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Abstract: Almost 20 years ago, Marshall L. Fisher asked on the Harvard Business Review “What is the right 
supply chain for your product?” To search for an answer, he proposed a matrix to understand if the nature of 
a company’s products and the priority of its supply chain match or not. The aim of this work is to determine 
quantitatively the level of strategic fit of Italian companies from different sectors (e.g. automotive, rubber and 
plastics, fashion and apparel and machineries and equipment). To achieve our goal, we built a multiple-choice 
questionnaire with 11 questions on a company’s supply chain and 9 questions on its products, to determine 
products characteristics and supply chain priorities. Also, the questionnaire is provided with some general 
questions to describe the characteristics of the company. The questionnaire was sent to around 2,000 
companies, and we received 172 answers. Firstly, we built the Fisher matrix, and found out that around 61% 
of companies resulted to match supply chain priorities with product’s characteristics. Around 27% of 
companies, instead, presented a responsive supply chain with functional products, and another 12% of 
companies have an efficient supply chain with innovative products: both these solutions present criticalities. 
Finally, we investigated the degree of coherence of the different sectors, and this produces interesting 
suggestions, both for researchers and practitioners. 
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1. Introduction

The market complexity and competitiveness is ever 
increasing in today’s manufacturing sector, and this results 
in the need of companies to take care of production costs, 
service level, quality, degree of innovation, product 
lifecycle, as well as times for developing and 
commercialising new products (Romagnoli 2015). Within 
this context, accurate management of the Supply Chain 
(SC) is the main strategic tool for meeting and integrating 
demand and supply of products (Mentzer et al. 2001). Any 
given SC, in fact, can achieve competitive advantage only if 
the strategies of single actors of the SC, as well as those of 
different offices within the same organisation, are aligned 
towards the same goal and coherent with product’s 
characteristics. 

A forerunner in this field is definitely M. L. Fisher, that with 
his 1997 paper opened up the field of research of strategic 
fit between supply chain and products characteristics 
(Fisher 1997). In his typology, Fisher groups product 
characteristics into functional products and innovative 
products. Innovative products have shorter product life 
cycles and shorter lead times, higher variety, and greater 
contribution margins. Functional products, on the 
contrary, have longer life cycle, more stable patterns of 
demand, lower variety, lower contribution margin, and 
longer lead times. The second dimension of Fisher typology 
categorises supply chains as efficient or responsive. 
Efficient supply chains focus on costs, while responsive 
supply chains focus on response times to customers to 

minimise market mediation costs (e.g. stockouts, 
markdowns, and obsolete inventory). 

Several other researchers contributed to broaden this field 
of research in the following years. As an example, 
Christopher studied the concepts of agility and resilience of 
the SC (Christopher 2000). Lee (2002) expands the concept 
of strategic fit to comprehend also supply uncertainties, and 
Aitken et al. (2003) stress how much product’s demand 
changes during the lifecycle of a product, and therefore the 
SC must also adapt during the span of a product’s life. 
Lamothe et al. (2006) proposed a model for optimising 
product selection and designing its supply chain strategy. 
Liu & Hipel (2012) developed a hierarchical decision model 
to assess the optimal quality control strategies for 
outsourced products and improve the overall performance 
of a supply chain. Golini & Kalchschmidt (2011), explore 
the relationship between inventory levels and SC 
management by providing evidence of the relationship 
between global sourcing, upstream SC management and 
inventory performance. 

However, the literature is scarce in studies that test the 
Fisher model or investigate the empirical performances of 
companies according to the model itself. In particular, three 
different studies have employed diverse methodologies to 
test the model of Fisher, and the results report some 
contradictions. Li & O’Brien (2001) started from a 
mathematical model, and their results partially support the 
model of Fisher (e.g. the association between market-
responsive SC and innovative products). Wong et al. (2006) 
developed a case study that extends the Fisher model to 
five different product types and five supply chain strategies. 
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Their aim is to understand how product characteristics 
affect the SC responsiveness in the toy sector. In the third 
study, Selldin & Olhager (2007) proved the coherence of 
companies that associate efficient supply chains with 
functional products. Conversely, their study did not 
support the association between innovative products and 
market-responsive supply chains. Finally, Lo & Power 
(2010) conducted a survey on a sample of different 
Australian manufacturing industries, with the aim of testing 
the relationship between product characteristics and supply 
chain strategy. Although their work stressed the importance 
of cost efficiency, it also challenged the evidence of the 
Fisher method, because the authors found no significant 
relationship between supply chain strategy and product 
characteristics. 

