof Persson in an interview to the Brazilian press PortalG1 (2012), responds that the 

Volvo Group employs around 120,000 people worldwide and still 25% of this total is 

allocated in Sweden, even though 95% of Volvo´s products are to be exported. The 

Volvo Car Corporation employs 14.5 thousand people in Sweden from a total of 21.5 

thousand across the globe. Around 87% of all sales from Volvo Car Corporation are 

done outside Sweden. In 1999 the Volvo Group sold the car business. Since then, the 

two companies continued to grow in different directions. The Volvo Car Corporation is 

now in the premium segment and last year sold around 450 thousand cars in 120 

countries, having the United States as its major market. The Volvo Group produces 

trucks under the brands Volvo, Renault Trucks, Mack and UD, together with buses, 

equipment to construction, drive systems for marine and industrial applications and 

components for aircraft engines. 

According to the Volvo Museum (2012), in 1928 the first 24 Volvo trucks were ready 

for delivery. During the 1930`s, Volvo truck production was doing better businesswise 

than its car manufacturing, since production cars just did not appear to be economically 

viable at the time. So trucks dominated Volvo´s automobile production up to 1948, 

when the PV 444 car became a sale success. As PV 444 sales and exports grew and 

production took up more factory space, the need for a new truck assembly plant became 

more and more acute. A new truck factory was built next to the Lundby Plant. At the 

time, it was enormous, over 250 meters in length and more than 50 meters wide. It was 

used up to 1992, when it was closed and the remaining truck production moved out to 

the new factory at Tuve.  

The car model, PV 51, which was presented in 1936, was really the first of Volvo´s 

models design for mass production. By the time the Second World War had broken out, 

Volvo was an established national car maker with a broad product program and a stable 

economy. It also even had a significant export volume. Growth in the 1950`s made 

Volvo realize that the Lundby plant was too small and a very large part was moved to 

Hisigen, near the Torslanda Airport in the new facilities which had been constructed. By 

1964 it was ready to go into production. In 1963, Volvo was the first European car 

maker to start its own plant in North America. Today, the Volvo Car Corporation has 

several plants in Sweden as well as in a number of other countries such as Belgium, The 

Netherlands, Canada, Brazil and Malaysia. All these plants are equipped to the latest 
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contemporary standards to meet Volvo´s very high quality demands (Volvo Museum, 

2012). 

The Volvo Group goes beyond the production of cars and trucks. Volvo Aero for 

instance, supplies components for over 90% of all large commercial airplanes in 

operation today worldwide. Some of the components fly even higher. For the Ariane 5 

European space program, Volvo is the primary supplier of nozzles and fuel pump 

turbines for the Vulcain rocket engine (Volvo, 2012). 

“Volvo Penta has over 100 years of working with equipment manufacturers and 

users of off road machinery and equipment across almost every application: 

from road building, landscaping, open-cast mining and quarrying, to port 

handling equipment and building construction” (Volvo, 2012). 

The company is also brand oriented. Perhaps the action that Volvo is most proud of in 

this regard is the Volvo Ocean Race initiative. As per the Volvo Museum (2012) it all 

started in a smoky pub in Portsmouth, England in 1971. Colonel Bill Whitbread 

(Whitbread Brewers) and Admiral Otto Steiner (Royal Naval Sailing Association) met 

to enjoy a beer and discuss an idea that had been put to them by two sailing journalists. 

After an in-depth discussion the decision was taken. This first Whitbread Round the 

World Race was to be held in 1973, following the old square rigger routes. Nothing of 

its kind had ever previously existed. On September the 8
th

, some 167 sailors in 17 boats 

left Portsmouth heading for Cape Town in South Africa, their first stopover. In 2008, 

the Ericsson 4 team covered 506.6 nautical miles in 24 hours. This highlights the 

technological development and transformation of the race over the years. In total, seven 

Whitbread Round the World Races were staged. The Volvo Group and the Volvo Car 

Corporation bought the event in 1998, and from 2001 the event was renamed the Volvo 

Ocean Race. 

This whole scenario is only possible due to Volvo´s high preoccupation with safety and 

technical quality, making the products reliable together with a worldwide support 

network, which together with a motivated and professional team, has made and makes 

Volvo one of the most contemporary successful enterprises in the world. 

