OEM vs ODM vs Supply Chain Partner

Which sourcing route fits the stage your brand is actually at — and what each route costs you
in control, time and money.

Issued by LuggagePro — luggage supply chain partner, Shenzhen
Applies to New luggage brands and established brands adding a line
Version 2026 edition

Format Decision guide, not a price list

How to use this document

* ldentify your constraint first: money, time, or control. The route follows from the constraint.
» The cheapest unit price is rarely the cheapest programme.
» Ask any supplier which route they are quoting, in writing, before comparing numbers.

* Routes are not permanent. Most brands change route between their first and third run.

The three routes, in one paragraph each

ODM (original design manufacturer). The factory owns an existing design and tooling. You choose from a
catalogue, apply your branding, and buy finished units. Your first order can be small because the development
cost has already been paid — by the factory, and by whoever else is buying the same mould.

OEM (original equipment manufacturer). You own the design. The factory builds to your specification and
generally to your tooling. You pay for development, and you carry the risk that the design does not perform —
but the product is yours, and no other brand can buy it.

Supply chain partner. A team works across both routes and everything between them: matching the design to
a factory that can actually hold the tolerance, controlling sampling and production, and staying accountable
after the goods ship. The value is not in the unit price; it is in what does not go wrong.

Decision table

Dimension ODM OEM Supply chain partner

Who owns the Factory You You — with development support

design

Who owns the Factory Usually you; confirm it in You, and the agreement says so

tooling writing

Upfront Low Highest — sampling, Moderate; spread across gates

development cost tooling, testing

Unit cost at volume Lowest Higher Not the lowest — but the most
predictable
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Dimension

Minimum order
guantity

Time to first
shipment

Product
differentiation

Who carries quality
risk

Fits which stage
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ODM

Lowest

Shortest

Weak — others can buy

the same mould

Shared, often unclear

Testing a market
cheaply

goluggagepro.com

OEM

Highest

Longest of the three

Strong

You, unless it is managed

A validated concept with
volume behind it
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Supply chain partner

Negotiated per programme

Structurally compressed

Strong, and defensible in

production

Defined by the agreement

Concept to repeatable production
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How to choose, without a philosophical debate

Answer these three questions in order. The first one you cannot answer becomes the constraint, and the
constraint picks the route.

Question If the answer is no If the answer is yes

1. Do you have a design you are ODM is rational. Buy the market data ~ OEM or a partner route. Protect the
willing to defend in court? before you buy the tooling. design before you brief a factory.

2. Can you fund development ODM, or a partner route that stages Proceed, but hold a contingency for
before you have revenue? the cost across gates. the second sample round.

3. Can you inspect, document and You are buying a quality function as OEM is workable. Still define the
chase a corrective action well as a factory. Name that cost. acceptance criteria in writing.
yourself?

The third question is the one brands most often answer optimistically. Managing a factory is a function, not a task — somebody
has to own the specification, the inspection record and the corrective action until it closes. If nobody in your company owns it, that
work is either outsourced or it does not happen.

Five questions that expose a mis-quoted route

* Which route is this quotation based on — ODM, OEM, or something in between? — get the answer in
writing.

« If the design changes, who pays for the second round of tooling? — get the answer in writing.

» Can this exact product be sold to another brand without my written consent? — get the answer in writing.

* Who holds the mould, the drawings and the approved sample, and where are they stored? — get the answer
in writing.

« If the first run fails inspection, what happens to the tooling cost | already paid? — get the answer in writing.

Most sourcing disputes trace back to a question that was answered verbally during the excitement of the first samples.
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