Aim of our study is to assess empirically the strategic fit 
between SC and product’s characteristics of Italian 
companies by analysing a sample of 172 companies 
belonging to different sectors. To do so, we built a multiple 
choice questionnaire with 11 questions on a company’s SC 
and 9 questions on its products, to determine products 
characteristics and supply chain priorities. Also, the 
questionnaire is provided with some general questions to 
describe the characteristics of the company and, possibly, 
link the strategic fit between product’s and SC 
characteristics with the company performances. The paper 
is organised as follows: in Section 2 we briefly present the 
questionnaire that was developed for the study, Section 3 
reports how we collected the results, that are then discussed 
in Section 4. Finally, Section 5 reports conclusions and 
suggests prospective research. 

2. Building the questionnaire for assessing strategic fit 

The preparation of the questionnaire was completed in 
three steps: (i) identifying factors that could assess the 
degree of physical efficiency or market-responsiveness of 
the SC, respectively shortened as Eff. or Resp., as well as 
the degree of innovativeness or functionality of products 
(Innov. or Funct.); (ii) developing the questionnaire and 
(iii) validating the questionnaire. From the SC point of 
view, we considered the three main phases of procurement 
(items 1-5), operations (6-8) and distribution (9-11), while 
from the product point of view, we asked companies to 
consider their core products, and considered the product’s 
lifecycle (12), product’s characteristics (13-15), cost 
structure (16-18) and demand pattern (19-20). The focuses 
of each of the 20 items of the questionnaire are indicated 
in Table 1, while the complete questionnaire is not reported 
in this paper due to space constraints. Each one of the 20 
items, however, could be answered in close form, with four 
different choices that allowed to select intermediate 
answers between the extreme positions reported in Table 
1. 

Furthermore, to help the people that answered to our 
questionnaire, an introductory page explained the goals of 
our research, and some voluntary answers were added to 
better depict the companies and the managers that 
answered to our questions (e.g. position of the respondent, 
company’s sector, number of employees, average 
turnover). The questionnaire was then validated with the 

help of 4 experts from different organisations, that 
provided important suggestions to enhance the readability 
and the usability of the questionnaire itself; the suggestions 
of these experts were all included in the final version of the 
questionnaire. 

Table 1. Focuses of the items for the questionnaire 

N. Supply Chain Eff. Resp. 

1 Suppliers’ location Far Close 

2 Size of reorder batches High Low 

3 Suppliers’ selection Cost Service 

4 Selection of the means of 
transport 

Low 
costs 

Low 
times 

5 Raw materials inventory Optimum Min. 

6 Plant flexibility in 
productivity and mix 

Low High 

7 Production planning Push Pull 

8 Setup times and lot sizes Big Small 

9 Selection of the means of 
transport 

Low 
costs 

Low 
times 

10 Drivers for customers in 
selecting products 

Cost Service 

11 Finished goods inventory Optimum Min. 

N. Product Funct. Innov. 

12 Duration of the products’ 
lifecycles 

Long Short 

13 Degree of innovativeness Low High 

14 Defect rates Low High 

15 Number of variants Small Big 

16 Unitary profit Low High 

17 Cost predictability High Low 

18 Market mediation (e.g. 
stock outs) on physical 
costs (e.g. production) 

Low High 

19 Demand predictability High Low 

20 Average stock out level Low High 

3. Collecting responses to the questionnaire 

To select the sample for our study, we used the AIDA 
database (Analisi Informatizzata delle Aziende Italiane, 
www.aida.bvdinfo.com), where companies are classified 
according to the ATECO code (proposed by the Italian 
Institute of Statistics ISTAT). With the aim of selecting a 
sample of companies that presented both innovative and 
functional products, and SCs oriented both to efficiency 
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and market-responsiveness, we choose the following 
sectors: 

 Fashion and apparel manufacturing; 

 Rubber and plastics manufacturing; 

 Manufacturing of machineries and equipment; 

 Automotive manufacturing. 

Afterwards, we randomly selected around 2,000 contacts 
from the database, and used Google Moduli (Italian 
version) to send the questionnaire to potential respondents. 
The goal was to achieve at least 100 responses, so as to 
maintain at least a ratio of 5 responses for each item (20 
items, considering both SC and product items). 

In total, 172 companies answered to our questionnaire, 
with a response ratio of 8.6%. Furthermore, 12.8% of the 
172 questionnaires received did not contain all answers on 
the voluntary questions (sector, turnover etc.), but all the 
questionnaires were complete in terms of SC and product 
answers (mandatory). Tables 2-3 report some descriptive 
statistics concerning the percentages of companies that 
responded to our questionnaire, in terms of sector the 
companies belong to, yearly turnover and number of 
employees. 