4.1.2 Product Adaptation Process 

According to Gunnar Ekwall, director of the Volvo Truck Division, the company 

develops trucks for many different market contexts and needs. Volvo´s products are 

produced on a standard basis, especially because trucks are built in a production line on 

a big scale, which allows a lower cost production. There is however a wide range of 

products and together with a big number of buyers, it requires some kind of product 

adaptation eventually. The majority of them are concerning the colors, extra lights and 

horns, wheel base changes, suspension, overhang towering equipment, adaptation for 

super structure, and, tires and axles. A better illustration of the common customer 

adaptations (CA) requests is presented in figure 4: 
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Figure 4: Common customer adaptation requests (Volvo, 2012). 

When asked about the reasons for such adaptations requirements, Ekwall stated that 

Volvo recognizes that legal demands and different infra-structure conditions are the 

main factors impacting the trucks adaptation. For example: the weight of each axis of 

the truck can carry varies from customer to customer.  

Mikael Järnebratt, manager of the Customer Adaptation Development department, 

explains that in order to better deal with the product adaptation, the organization 

classifies the requests into two different categories: Free Text and Published Customer 

Adaptation Solutions. The first is related to the mechanism through which the buyer is 

able to input the technical adaptation requirements without any restriction. The second 

category is another mechanism where the adaptation requirements are brought to Volvo 

based on a pre-made set of possible combinations already offered and available on the 

company’s system. Concerning the amount of the requests, Järnebratt states that the 

Free Text requirements are higher than the Published Customer Adaptation Solutions. 

There is also an almost standardized variant adaptation called S90000, which is 

considered by the company an adaptation all the same, commercially speaking, even 

though for the factory it is almost standard. To better understand this context, an 

overview of the orders and customer adaptations executions in 2010 is presented below. 
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Figure 5: 2010 Order and CA execution overview (Volvo, 2012). 

From the figure above, it is possible to perceive that from a total of 45354 orders of 

trucks, 31523 (approximately 68%) had some adaptation request, where the majority of 

them were free text, followed by published customers adaptation solutions, and a mix of 

both. The S90000 requests also had a big impact on the adaptations requests with 15764 

orders; however, this number is treated differently since it is only visible commercially 

but does not represent a big issue for the factory.  

The product adaptation, as per Järnebratt, begins with a factory document called S-note, 

which is started by a customer adaptation requirement. The manager also presents that 

around 70% of the Volvo trucks involves an S-note. Ekwall also highlights that the 

adaptation process can take place still in the assembling phase of the trucks, as it is also 

possible to perceive in figure 5, when the numbers show that 6066 adaptations process 

happened still on the assembly line, against 1682 after line. Nevertheless, the majority 

of 23775 is still a mix of both on and after assembly line. This happens due to the fact 

that Volvo offers several possible combinations of different features for the truck.  

With regard to the conversion level of product adaptation, Järnebratt explains the 

difference of them as presented in the following figure: 
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Figure 6: Customer adaptation conversion level (Volvo, 2012). 

As the figure above illustrates, when the free text follows a certain standard, a fixed 

price list can be set for these adaptations, since there is a pattern perceived by the 

organization. There is also the frequent customer adaptation (FCA) that is suitable for 

big customers such as fleets that ask for their trucks to always have the same cabin 

colors, for example. In this regard, since the administration is reduced for the company, 

it is expressed in sales benefits for the customers to drive the Volvo’s image towards 

customer satisfaction. Furthermore, the published customer adaptation solutions (PCA) 

and S90000 are updated in the system since these are pre-combinations of possible 

adaptations available for the customer. The last levels also include trend reports which 

help the forecast for future adaptation requests. Finally, some variants are developed by 

the product development department. These are features that sometimes are not even 

designed yet.  

Having this overview in mind, Figure 7 will then be presented below and illustrate the 

process of Volvo’s customer adaptation in a more detailed way: 
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Figure 7: The customer adaptation process (Volvo, 2012). 

The customer adaptation process initiates with a specific request from the market that is 

handled by the sales team as well as by representatives. Then, the Technical Sales 

Support Center (TSSC) processes the information and sends it to the Customer 

Adaptation (CA) group in the factory. This group will use the competences that are 

within product development, purchasing and factory special design. The CA group will 

then compile and answer considering technical aspects, led time and costs and send it 

back to TSSC. After that, TSSC will rephrase it from the product development language 

to the market language. If TSSC and the customer accept the order, the process skips to 

S preparation, followed by Assembly and Delivery. 

