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Senior Executives Speak Off the Record 
about their Relationships with Retailers

The State of Retailer-Supplier Collaboration:

The Supplier’s Perspective
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INTRODUCTION

At the core of the Retail Value Chain Federation (RVCF) mission is the desire to 
promote and facilitate collaboration among retail trading partners. In a perfect world, all 
problems, misunderstandings and errors would be addressed and fixed as proactively as 
possible with both sides feeling good about the outcome. Ideas for improving business 
relationships would be openly shared and cultivated so the industry could move forward 
together.

Unfortunately, no such perfect world exists. Not all problems are easily solved, and not 
all outcomes satisfy both parties. In many cases, problems aren’t solved at all, which can 
hamper collaboration and create a less-than-harmonious relationship. It can be difficult to 
get retailers and suppliers to speak openly about these issues because they’re concerned 
about damaging business relationships or having their comments misinterpreted or 
twisted.

For that reason, RVCF commissioned an outside party to conduct anonymous, off-the-
record interviews with five senior executives from merchandise supplier organizations. We 
wanted to hear uncensored yet constructive insights on the true state of collaboration 
from the supplier’s perspective. We asked these industry professionals to lay their cards 
on the table, share their challenges, and offer suggestions for improving collaboration. 
This white paper provides the details of these conversations, using random names to 
protect the interviewee’s anonymity.
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“JILL”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
DISCONNECTED

Jill believes both retailers and suppliers don’t do enough to communicate and solve 
problems. Instead, punitive action comes first. The speed of change is the biggest 
challenge across the board. Because of the speed of change, every new or revised 
retailer requirement needs to be called out to ensure that it isn’t missed. Jill is willing and 
able to accommodate just about any new requirement as long as she has enough lead 
time.
For example, if a retailer institutes a new requirement that requires the supplier to 
purchase a new packing material, compliance can take time, especially if products 
are manufactured overseas. It can also be quite expensive. In many cases, suppliers 
aren’t given enough time to comply with new requirements. Some retailers change their 
requirements on the same date each month and Jill knows to look for them. However, 
changes can be completely random and come every week. There have been times when 
Jill’s company has invested a lot of money to meet a new requirement, only to have that 
requirement reversed within a year.

Although Jill understands that every retailer will never work exactly the same, highly 
specialized, retailer-specific requirements make things complicated. These requirements 
are costly and take more time to meet because they affect how shipments are processed 
for other retailers. This is a major source of frustration.

The Compliance Clearinghouse from RVCF is helping suppliers meet retailer 
requirements. Instead of comparing old retailer guides to new retailer guides and trying 
to find updates, Jill can use the daily alerts from RVCF to find out what the changes are, 
where they are in the guide or manual, and how much time they have to implement each 
change.

Communication is the number one area of improvement. Jill would like retailers to have 
more empathy for suppliers and ask the following questions when changing or adding 
new requirements. How much time does the supplier need to make this happen for me? 
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What are the costs? How can we protect our supplier from eating a large amount of 
money up front to make this happen? How is this affecting the consumer experience? 
Does the consumer care?

Also, if retailers see a change in supplier behavior that results in chargebacks, Jill would 
like the retailer to contact the supplier and work proactively to solve the problem instead 
of issuing penalties. Otherwise, shipments continue to go out incorrectly until the 
chargeback is received. Too often, the first action is punitive instead of collaborative.

Of course, better communication isn’t the sole responsibility of retailers. Suppliers need 
to communicate more with their counterparts in compliance or marketing to build rapport 
and cultivate the relationship. Suppliers should visit retailer distribution centers so they 
can see how what they do affects how shipments are processed through retailer facilities.
Jill believes retailer workshops at RVCF events are very helpful. When a retailer shares 
information about their game plan for the next year, the supplier can go back and start 
figuring out how to meet these requirements. They can be more proactive and start 
planning a strategy. 
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“JANE”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
COHESIVE (with large retailers)
SKITTISH (with mid-tier retailers)

Jane has very cohesive and collaborative relationships with major retailers, particularly 
big box retailers. They embrace suppliers who reach out and look for ways to build the 
retailer-supplier relationship and make the supply chain more efficient. They love that. 
They understand that this is the way we need to conduct business.

