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Senior Executives Speak Off the Record 
about their Relationships with Suppliers
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INTRODUCTION

The primary goal of the Retail Value Chain Federation (RVCF) is to move the retail 
industry forward together through collaboration and strong relationships. We believe that 
communication is an essential component of the solution to virtually any problem. This is 
why we have our Fall and Spring Conferences, monthly conference calls, forum boards, 
and other events and platforms that are designed to facilitate collaboration.

But what is the true state of retailer-supplier collaboration? Is it getting better or worse? 
What is working or not working to improve the relationship? Very often, the answer you 
hear someone give from behind a podium is very different than the one you hear during 
a private conversation during dinner. However, those behind-the-scenes chats often 
produce the most revealing observations, honest insights, and actionable ideas for 
resolving ongoing issues.

That’s why RVCF commissioned an outside party to conduct anonymous, off-the-record 
interviews with five senior executives from retailer organizations. While we didn’t want to 
create a megaphone for an airing of grievances, we did want these industry leaders to 
speak freely without fear of repercussions. We asked each participant to provide a candid 
assessment of the state-of-retailer collaboration from their unique perspective. This white 
paper provides the details of these conversations, using random names to protect the 
interviewee’s anonymity.
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“BOB”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
FLEXIBLE

Bob finds that most suppliers respond to requests and make a genuine effort to do 
what the retailer needs done. They know it helps their product get to stores faster. He 
sees improvements in service, documentation, labeling and other areas. However, many 
suppliers need to understand that the retailer commits dollars upfront and pulls those 
dollars aside for the supplier in order to ship product and fill stores. When the supplier 
doesn’t fulfill orders, ships late, ships extra or ships incorrectly, it puts the retailer’s 
budgeting process in a bind.

To fix this problem, Bob said suppliers need to fill orders accurately and adhere to 
retailer ship windows. If they can’t, this needs to be communicated in a timely fashion. 
Otherwise, he can’t plan for it or even react to it until it’s too late. Retailers need to 
do their part by communicating more often and more effectively with suppliers. Make 
sure they know why they’re being charged, provide more documentation, and provide 
them with the tools to improve. Share information as much as possible. If you don’t 
communicate with each other, nobody will know what the other side needs. This is often 
a deficiency on both sides. 

Some suppliers have talked about scorecarding retailers, which Bob thinks is a great idea. 
He wants to know where he stands. How often are his merchants modifying purchase 
orders? Are they adhering to deadlines? If the retailer isn’t meeting their obligations on 
the front side, the retailer should have a different expectation about the supplier’s ability to 
meet their obligations on the back side.

That’s the type of communication that helps, but that’s just one component. Bob admits 
that his company probably doesn’t do as good a job as it should at giving scorecards. 
Like most other obstacles to collaboration, limited time and resources are the primary 
culprits. Anyone can hand a scorecard to a supplier, but if you’re not discussing it or 
following up, it’s not going to be as helpful as it could be. You’ll just measure the same 
things every year but nothing will be done about it.

When suppliers complain about inconsistency in requirements from retailer to retailer, Bob 
believes this is a valid concern and would welcome industry standards in some areas. 
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Bob’s company tries to build its requirements around industry standards. Even so, they 
have a very complex ticketing requirement that’s not easy for suppliers to manage, so 
they try to work with suppliers and look for additional solutions. 

If you’re getting repeated chargebacks for the same thing, common sense should tell you 
to work with your trading partners to fix the problem. Bob said his company isn’t looking 
to profit from chargebacks, although he suspects other retailers view non-compliance 
as a revenue stream. He would rather improve supplier performance. The goal of Bob’s 
company is always to eliminate the issues that are causing the chargebacks. Suppliers 
are notified well in advance of the actual deduction, as well as any other issues that could 
turn into problems elsewhere. 

In a perfect world, with more resources and more manpower, the retailer could work 
more closely with suppliers during onboarding. In many cases, suppliers are filling one-
time orders when a product is released. Bob’s company tries to build a process for those 
suppliers, but it’s difficult to justify devoting too much time and resources in this scenario. 
They just give the supplier their guidelines and prepare them as much as possible.

Bob believes that it’s important to find your direct counterpart. Bob speaks a different 
language than merchandising and sales. When you’re dealing with salespeople, you often 
just hear, “I can’t do that” over and over. When you’re dealing with the right people, they 
understand what you’re asking and why. They’re much more willing to work to resolve 
issues, which is both rewarding and reassuring. It’s best to speak directly to the right 
person and not get too many others involved. Those people exist with suppliers, but it 
can take some work to find them.
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“BILL”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
GROWING

Bill sees a big appetite for collaboration. Suppliers are craving it and the retailers are finally 
starting to open up a little more after being somewhat less than willing to collaborate in 
the past. When Bill opened up his company’s collaboration program to more suppliers, 
new participants were relieved to finally get a chance to have an open dialogue with a 
group of people that are cross-functional and capable of driving improvements.