Considering the European market, Ekwall works closer to the Nordic markets. 

According to him, all different European countries require significant adaptations. For 

instance, in the Scandinavian markets, Norway ranks as the highest while Denmark has 

fewer adaptation requests.   

The adaptation also plays an important role for Volvo´s marketing strategy. According 

to Ekwall, sometimes there is a financial loss due to the costs of the adaptations; 

however, the major part of the adaptation requests (80% to 85%) are performed since 

Volvo considers it as a competitive advantage. Järnebratt also presents some benefits 

regarding product adaptation. For him, customer adaptations can: complement Volvo’s 

standard offers, meet customers’ demand, and reduce market throughput time. 

Concerning the volume of adaptation requests, it can happen in all sorts of sales 

volumes. As per Ekwall´s explanation, adaptations can happen in one single unit or 

hundreds of them. One of the possible consequences is that a random adaptation in one 

truck can lead to market perception of an interesting option and therefore, this single 

adaptation could turn into a standard feature in a massive volume. 

4.1.3 Understanding Buyer Behavior 

According to Ekwall, director of the Volvo Truck Division, Volvo has a good overview 

of the buyer behavior from their customers based on some variables such as the size of 

the company and to some extent, the market cultural factors. The most impacting actor 

though, is by far the size of the company. Big corporations will handle the orders 

through a professional buyer center which has a very different approach than a single 

owned company where the owner drives the truck himself. Then, of course, there is also 

a degree in between these two extremes. 
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Regarding the possibility of predicting this buyer behavior, Ekwall states that the main 

tool Volvo uses for this purpose are statistics regarding the customer history. The 

buying behavior on adaptation requests can be foreseen looking at the industry/segment 

to which the customer is related. There is a pattern of adaptation requests from time to 

time if a customer operates with specific segment, he might need for example, an 

adaptation on the hydraulic equipment and that comes back from time to time. 

The average size of customers from the Nordic market, according to Ekwall, is 

companies that have from 3 to 5 trucks. The follow up after a sale to understand the 

buyer behavior concerning product adaptation exists, but Volvo does not keep track of 

exactly what was discussed in this conversation with the customer during the ‘after sale’ 

process. This contact with the customer takes place around 3 or 4 months after the sale 

has been completed. What does happen is that Volvo makes sure that every buyer had 

this contact (conversation) after the sale.  

As affirmed by Järnebratt, Volvo is always trying to get new customers and keep an 

upstanding relationship with current customers, so, they will order new trucks from 

Volvo over and over again. This relationship with the buyer is somehow region and 

company size categorized. Volvo might discuss the upcoming projects of big customers 

in order to be prepared to better suit their needs. This relationship might not be as close 

to smaller buyers. Nevertheless, not concerning only adaptations, but general 

considerations, Volvo tries to keep this virtual circle through something called within 

the company The Infinitive Loop, as per the following image: 

Figure 8: The Infinity Loop (Volvo, 2012). 

Järnebratt explains that the first part of the loop (Trucks New & Used – Business 

Solution) is handled by the sales force, while the second part (Parts & Accessories – 

Service Offers) is handled by the after sales organization, which is a mix of the 
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workshops, trucks centers and the sales department as well. The after sales area in this 

regard is very important because if Volvo has a good service and a good contact with 

buyers in this way, the customers will buy more trucks from Volvo. Volvo´s strategy of 

high quality and safety standards combined with a customer oriented view make 

possible customer satisfaction and consequently profitable growth. 

In spite of the importance of the after sale contact in general, Ekwall explains that one 

of the reasons for not keeping all the data gathered concerning the customer adaptation 

in the after sale contact stored, is that many times the topic of the conversation is driven 

away by the buyer to other aspects that are irrelevant to the adaptation process. In this 

regard, even though 100% of the customers had a telephone contact, or in some special 

occasions a visit, sometimes buyers do not recognize it as an adaptation ‘after-sale’ 

procedure. 