Jane would like to see more mid-tier retailers become more collaborative. She describes 
the state of collaboration with mid-tier retailers as skittish because you could deal with 
one person who is receptive to collaboration, but three other people who say they’re not 
structured to support a certain level of collaboration. Others just say, “This is the way we 
do business. Deal with it.” Collaboration isn’t always part of the culture.

According to Jane, one of the biggest challenges is that retailers don’t understand the 
supplier’s limitations when looking for a waiver or concessions. For example, mid-tier and 
lower-tier suppliers typically don’t have the budget to comply with RFID technology and 
can’t do business with retailers who require RFID. Another challenge involves increasingly 
demanding routing requirements. Some retailers are asking for routing submissions more 
than 48-72 hours in advance, a requirement that is very difficult for a supplier to meet.

Jane believes communication is key to improving retailer-supplier collaboration. Both 
sides need to work towards a common goal and visit each other’s sites so they can see 
each other’s supply chains and operations. When you have on-site meetings, a supplier 
might say, “I can’t support XYZ because I don’t have the technology, but I can do ABC.” 
The retailer could then say, “Okay, we can live with that.” When you have on-site meetings 
and better understand your trading partner’s capabilities and limitations, you’re more likely 
to reach a fair compromise.

Suppliers also need to find their decision-making counterpart within the retailer 
organization – a compliance person – and deal with that person directly. Instead of 
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connecting with a salesperson or customer service representative, find the person who 
speaks the same language and talk apples to apples.

Jane would love to see more retailer participation in RVCF forums. She often sees the 
same core participants and appreciates their input, but new voices and more widespread 
participation among retailers are needed. 

An even better solution would be for a retailer and supplier to get together and show 
people a better way to do things. Instead of having retailers say they need these things 
and suppliers say they need these things, get a retailer and supplier on the same stage at 
an event and explain why we all need certain things to happen.
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“JENNIFER”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
IMPROVING

Jennifer said more and more retailers, especially RVCF members, are willing to work 
with suppliers who make mistakes. These retailers understand that mistakes will happen 
and systems are different. Retailers are much quicker to response and collaborate with 
suppliers who take the initiative to work with retailers to correct errors. In some cases, 
they’ll even give you back some of your offsets.

The biggest challenges Jennifer experiences are related to the differences in systems 
being used by retailers and suppliers. For example, years ago, there was a standard 
label format. Today, Jennifer has dozens of formats to design for her retail customers. 
If labels aren’t printed perfectly and placed perfectly on the carton, Jennifer receives a 
chargeback. Significant resources are required to make this happen.

Some retailers will penalize suppliers that ship a carton with more than one barcode. 
Jennifer receives cartons with one label from overseas vendors, and those labels are 
scanned into the supplier’s system. A different label then needs to be applied for the 
retailer. When this carton goes through Jennifer’s sortation system, it reads and compares 
two labels to validate the contents of the carton. The label from the overseas vendor 
needs to be covered up or removed before the carton reaches the retailer in order to 
avoid a chargeback. This process requires extra labor and slows down the process.

Some suppliers simply accept the chargeback as a cost of doing business, which 
Jennifer believes is a mistake. These errors come up in monthly calls, and suppliers have 
the option to fix the issue or accept the chargeback. When suppliers know how to fix 
the problem and refuse to do it – and complain about the process and chargebacks – 
Jennifer believes they are letting cost override the relationship.

Jennifer works hard to build a relationship with her retail partners. When she has a 
problem, she doesn’t call the retailer and make demands. She asks questions to find out 
exactly what she did wrong, and what she should do to make sure it doesn’t happen 
again. It could be something simple that slipped through the cracks. In some cases, the 
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problem is fixed quickly and a settlement is negotiated or the chargeback is waived. The 
retailer doesn’t have to do that because the error was the supplier’s fault, but they’re 
willing to be flexible because of the strong relationship.