4. Results and discussion 

We now report the answers to the 20 items, related to the 
company’s SC and product characteristics, as illustrated 
above. Questions are reported with the id number of Table 
1, while answers are indicated with a literal code (A to D). 
In SC items, A means the answer indicating greater 
efficiency, while D means greater responsiveness. Similarly, 
for product items, A means greater functionality, and D 
means greater innovativeness; B and C are intermediate. 

From the answers reported it is already clear, as expected, 
that on average there is no clear separation between 
efficient and reactive SCs, as well as between functional and 
innovative products. Intermediate answers, i.e. B and C, are 
by far the most common, while extreme answers (A and D) 
never reach one fifth of responses, on average. This could 
be explained either with the lack of willingness to define a 
clear SC strategy, or with the need of adopting intermediate 
solutions, so as to increase flexibility. However, to evaluate 
these aspects, it is necessary to quantify the degrees of 
market-responsiveness of the SC, and of innovativeness of 
products, so as to locate company’s position in the Fisher’s 
Matrix. 

To do so, we attributed to every answer of Tables 4 and 5 
a score from 0 (A) to 3 (D), respectively. Also, we firstly did 
not add any weight to items, that therefore resulted all 
equally important to contribute to the market-
responsiveness of the SC, and to the innovativeness of 
products. The result of this analysis is reported in Figure 1, 
where all 172 responses are reported in a scatterplot, where 
the degrees of market-responsiveness of the SC and 
innovativeness of the products are indicated with values in 
the interval [0; 1], and the thresholds are set at 0.5. In 
particular, as suggested by Fisher (1997), SCs match with 

products’ characteristics when efficient SCs deliver 
functional products, as well as when market-responsive SCs 
deliver innovative products. 

Table 2. Percentage of respondents per 
manufacturing sector 

Sector % of respondents 

Machineries and equipment 35.5% 

Fashion and apparel 32.6% 

Rubber and plastics 7.6% 

Automotive 15.1% 

Unknown 9.2% 

Total 100.0% 

Table 3. Percentage of respondents per turnover and 
number of employees 

Turnover % 

0 - 5m 30.8% 

5m – 10m 18.6% 

10m – 25m 20.9% 

25m – 50m 11.6% 

50+ m 5.2% 

Unknown 12.9% 

Total 100.0% 

N. employees % 

0 – 10 4.7% 

10 – 20 12.2% 

20 – 50 37.8% 

50 – 100 21.5% 

100+ 13.3% 

Unknown 10.5% 

Total 100.0% 

With this respect, we have the results shown in Table 6: 
61% of respondents result to be coherent, against 39% that 
mismatch SC and products’ characteristics. In particular, 
from the product point of view, we have a rough equality 
of functional and innovative products (49% and 51%, 
respectively), but this assertion does not hold true for the 
SC, where 64% of respondents result to be market-
responsive, against 36% of efficient SC. To increase the 
detail of our analysis, we produced specific tables for each 
sector /Tables 7-10): it is clear that the biggest mismatches 
are typical of the machineries and equipment sector (47% 
of coherent companies) and of the rubber and plastics 
sector (54% or coherent companies). The former, in fact, 
expresses the highest percentage of non-coherent 
companies: this is because many companies, 43%, (mis-) 
match their reactive SC to functional products, and perhaps 
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this sector is the one that most of all tries to match features 
of cost efficiency and responsiveness to meet the demand. 

Table 4. Answers for the SC items 

Item A B C D 

1 6.4% 29.1% 52.3% 12.2% 

2 2.9% 38.4% 49.4% 9.3% 

3 7.6% 43.0% 45.9% 3.5% 

4 7.6% 43.0% 44.8% 4.7% 

5 5.2% 37.8% 52.9% 4.1% 

6 2.3% 34.9% 50.0% 12.8% 

7 3.5% 37.2% 56.4% 2.9% 

8 2.3% 29.1% 61.0% 7.6% 

9 7.6% 43.6% 46.5% 2.3% 

10 5.2% 39.5% 53.5% 1.7% 

11 0.6% 35.5% 57.0% 7.0% 

Table 5. Answers for the product items 

Item A B C D 

12 11.6% 32.0% 54.7% 1.7% 

13 5.2% 46.5% 43.0% 5.2% 

14 15.7% 39.5% 43.6% 1.2% 

15 1.7% 32.6% 54.7% 11.0% 

16 4.7% 47.7% 45.3% 2.3% 

17 4.7% 47.7% 45.3% 2.3% 

18 11.0% 48.8% 38.4% 1.7% 

19 0.6% 29.1% 58.1% 12.2% 

20 9.3% 59.9% 30.2% 0.6% 

Table 6. Fisher’s Matrix - Percentage of respondents 
(all sample) 