Concerning the background of the buyer, Ekwall states that school background is not a 

major effect in understanding the buyer behavior towards adaptation. As already 

mentioned before, the size of the company does play a huge role, but not in the sense of 

which the buyer background is engineering, business or so on. What could affect 

matters is when the owner of the company purchases the truck and if he will also be the 

driver or not. Buyers have different views of what is important in a truck in this regard. 

Ekwall also explains that the best indicator for Volvo to understand and create patterns 

in understanding their buyer´s behavior is first the person Volvo will have contact with. 

That says a lot in regard to the adaptations that can be requested. Another factor is the 

segment the buyer works in, which will define a range of likely and possible 

adaptations. A valuable example is that when in a business to business (B2B) 

relationship the customer´s counterparty operates in an industry with a huge price 

pressure, it is very likely that the buyer behavior towards Volvo will become more low 

cost oriented and shelf products with fewer adaptations will be requested. 
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5. ANALYSIS 

5.1 PRODUCT STANDARDIZATION AND PRODUCT ADAPTATION 

In the marketing literature, “a product is anything that can be offered to a market for 

attention, acquisition, use, or consumption and that might satisfy a want or need” 

(Kotler & Armstrong, 1993, p. 221). In order to satisfy these wants or needs, 

organizations follow a product standardization or adaptation policy. Even though this 

study revolves mainly on the research of product adaptation, it is not possible to fully 

comprehend one without mentioning the other. This is also shown by Volvo´s case 

where both ends are simultaneously applied and linked to each other. Concerning the 

standardization approach, it applies to Volvo in the sense that the truck´s base is built in 

standard lines of production. This base allows possible adaptations in the future for 

different market needs. As stated by Farrel and Saloner (1987), one of the aspects from 

standardization is that compatibility can be attained, which reflects, in this case, Volvo´s 

reality. 

The literature asserts that the way a standard is set can be dictated by a governmental 

body, agreement between independent firms or set unilaterally by a firm´s own 

management (Gabel, 1987). In this regard, Volvo fits into the most common way, which 

is the sole decision inside the organization as part of its competitive strategy, when the 

bases of the trucks are standardized for big productions in scale. Research has revealed 

many benefits for product standardization and in this sense, it is perceived that Volvo 

has cost reduction as the main benefit for its standard bases. For Madar and Neacsu 

(2010); Roper (2005); and Leonidou (1996), in a standard product strategy, costs will be 

reduced making possible the offer of better products at lower costs. The same authors 

mention as well some disadvantages concerning the standardization policy. For Volvo´s 

trucks, if totally standardized, the most impacting disadvantages would be the low 

penetration degree on the market countries with special needs and failure in satisfying 

local rules or product prescriptions. 

Samiee et al. (1993, referred in Leonidou, 1996) agree with Whitelock et al. (1997, 

referred in Roper, 2005) when stating that firms supplying consumer goods show a 

higher propensity to customize some characteristics than the industry goods. By 

analyzing Volvo, it is possible to affirm that all organizations will not necessarily fit in 

this statement. Volvo Trucks works on a B2B basis and does show a propensity to adapt 

characteristics of its products. Related to these characteristics, the theory matches with 

Volvo´s reality (as illustrated in Figure 4) when Leonidou (1996) states that design, 

quality and features are the product areas receiving most adaptations in overseas 

markets. 

One important fact for the studies of standardization versus adaptation is that recent 

research has evidenced that neither standardization nor complete adaptation is feasible 

(Roper, 2005). One interesting curiosity is that Volvo has an almost standardized 

variant adaptation called S90000 which the organization considers a standard or an 

adaptation depending on the point of view. For the factory it is a standard because there 
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are already pre combinations designed; however, commercially speaking, it is an 

adaptation. It is also possible, according to Ekwall, that a random adaptation in one 

truck can lead to market perception of an interesting option and therefore, a single 

adaptation can turn into a standard, reiterating the relationship of the two approaches. 

For Calantone, Cavusgil, Schmidt and Shin (2004) product adaptation is related to the 

degree to which physical characteristics of a product differs across national markets. 