When suppliers talk to salespeople, they’re always talking about margin. When they talk 
to planners, they’re always talking about fulfilling the next purchase order. But there isn’t 
anybody who can help across multiple disciplines. Bill’s company has tried to open the 
door to all types of conversations across the company. Instead of having the supplier 
contacting one person at a time until they finally get to the right person, the retailer 
connects the supplier with the right person and looks for ways to solve the problem. 

In Bill’s view, suppliers haven’t had this seat at the table because the supplier’s main 
point of contact is typically the buyer. Buyers are very good when it comes to product 
knowledge, pricing and margin. But when it comes to understanding the overall 
landscape of the supply chain and the downstream impact of having multiple vendor 
numbers with a single retailer, for example, Bill doesn’t think they see the operational 
gears beyond the products. As a result, those conversations don’t go very far.

Bill’s company works hard to get suppliers set up properly and ensures that orders 
and products are flowing in the most efficient way. Having access to people who can 
understand these intricacies and drive the necessary changes for optimization has been 
a difficult thing. There has been a disconnect between the main point of contact and how 
everything works in the background.

Many suppliers now have a dedicated salesperson, but also a counterpart on the supply 
chain side that is, in most cases, a startup position or part of a new structure. More than 
a person who simply gathers information and hands it to the buyer, this person has the 
power to help drive decisions and sway the relationship. They’re equally empowered or 
close to it, giving us a supply chain equivalent on the sales side, which enables better 
collaboration.
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With regards to the state of supplier performance, Bill believes more suppliers are trying to 
improve performance than five years ago. They ask about what the retailer needs from the 
supplier, what metrics are used, and other questions that can lead to better performance. 

Unfortunately, suppliers have been more ambitious than the data and tools have been 
available. In other words, Bill’s company has been behind in its data capabilities, 
scorecarding and dashboarding. He admitted that they have a number of disparate 
systems. Integrating these systems, pulling data from multiple sources, and getting new 
dashboards that have accurate, flexible metrics have been challenging. Bill is trying to 
improve this in the coming months so suppliers have what they need to improve their own 
performance.

While tools, data and performance are part of a successful relationship, the most 
important component for Bill’s company is the collaboration program that provides a 
foundation for communication. It includes face-to-face meetings, as well as monthly 
update meetings to follow up on action items and discuss performance improvement. 
Retailers can’t just send expectations in an email and back off for six months before 
following up. Get the foundation laid down and continue dialogue to drive improvement. 
Otherwise, problems don’t get solved.

Bill believes his company’s chargeback system is in need of complete overhaul and 
suspects many other retailers are in the same boat. What do you charge for? How much 
do you charge? Are you charging for the right things? How do you find agreement across 
leadership for managing this process? What department owns this process? Are you 
doing enough to help new suppliers? Once his company has a better grasp on supplier 
performance data, Bill expects to be able to attack the compliance piece and manage 
that process the right way so it’s not just a matter of increasing or decreasing fines. The 
goal must be to eliminate issues that cause fines.
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“BETH”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
COMPLICATED

It’s becoming an increasingly sophisticated marketplace for retailers, according to Beth, 
and that’s driving a broader, faster and more challenging supply chain. Retailers need 
more capable partners with more resources, people and capabilities than ever before to 
take on these new supply chain challenges. They also need a commitment from suppliers 
to constantly improve processes and performance.

Performance is getting better with larger, more sophisticated suppliers, probably because 
they’ve had the time to build up the knowledge and capabilities to improve the supply 
chain over the past 10 years. However, there are a lot of newer and smaller suppliers that 
have not reached a point of maturity or competency, and that makes things difficult for 
retailers. Beth believes that suppliers need to understand that it takes both leadership 
and a team on both sides of the relationship. The supplier needs to own the supply chain 
relationship from their side, including the commitments they make and the deliverables 
that are expected from them.

On a day-to-day basis, the retailer and supplier need to be better communicators, 
especially of problems or potential problems. They need the capability and willingness to 
react more quickly to these challenges with a greater understanding of how supply chain 
issues affect customer experience and satisfaction. In many cases, there are not enough 
people, not enough resources, and not enough communication on one or both sides of 
the relationship. There simply isn’t the bandwidth to treat every trading partner equally, so 
the most effort is placed where the partner can recover the best return on that investment 
of time and resources.

To improve the relationship, Beth feels that suppliers first need to be frank and honest 
about their capabilities and intentions. Nothing is more frustrating than having an 
expectation that is not realized in a timely manner or not realized at all because there 
wasn’t enough honesty between trading partners.