 FUNCT. 
PRODUCT 

INNOV. 
PRODUCT 

RESP. SC 27% 37% 

EFF. SC 24% 12% 

Rubber and plastic industry, based on the sample collected, 
by contrast, is mostly characterised by functional products 
(69%), and 54% of companies with functional products has 
an efficient supply chain, according to the model of Fisher. 
There is, however, a 31% of companies that has the most 
innovative products and apply a non-responsiveness and 
cost efficiency strategy, this explains why the industry has a 
high percentage of companies that are inconsistent. On the 
contrary, fashion and apparel and automotive sectors both 
express greater degrees of coherence between SC and 
products’ characteristics: the automotive sector is 
composed mainly of innovative products (70%) and 
numerous companies (58%) have managed to adapt their 

SC towards the responsiveness to better support the sale of 
their products. 

Figure 1. Fisher’s matrix scatterplot 

 

Table 7. Fisher’s Matrix - Automotive 

 FUNCT. 
PRODUCT 

INNOV. 
PRODUCT 

RESP. SC 19% 58% 

EFF. SC 12% 11% 

Table 8. Fisher’s Matrix – Rubber and plastics 

 FUNCT. 
PRODUCT 

INNOV. 
PRODUCT 

RESP. SC 15% 0% 

EFF. SC 54% 31% 

Table 9. Fisher’s Matrix – Machineries and 
equipment 

 FUNCT. 
PRODUCT 

INNOV. 
PRODUCT 

RESP. SC 43% 15% 

EFF. SC 32% 10% 

Table 10. Fisher’s Matrix – Fashion and apparel 

 FUNCT. 
PRODUCT 

INNOV. 
PRODUCT 

RESP. SC 23% 52% 

EFF. SC 16% 9% 

Concerning the firms with functional products, not all have 
structured their supply chain towards efficiency, but 
overall, the sector has a high coherence. The last sector that 
remains to be analysed is the textile and clothing sector, 
which presents a strong consistency according to the 
Fisher’s model; this sector is characterized by a high 
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percentage of innovative products (61%) and a reactive 
supply chain for 75% of the companies, where only 52% of 
the companies is consistent with innovative products. 
However, the large number of companies adopting a 
market-responsive strategy can be explained by the fact that 
the demand for clothing products is characterized by a 
strong seasonality and high uncertainty (see for example 
Rizzi et al. 2016), and these characteristics call for market-
responsiveness. 

5. Conclusions and future works 

In 1997, Marshall L. Fisher asked on the Harvard Business 
Review “What is the right supply chain for your product?” 
His core idea, later confirmed by several studies, was that 
the peculiar characteristics of the products of a company 
must match with those of the company’s supply chain, in 
order to meet demand in a consistent way, i.e. by means of 
low-cost functional products or quickly delivered and 
market-responsive innovative products. Although several 
researchers contributed to broaden this field of research in 
the last 20 years, e.g. by comprehending also supply 
uncertainties, or by introducing the concepts of agility and 
resilience of the SC, the literature still presents a lack of 
empirical studies that investigate how real companies 
comply (or do not comply) with the hypotheses proposed 
by M. L. Fisher. In this study, we have built a multiple 
choice questionnaire and have assessed empirically the 
degree of strategic fit between SC and product’s 
characteristics of Italian manufacturing companies, by 
analysing a sample of 172 companies belonging to different 
sectors: The chosen sectors are fashion and apparel, rubber 
and plastics, machineries and equipment; and automotive. 
According to the results of the questionnaire, we have then 
built a scatterplot with the results of the respondents in a 
SC responsiveness versus product innovativeness diagram, 
and partitioned the companies in the four quarters of the 
Fisher’s Matrix. Finally, to increase the level of detail, we 
filtered the respondents per sector they belong to, and 
replicated the analysis. It is important to note that this work 
is still in progress, as we are currently working with the 
following analyses: 

 Exploratory Factor Analysis on the sample, 
considering the products and supply chain items 
as variables, to find out which factors could best 
describe the variability among observed variables, 
and assess the loadings of these factors; 

 reliability analysis (e.g. Cronbach’s α value); 

 evaluate empirically if the degree of matching 
between SC and products characteristics has led 
to better company performances, in terms of an 
increase of market share and/or turnover. 
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