Many people complain about chargebacks being a profit center. In some cases, they are. 
But when you go to retailer distribution centers and see the problems caused by supplier 
mistakes, you understand the retailer’s frustration. Instead of flowing through the system, 
cartons go off to a dead area for manual processing. This costs money.

Many suppliers will say it is virtually impossible to keep up with retailer requirements. 
Jennifer says most retailers will give you a heads up. They list changes in their manuals. 
RVCF members receive daily updates on changes so they don’t have to spend time 
doing it themselves.

Some retailers make things difficult with their requirements and don’t give suppliers 
enough lead time to make changes. However, Jennifer believes suppliers aren’t making 
enough of an effort to build relationships. In fact, Jennifer sees fewer suppliers than 
retailers at RVCF conferences, and suppliers don’t attend as frequently. 

Jennifer also sees a more combative approach from suppliers instead of a collaborative, 
relationship-building approach. When they’re hit with chargebacks, they demand their 
money back, not realizing that chargebacks are issued because of added costs to 
retailers. In Jennifer’s view, suppliers need to take advantage of collaborative opportunities 
and try to solve problems instead of being instantly combative or taking the chargeback 
as a cost of business.
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“JAMES”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
BROKEN

During the last few years, it has become much more difficult to keep retailers happy. 
In fact, James believes retailer requirements have almost spiraled out of control. There 
is now a perfect storm of too many requirements, less time for suppliers to become 
compliant, and less understanding of the supplier’s point of view.

The growth of e-commerce has led to a greater number of very specific requirements. 
It is understandable that retailers have different requirements for in-store and online 
merchandise, but there needs to be more commonality from retailer to retailer. Changes 
are difficult to implement because there are so many different systems in place.

One retailer may say that they only have 20 requirements, but this is one of thousands of 
retailers. They aren’t all requesting the same thing and there is very little common ground 
in most areas. But James is told that if he wants to do business with the retailer, he has 
to accommodate all of their requirements. They have certain systems in place that make 
their supply chain flow the best, so James has 30 days to get his systems in place to 
accommodate the retailer. 

James points out that RVCF has pulled people together to open the lines of 
communication, which has helped to foster collaboration. Communication is key to a 
successful relationship, and both sides need to be open to discussing issues. However, 
many retailers will simply direct you to their website if a supplier has a problem.

James said his company makes every effort to arrange meetings with retailers. Some 
very large retailers aren’t particularly accommodating or open to collaboration. They just 
expect you to be a perfect supplier or you’ll be penalized. For example, James tried for 
three months to get a face-to-face meeting with a large retailer so he could ask for their 
recommendation about what he could do to fix the problem. He was finally granted a 
conference call, but it didn’t help. His company used to fight every claim and had an 
employee whose only job was to fight chargebacks, but they don’t have the time or 
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desire to constantly fight chargebacks.

Two other related problems are unfair scorecarding metrics and penalties. A scorecard 
may work fine for some industries, but it’s skewed for others. For example, James may 
ship 20,000 pieces and two tickets are missing. The retailer will typically say the supplier 
messed up because of those missing tickets and penalize the supplier. It’s difficult to go 
back to the warehouse staff and say, “You missed two out of 20,000, so you have to do 
better.” Then your scorecard goes down and the penalty is doubled. Metrics across the 
industry should be reviewed.

To be clear, James believes some retailers are very fair and willing to work with suppliers. 
Many just have unrealistic expectations and unfair penalties, placing too much emphasis 
on the negative. They expect perfection and don’t want to talk about anything.

James also admits that suppliers can do better. For example, during the busiest times 
of year, the warehouses aren’t notifying James if they can’t meet certain deadlines. 
As a result, the retail customer isn’t notified, and that’s the supplier’s fault. Internal 
communication must improve.
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“JOHN”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
CHALLENGING

John believes most of the problems between suppliers and retailers are headcount 
related. He pointed out that fewer people are doing more things, making it more 
impersonal and more difficult to build and maintain a relationship. People just don’t have 
time for a “sit down.” They’re using mailboxes and portals instead of direct contact with 
an individual. In many cases, advances in technology have come at the expense of 
human interaction. 