The main adaptations on Volvo´s trucks are concerning the colors, extra lights and 

horns, wheel base changes, suspension, overhang towering equipment, adaptation for 

super structure, and, tires and axles. Therefore, the product adaptation approach plays an 

important role in Volvo´s marketing strategy since the company tries to execute as 

many customer´s adaptation requests as possible. From a total of 45354 orders of trucks, 

31523 (around 68%) had some adaptation request. Looking into the European market, 

Ekwall states that all different European countries require significant adaptations. 

Nevertheless, in the Scandinavian markets Norway ranks as the highest while Denmark 

has fewer adaptation requests. Since “adaptation is necessary due to the numerous 

differences between local and foreign customers” (Souberg & Durrieu, 2008, referred in 

Zaiem & Zghidi, 2011, p. 293), to better handle it internally, Volvo created two 

different categories to classify customer´s different needs of adaptation. These 

categories are Free Text, where the buyer can input technical requirements without any 

restrictions; and Published Customer Adaptation Solutions, which is a pre-made set of 

possible combinations available inside Volvo´s system. 

According to Boztepe (2004), the adaptation types vary as per its purpose. For Volvo, 

they can be classified as convenience and performance adaptations, when modifications 

are made to increase a product accessibility or compatibility to the local context as well 

as to improve its performance and efficiency in the new local context. This is sustained 

by Ekwall when presenting the reasons for adaptation requirements. According to the 

director, legal demands and different infra-structure conditions are the main factors 

impacting the trucks adaptation. For example, the weight that each axis can carry varies 

from customer to customer. Legal demands are also the main mandatory product 

modification following government regulations of different countries. Considering 

optional product modification from the company´s perspective, local use conditions 

represent Volvo´s case when adapting for different markets. 

For Onkvisit and Shaw (2009), the sensitivity to foreign market´s tastes and cultural 

particularities is crucial to a successful overseas strategy. The future earnings and costs 

should be the only concern when deciding whether to adapt or not to adapt a product. 

This reflects Volvo´s strategy. Ekwall states that there might be a financial loss in the 

80% to the 85% of adaptations attended by Volvo, but as also highlighted by Järnebratt, 

when saying that it can meet customer´s demands, the product adaptation is a marketing 

strategy seeking for a competitive advantage. 
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5.2 BUYER BEHAVIOR 

As mentioned in the theoretical framework, one important tool that can help 

organizations to deal with the product adaptation policy and also achieve competitive 

advantage is the comprehension of buyer behavior. This can be confirmed in Volvo´s 

case as per Ekwall, when saying that Volvo has a good overview of the buyer behavior 

from their customers. According to Tanner (1990), buyer behavior is the process by 

which a behavior or a set of behaviors are chosen regarding the purchase habits of an 

individual or an organization. Ekwall also stated that the best indicator for Volvo to 

understand buyer behavior is first the person who Volvo will have contact with. This is 

also supported by the literature when Tanner (1990) affirms that organizations are made 

up of individuals acting together within the organization perspective, by determining 

how individuals identify the situation, determining which rewards are perceived as 

relevant and determining behavior alternatives, organizations can better develop an 

effective marketing strategy. 

Webster (1972) highlights that most of the literature on buyer behavior emphasizes the  

consumer rather than on industrial buyers. Although this assumption was made some 

decades ago, not much has changed from that moment in time. In practice, however, the 

buyer behavior also has a relevant role in B2B negotiations, which for instance is 

Volvo´s case in the truck industry.  

5.2.1 Understanding Product Adaptation Through Comprehending Buyer 

Behavior  

Relating the empirical findings to the model created in order to understand how the 

comprehension of buyer behavior can help to develop a product adaptation strategy, 

some patterns and discrepancies were found. Although some authors focus on economic 

factors while others focus on personal emotions and goals, when dealing with 

organizational buyer behavior, it is believed in this study that both should be combined 

as this reflects Volvo´s reality, too. The developed model (Figure 3) assumes that some 

elements should be analyzed to predict future product adaptations and help 

organizations to optimize this process.  

