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Abstract  

This paper examines the thought process and systems support necessary to use models, features 

and options as an integral part of Marketing. How a company defines its products can have sales 

and marketing implications and also can define how customers order the product. Feature-rich 

products cannot be defined by specific part numbers, due to the multitude of possible 

combinations. In a marketing context, the term “model” can mean a type or design of a product 

such as a computer, car or chair. The term “feature” can be used to describe physical attributes 

associated with a “model,” and an “option” can describe the various alternatives available for a 

given “feature”. Using Bill of Material logic, a hypothetical product will be developed using 

models, features, and options, to illustrate the process and ease of use from both the customer 

and marketing perspectives. 
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Introduction 

 

Marketing strategists continue to introduce feature rich products in the never ending battle to 

attract and retain customers. As a result, the delivery of these feature laden offerings requires 

rethinking of past part numbering practices and systems use. Using the furniture industry as an 

example, a simple chair has thousands of features and options combinations as potential 

customer offerings. How a company designs both its Marketing approach and customer support 

systems may mean the difference between a satisfied customer and one that is dissatisfied. 

 

If we examine a simple armchair that one might find in the doctor’s office, we will see there are 

many combinations of features to choose from if purchasing. The customer needs to determine 

the style, the color, the fabric, arms or without arms, casters or glides. If we assume 12 colors, 50 

fabrics, 2 arm options (with or without), and casters or glides, we have large number of possible 

combinations using this simple example. In many cases, there are more than 12 colors, with 

some offerings of 36 as a standard. Fabric choices can grow literally to over 1000. Even with 

glides, there is nickel, nylon, or felt, and the numerous available caster choices. 

 

Retail companies are at a significant disadvantage as their systems are designed to use single part 

numbers to represent each unique combination. This means the potential for creating and 

maintaining hundreds of unique part numbers for even one chair with a few features is very real. 

The problem also manifests itself through a complicated interface between the order entry 

system and order fulfillment.  

 



Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems have evolved to include a Bill of Material (BOM) 

module enhancement called “Models, Features and Options.” This generic term represents a 

BOM modules’ capability to handle multiple phantom part number relationships at the upper 

levels of the Bill of Material. Traditionally, a phantom part is one that is typically consumed in 

the process of manufacturing and usually found in lower levels of the bill structure.                      

 

Part Numbering Systems 

 

Part numbering systems have been in existence for as long as there have been manufacturers 

with pencils and paper to write them. In the early beginnings, part numbering schemes 

represented a visual way for a person to identify such characteristics as vendor, sub-product 

category (such as a component), revision level, and even the product itself. Lacking a computer 

system as a data base repository for those important data elements, part number schemes were as 

many as 20 characters long (Harhalakis, Bohse, and Davies, 1987) in order to express relevant 

information. These so-called walking-talking part numbers created significant Material 

Requirements Planning (MRP) conversion problems for early adopters. In some cases, the initial 

data base was not designed to accommodate more than 12 alpha-numeric characters. This 

problem required companies to rethink how a manual system would be converted to an 

automated one.  

 

MRP systems allowed companies to separately define each characteristic of a part number in a 

data base, reducing and in many cases eliminating the need for a significant part number. 

(Hormozi, 2006, p.63) defines a significant part number system having “meaningful information 

encoded in its digits such as information on the product’s size, color, shape, and composition.” 



Other part numbering systems developed including non-significant, semi-significant, and hybrid. 

There are advantages and disadvantages to all systems. According to Hormozi (2006, p.66) Table 

1 lists the advantages and disadvantages for significant and non-significant part numbers.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

Part numbers serve as the communication mechanism for all manufacturing functions. However, 

part numbers, in any of the previously mentioned systems should be avoided if at all possible, for 

product marketing. The Model concept is more appropriate, with associated features and options.  

 

 



Model Definition  

A product Model can be defined as an end item sold to the customer and within that Model, there 

may be certain related features and options. An example would be purchasing office furniture 

such as an office chair in a retail environment such as Staples. One can buy an office chair from 

Staples and can customize the fabric color selection based on the available choices. In this retail 

environment, Staples uses a combination of Models and Items to correctly communicate the 

customer specifications to the proper order fulfillment departments. In a manufacturing 

environment, any features and options must be communicated in through the Order Entry system 

for pricing, to the Master Production Schedule (MPS) for scheduling, through the MRP module 

to assess component needs, and through the Inventory and Purchasing modules for procurement, 

to properly build and deliver the correct configuration on-time. Since Staples is a distributor, a 

traditional parts system is currently used and represents an complex way to communicate feature 

options to those configuring and completing order fulfillment.    

 

One way to satisfy the order requirements in a retail environment would be to create a unique 

part number, describing the exact set of features and options this customer wanted. In this way, 

the company would be using a significant part number approach. Another way would be to create 

a non-significant number, specifically for the order configuration, again describing the unique 

order requirements. Yet another option could be to create hybrid part number, with some features 

as standard, while others denote the order uniqueness. Staples does demonstrate what appears to 

be a hybrid approach but uses a separate part number as a Model identifier and another part 

number for the base chair, and yet another for the various optional fabric selections. It also 

appears that the Model number changes after a color Feature is selected.     