John has also noticed fluctuations in chargebacks. Depending on the time of year 
in a fiscal retail calendar, he sees peaks in chargebacks. As a supplier, he realizes 
chargebacks are being used to fill financial gaps. Chargebacks are obviously challenging 
for suppliers, but negotiating chargebacks and finding common ground are becoming 
more and more challenging as well.

Another challenge is the difficulty in getting retailers to understand the supplier’s point of 
view. For example, John uses EDI to process routing requests. Rather than accessing a 
portal, inputting information and waiting for a response, the process is automatic. Some 
major retailers use EDI for this purpose as well. Suppliers see the benefit, but it is difficult 
to get retailers to recognize the value because they’re so focused on their own processes.

We all live in an omni-channel world in which the goal is to get the right merchandise into 
the hands of the consumer as quickly and conveniently as possible. However, retailer 
requirements that support their omni-channel environments aren’t standard across the 
board. Consequently, even large suppliers struggle to meet different requirements from 
retailer to retailer.

To build stronger relationships with retailers, John has regular interaction with retailer 
partners. As staffing dwindles, suppliers get less attention, so they have to continue to 
push for regular conference calls and sit downs. As a large supplier, John sees more 
difficulty for smaller suppliers who aren’t a high priority for retailers and don’t have the 
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resources or dedicated people to build relationships or investigate chargebacks. For 
smaller suppliers, chargebacks are particularly painful, as are inconsistent omni-channel 
requirements.
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CONCLUSION

Obviously, we heard some wide-ranging opinions on the state of retailer-supplier 
collaboration. When we asked for a one-word summary, these are the responses we 
received: Disconnected, Cohesive/Skittish, Improving, Broken, Challenging. None of 
the participants in this study paint all retailers or all suppliers with the same brush, and 
nobody said all relationships are strong or all relationships are weak. However, we did 
notice some common themes.

A common source of frustration among suppliers is the increasing number and frequency 
of retailer requirements, which has escalated with the emergence of e-commerce 
and omni-channel. Some retailers are more willing to work with suppliers on the 
implementation of these changes than others. The retail industry as a whole needs to find 
more common ground in the systems and processes used in order fulfillment. Suppliers 
also need to take full advantage of the RVCF Compliance Clearinghouse to stay on top of 
new requirements.

It is also clear that certain combative approaches that simply draw a line in the sand are 
unproductive, unwelcome and do nothing to improve the relationship. A genuine desire to 
work together and resolve issues will be much more well-received by all trading partners. 

Retailers and suppliers need to communicate more frequently and more effectively to 
solve problems and better understand the issues that both sides are facing. Based on 
these conversations, both sides are willing. In many cases, they don’t have the personnel 
or budget to collaborate as effectively as they would like, and the relationship is suffering 
as a result. This is why participation in RVCF events, conference calls, open forum calls 
and forum boards is so important. Each represents an opportunity and a platform for 
collaboration and problem solving.

The goal of this study was not to point fingers or air grievances, but to provide a clear 
picture of the state of retailer-supplier collaboration so trading partners can build stronger 
relationships. We invite you to share your feedback and suggestions about what can be 
done to improve collaboration so the industry can move forward together.
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About the Retail Value Chain Federation

The Retail Value Chain Federation (RVCF) is the leading collaborative retail organization 
facilitating profitable relationships between retailers and suppliers. An independent 
organization, RVCF promotes best practices, trading partner alignment, collaboration 
and technology solutions that streamline operations, lower costs and speed goods to 
market throughout the retail value chain. RVCF advocates initiatives designed to improve 
industry-wide productivity, profitability and growth. 

To learn more about RVCF, visit www.RVCF.com. 
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