The first element concerns environmental influences which stand for technological, 

physical, economic, social and cultural forces (Webster & Wind, 1972). In Volvo´s 

case, in general, environmental influences seem to have a relevant impact in 

understanding buyer behavior. The factors that match with those presented in the model 

are mainly economic and cultural forces. This is perceived when Ekwall affirmed that 

market cultural factors have an impact to some extent as well, as when the director 

stated that if an industry has a huge price pressure, it is very likely that the buyer 

behavior towards Volvo will be more low cost oriented and fewer adaptations will be 

requested. Considering Volvo´s reality, there is another factor that should be included in 

this element: the industry segment. As affirmed by Ekwall, the buyer behavior on 

adaptation requests at Volvo can be foreseen, looking at the industry and segment to 
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which the customer is related. According to him, there is a pattern of adaptation requests 

concerning specific segments that comes back from time to time. 

The second element refers to the organizational factors, which according to Sheth 

(1973) are company orientation, company size and degree of centralization. For Volvo, 

this is the main factor influencing the comprehension of buyer behavior. As confirmed 

by Ekwall, the most impacting actor in this regard, is by far the size of the company. He 

explains that big corporations will have a very different approach than a single owned 

company, seeking for a more cost effective strategy when requesting some product 

adaptation. 

The third element is related to the psychological background of the buyer. As per Sheth 

(1973) definition, it is associated to the tasks performed within the organizations as well 

as educational background. Apparently for Volvo this factor is not very important. This 

is supported by Ekwall when asserting that school background is not of major impact in 

understanding buyer behavior towards adaptation. An engineering or business 

background does not affect the way of the adaptation request will be set by Volvo’s 

customers.  

The fourth element concerns motivational factors that are defined as task and non-task 

motives. While the first is more related to the organization, the second is more oriented 

on a personal level (Webster & Wind, 1972). Analyzing Volvo, this element can be 

considered feasible, supported by Ekwall, who explained that when the owner of the 

organization is also the driver, he can have a greater non-task orientation seeking for 

personal benefits when requesting some truck adaptation. Buyers have different views 

of what is important in a truck in this regard, as stated by Ekwall. 

The fifth and last element is the nature of decision-making. As explained by Sheth 

(1973), it is a conflict that involves a joint or single decision. The model assumes that 

decisions can be made differently when only one agent or more professionals are 

involved. This is also relevant when considering Volvo´s case. Ekwall says that in big 

organizations the buying process is usually made by a professional buyer center taking 

into account more and different variables than one person would take. 

The model developed in the theoretical framework continues by showing that after the 

adaptation prediction by the seller organization, an adaptation request by the buyer is 

imputed. The decision-making of the seller organization of whether to accept or refuse 

the adaptation request should be based on type of adaptation, economic feasibility, and 

strategy (benefits/disadvantages). These steps above are also used by Volvo. It is clear 

that the company is aware of the type of adaptations based on its well-structured system 

to administer the different types of product adaptation requests. Therefore, the type of 

adaptation is taken into consideration when deciding if the adaptation request will be 

accepted or not. The economic feasibility is considered as well, nevertheless, as 

presented by Ekwall, even if there is sometimes a financial loss due to the cost of  

adaptations, the majority of them will still be performed. This is connected to the final 

element which is the strategy evaluation of an adaptation. Järnebratt affirms that 
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accepting as many requests as possible, customer adaptations can complement Volvo’s 

standard offers, meet the customer’s demand, and reduce market throughput time. 

Looking in depth into Volvo’s case, it was perceived that not only the seller 

organization is responsible for a decision-making, but also the buyer organization plays 

a role in this process. After having reached a decision regarding the product adaptation 

request, the conditions of such decision will be informed to the buyer organization that 

will agree or disagree with these conditions. This finding came up when Järnebratt 

explained that after compiling a decision, the Technical Sales Support Center (TSSC) 

will rephrase it from the product development language to the market language, in order 

to present the product adaptation decision to the buyer organization that can also accept 

or refuse the order.  

If accepted, the model shows that the product adaptation takes place. Analyzing Volvo’s 

case, another interesting new point was observed. Concerning the product adaptation 

process, Ekwall pointed out that some of the adaptations can take place still in the 

assembly line, while others just happen to be done after the assembly line. A mix of 

both is also possible. This practice brings some benefits when dealing with the product 

adaptation policy, since it is  possible to have a previous set of combinations of different 

features making the whole adaptation process more assertive in the sense of time and 

costs.   