 



It is likely Staples is not using a Bill of Material (BOM) module available in all ERP systems 

because of the retail nature of the business. As a result, for any custom configurable product, 

such as certain office chairs, there are many different part numbers that have be created and 

maintained in the database. To illustrate the complexity of using a part number based system to 

market products, consider the following Staples example. 

 

An initial selection at the Staples (Website, 2009) was a Global Airflow Leather Mesh-Back 

Chair. The Item number was 424943 and also was listed a model number of 9339BK. An 

immediate question was why the need for both an Item number and Model number? This 

particular chair allows customers to choose one of 13 customize leather colors. Proceeding with 

that selection, the website then illustrates the 13 different colors of which Jade was selected. The 

chair was then displayed on the screen with the representative Jade fabric on the chair for 

viewing consideration and was now the Jade leather chair had a new Item number - 698069. In 

addition, the Model number had also been changed to Model 9339BK-476/576l from the original 

9339BK.  

 

In order to see if the fabric color Jade, with Item number 698069 was used for any other chair, 

another chair, the Global Leather Executive Chair, Black was selected. This was Item 81680, 

Model GLB8901BK450/55. Selecting the fabric customization link, and selecting Jade, the chair 

was then displayed on the screen with the representative Jade fabric and was now noted as Item 

697889. The order was now displayed for approval, listing Item 697889 and Model 8901BK-

476/576. Both Item numbers and Model numbers had changed.    

 



Examining the changes and complexity in both these examples provides the basis for the 

argument against single part number systems for configurable products, whether they are 

significant, non-significant, or hybrid. This seemingly simple example is exceptionally 

complicated with both a Model number that seems to change based on fabric color selections and 

also an Item number that changes based on fabric color selection, even though the same fabric is 

selected.    

 

Different Approach  

 

A Model, Features and Options approach should be considered where products have the potential 

for unique customization. However businesses that distribute their products in retail fashion will 

be at a considerable disadvantage without the help of a BOM module or module with similar 

capabilities. 

 

In a Model, Features, and Options environment, supported with BOM capability, the Staples 

example would be been quite simple to illustrate. 
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In a BOM supported ERP system, the family level would be for Marketing purposes and a 

phantom part number named “Global Chairs” would be created representing a super Model of 

the family of Global Chair products. For the next Model level, two additional part numbers 

would be created, one for each of the two individual chair Models – “Airflow” and “Executive” 

and would be considered “make” items because of the custom fabric work needed prior to 

shipment . These part numbers would be linked to the super Model, Global Chairs. The next 

level in the BOM would be the Feature level. This level would create one new phantom part 

number called “Fabric” and linked to both the “Airflow” and “Executive” part numbers. At the 

Options level, 12 phantom Options part number would be created for each of the individual 

colors such as “Jade”, “Alpine” etc. These would then be linked to the Fabric Features part 

number. Given the Executive Model does not offer Cabernet as a color option (or perhaps an 

oversight), that individual color choice will have to be manually deleted from the BOM related to 

Options – 

Leather Color 

1. Chamois 

2. Surf 

3. Latte 

4. Melon 

5. Delta 

6. Bronze 

7. Rouge 

8. Jade 

9. Graphite 

10. Chaps 

11. Cabernet 

12. Alpine 
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“Executive”. Lastly, 12 vendor part numbers would be created to represent the actual vendor part 

numbers used for ordering the leather fabric from the vendor. These parts would be classified as 

“buy” items in the data base. 

From a Marketing perspective, when a customer is searching for a chair, they would be prompted 

in much the same way. They would search under the heading “Chairs”, then the Global Family 

would be presented, among others. After choosing the Global Family, the various Models, 

including the Airflow and Executive would appear as choices. Since these Models require the 

customer to choose a fabric, the Fabric Feature would prompt the customer to click on that 

button. From there, the company defines what fabrics are acceptable offerings and either 

included or excluded from the Fabric BOM. 

Conclusion 

Retailers will likely be at a competitive disadvantage in offering feature rich products that enable 

customers to configure to order. Larger furniture manufacturing companies, such as Loewenstein 

(company website, 2009) and the CFG Group (company website, 2009) whose brands include 

Shelby Williams, Falcon, Thone, and Howe, all use features and options in varying levels. The 

advantage retailers like Staples might have over manufacturing companies is they can handle 

small orders (orders of one) and the margins are higher on a per unit basis. As retailers look for 

more innovative ways to provide offerings to customers, using Models, Features, and Options 

provides a more efficient process over part numbering schemes to manage product 

customization. According to Melaia, Abratt, and Bick, (2008), marketing communication is 

enhanced by the use of ERP systems. ERP systems facilitate Marketing activities (Bayraktar, 

Jothishankar, Tatoglu, and Wu, 2007) and as retailers may be likely to add customized product 



features, their best resource for managing that complexity is a modified ERP system designed 

with the retailer in mind.    
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