After the product adaptation, an after-sale process should take place. It consists of a 

contact with the customer after the adaptation providing a feedback for the seller 

organization and resulting in a potential tool to predict and improve its performance 

considering future product adaptation requests. Volvo has a structured after-sale 

procedure which, according to Järnebratt, is somehow region and company size 

categorized. It is usually managed through workshops, trucks centers and sales 

departments. As Ekwall explained, this contact with the customer takes place around 3 

or 4 months after the sale has been done. Despite the existence of the after-sale 

procedure, the director is aware that many times the topic of the conversation is driven 

away by the buyer to other aspects than the product adaptation. In short, even 

recognizing the importance of an after-sale considering the product adaptation, Volvo 

does not explore it in total. 

If taking into consideration Volvo’s reality, something else has to be considered to help 

predict future product adaptation. Besides the after-sale process, trend reports are 

another great tool that brings information for the seller organization to better deal with 

product adaptation. As confirmed by Järnebratt, trend reports help the forecast of future 

adaptation requests. 

Considering the correlation between theory and reality presented above, this thesis 

assumes that the model developed is useful to understand the product adaptation process 

through comprehending buyer behavior. In order to make sure that this model has a link 

with the phenomenon considered in this work, it was presented to Volvo aiming to 

receive a managerial feedback, which was very positive and reinforced by the following 
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Ekwall’s statement: “I can confirm that this model you have created very much can be 

connected to our reality.” Nevertheless, this analysis and feedback also boosts a further 

improvement adding and removing some elements to be better connected with the 

reality, if taking into consideration Volvo’s case. Thus, figure 9 presents below the 

improved model: 

Figure 9: Improvement on the model to predict product adaptation through 

comprehending buyer behavior (Frame of reference). 

Taking into consideration the empirical findings, it is believed that industry and 

segment influences have a great importance in understanding buyer behavior in the 

product adaptation context. Although it can be considered part of environmental 

influences, due to its huge relevance it is believed that this element must be highlighted. 

Another significant change was the removal of the element “psychological 

background”. Following the empirical findings, it does not have a relevant impact on 

the process in analysis. Three more findings were added to the improved model. It was 

found that there is a relationship between seller and buyer organizations concerning the 

decision-making process of product adaption. It was recognized that the buyer 

organization has to agree with the conditions of the product adaptation proposed by the 

seller organization for it to actually happen. If accepted by both organizations, it was 
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discovered that the product adaptation phase can occur either on or after the assembly 

line. This is an important fact if considering that it can improve such a process, 

concerning time and cost efficiency. Finally, trend reports were added to the model 

because it came up in the empirical findings as an important tool to also help predict 

product adaptation. 

In short, the above improvement aims to contribute to both managerial and academic 

research, to focus on the most important influences when trying to understand the buyer 

behavior in the product adaptation context.  
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to examine and describe the relationship between 

organizational buyer behavior and the product adaptation strategy. This thesis provided 

an insight in this relationship and showed that organizations seek a better understanding 

of their buyer´s behaviors in order to have more efficient product adaptation policies, 

willing to provide better product solutions required currently by the different needs of 

customers in a globalized scenario. 

Considering the importance of product adaption for the marketing strategy, the research 

on buyer behavior brings a significant contribution to the understanding of this process. 

Individuals act differently whether personal or organizationally oriented, based on 

certain conditions, which promote the existence of different types of behavior.  By 

studying these types of behaviors towards organizations and observing Volvo´s 

practices to deal with product adaptation, the existence of a relationship between buyer 

behavior and product adaptation was confirmed. 

Answering the research question how can the relationship between buyer behavior and 

product adaptation be described?; it is perceived that the seller organization predicts 

product adaptation by observing its buyer´s behavior. After that, the buyer organization 

imputes an adaptation request. A joint decision between the buyer and seller 

organizations is needed for the adaptation to be accepted or not. If accepted, the 

adaptation process takes place and consequentially, after-sale contacts as well as trend 

reports will provide information for better future product adaptation prediction. The 

process of product adaptation can then happen still on the assembly line, which helps 

organizations to be more efficient in the product adaptation concerning costs and time.  

Answering the second research question, how can product adaptation be optimized by 

organizations through the comprehension of buyer behavior?; this study concluded that 

this relationship relies on the fact that by comprehending the buyer behavior it is 

possible to predict product adaptation, which helps organizations to set a more assertive 

product adaptation policy. This relationship is described in Figure 9, where four general 

influences have to be considered when organizations seek to comprehend its buyer’s 

behavior: environmental, which considers mainly industry and segment, but also 

technological, physical, economic, social and cultural forces; organizational factors, 

concerning company orientation, company size and, degree of centralization; 

motivational factors, involving task and non-task motives; and, nature of decision-

making, considering a joint or self-decision. The psychological background which was 

believed as also influential, is in fact not that important. By the understanding of the 

buyer behavior through these variables and together with an after-sale process and trend 

reports, product adaptation can be predicted and consequently the product adaptation 

policy can be optimized by organizations. 

Reiterating in this regard, this study concludes that there is the existence of a 

relationship between product adaptation and buyer behavior. It is possible for 

organizations to predict product adaptation by observing and understanding their 
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buyer´s behavior. This study also contributes to research by adding some small, even 

though significant, knowledge to the gap in the literature that does not explore much of 

the buyer behavior towards product adaptation. Since the research process was 

performed with Volvo, which is one of the top companies in the segment, once again 

the importance of the topic is highlighted. Hopefully the results of this project will 

motivate future theoretical and empirical investigations into seeking broadening of 

knowledge even more. 

6.1 RECOMMENDATIONS AND FURTHER IMPLICATIONS 

6.1.1 Research Recommendations 

Although some previous studies have been done, none of them consider the buyer 

behavior from the seller organization perspective when dealing with product adaptation. 

It is therefore recommended that deeper studies are done in the future to fill this gap in 

the research, thereby contributing to increase the knowledge in the theory.  

Besides broadening the research within this area, it is advised to also look from the 

buyer´s perspective to gain a better understanding of buyer behavior in the context of 

product adaptation. It is recognized that with such further observation, more variables 

could arise, contributing to comprehension of this process. 

Since the empirical data considered only one industry, even though it was based on a 

big corporation which has been operating in the market for many years, being therefore 

trustworthy and reliable, it is suggested that the model developed in this thesis is also 

tested in different industries verifying the possibility of a different outcome due to 

different industry contexts. 

6.1.2 Managerial Recommendations 

The managerial recommendations for Volvo revolve around the data concerning buyer 

behavior and how it is treated in the company. Volvo is well-structured in the sense of 

recognizing and utilizing buyer behavior to optimize the process of product adaptation. 

Nevertheless, it seems that some of the information regarding buyer behavior is 

scattered and could be better managed. In this sense, it is suggested the creation of a 

platform to assure that all the data will be correctly stored and utilized in all cases 

involving product adaptation. This platform would therefore support the process, 

making sure none of data is left out of the decision making process for product 

adaptation. Another point is the after sale process which is not very effective from the 

product adaptation perspective. Since the company already has a process of after sale, 

which reaches 100% of their customers, it could be better designed to gather more data 

concerning product adaptation and providing comprehension about the buyers and 

consequently, creating a vital circle of information to be better prepared for future 

product adaptation requests. 
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6.2 LIMITATIONS 

Having developed a model to see how buyer behavior is related to product adaptation, 

the limitations of this thesis rely on the fact that only one company inside a unique 

industry was observed. Given that there are many other segments where product 

adaptation and buyer behavior have a relationship, generalizations on the subject should 

be done with caution. Another issue is that the model created does not consider the 

buyer point of view. In this regard, some influences from this perspective could also be 

significant for the understanding of buyer behavior. 
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APPENDIX A – INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

Part I – Product Adaptation  

Does the company adapt a significant amount of trucks? 

What are the main types of product adaptation? 

Does the amount of product adaptation differ according to different markets and 

industries? 

What are the main reasons for the adaptation requests? 

Does the price increase due to the product adaptations? 

Are all the product adaptation requests accepted? 

How does the product adaptation process happen at Volvo? 

How does the company see the product adaptation as a strategy? 

 

Part II – Buyer Behavior 

How does Volvo prepare itself for product adaptation requests? 

Do you expect different buyer behaviors concerning different markets and industries? 

Can you predict how often the same buyer will request a product adaptation? How? 

Can you identify who currently participates in the buying process? Do you think it is 

important? Does this background play an important role? 

How does Volvo try to build good relationships with its buyers? 

Can you identify if the buyer is acting self or company oriented in the buying process? 

 