Suppliers need to appreciate the amount of time and energy that goes into trying to 
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improve supply chain performance. If a retailer’s requirement is beyond their capability, 
their bandwidth, or their intention, they need to be upfront so the retailer can come up 
with an alternative solution to the problem if one is available. If a supplier isn’t honest 
or realistic from the outset, both sides waste time and energy trying to drive better 
performance when it just isn’t possible.

Retailers, on the other hand, must have reasonable expectations for smaller, less 
sophisticated suppliers. They can’t have the same expectation as they have with larger, 
more advanced relationships. Otherwise, retailers create their own frustration and 
unreasonable performance expectations.

Beth believes many suppliers that complain about too many retailer requirements, too 
frequent changes, and too much inconsistency from retailer to retailer should look at how 
these problems started. Perhaps those suppliers put themselves into that position by 
taking on more retailers, more diversity and more complexity than they should have. As 
partners were added, were these suppliers honest with each of their partners about what 
they would do and could do?

If a supplier bit off more than they could chew, the problem doesn’t lie with the retailers’ 
requirements. It lies with the supplier’s capabilities and bandwidth. Beth contends 
suppliers need to take a hard look at what they’re doing and how they’re doing it, and 
manage their trading partner relationships in a more honest and productive way.

Problems are also created by retailers who are always looking for product diversity, 
exclusivity and uniqueness. For this reason, suppliers that aren’t ready for prime time 
are embraced by large national retailers with complicated requirements. Going in eyes 
wide open, the retailer should realize that certain suppliers aren’t prepared to meet their 
requirements. In satisfying its merchandise assortment needs, the retailer creates its own 
supplier relationship complexities. 

To improve collaboration, Beth believes retailers need to offer more training and be more 
available to help suppliers understand the solution paths available to them. The retailer 
needs to own the supplier relationship from a support standpoint, not just a scorecarding 
and performance compliance standpoint. If a retailer really wants to help a small, less 
sophisticated supplier be productive and successful, they need to provide assistance 
through training materials, third party resources, and time and energy. If the retailer is 
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unable or unwilling to make this commitment, they run risk of having performance fall 
short of expectations, which will ultimately affect customer service and satisfaction
.
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“BRUCE”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
FRUSTRATING

Bruce’s company provides the supplier with complete information that’s readily available 
and easily accessible. All of the data is there. Some take full advantage of it. They’re 
proactive. They ask questions before they ship. Any issues are addressed and very few 
or zero chargebacks are assessed. Bruce’s frustration lies with suppliers who let the 
retailer be their quality control. They think they know what they’re supposed to do, send 
shipments, get chargebacks, and as a result, they know what they need to fix. Then they 
ask for an adjustment. 

Suppliers are given a path that they can use to pull all of the data they need. As soon as 
a violation is approved, a notification of the violation is sent via email. The hope is that the 
supplier will take advantage of that information and use it to correct the same issue on 
any future shipments. If they don’t do anything about the problem and continue to ship 
incorrectly, they’ll get the same violation again and again.

Bruce claims many suppliers aren’t taking advantage of the information that they make 
available to suppliers. They need to make the effort to determine what their violations are, 
internally communicate them, and takes steps to prevent them on future orders. In one 
case, when a supplier complained that they didn’t know about their violations, Bruce’s 
company discovered that only one person was signed up to receive notifications. This 
person did nothing with them, which is why they got multiple chargebacks for the same 
violations.

Retailers and suppliers should share the same compliance goals and work to avoid 
problems and chargebacks. Bruce believes his company is doing its part by sharing 
information and instantly communicating violations. But suppliers have to do their part 
by reviewing the compliance guide, implementing the requirements, and communicate 
any issues. If there’s something a supplier can’t do, contact the retailer. Bruce says they’ll 
often give an exemption if the request is manageable, but suppliers at least have to make 
the effort.
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Not only do suppliers need to implement fixes quickly, but they need to prove that 
fixes have been implemented. If a supplier says an issue has been corrected and asks 
for a settlement, Bruce will ask them to schedule a call after their next shipment so 
performance on those purchase orders can be reviewed. If a fix has been properly 
implemented, Bruce is willing to talk about those past charges. Nine times out of 10, a 
supplier is willing to go that route. 

Despite these frustrations, Bruce reports that, overall, supplier performance has 
improved. At one point, it was rather difficult for a supplier to locate the information they 
needed from Bruce’s company. If a supplier had a question about a violation, they did a 
horrible job of advising them about that information. These problems have been corrected 
as information is now readily available and notifications are immediate.

Bruce regularly invites suppliers to visit his company’s facilities. The compliance guide has 
the requirements, but suppliers often don’t know why a retailer requires what they require. 
When suppliers tour the retailer’s building and see their processes, they come out of that 
visit saying, “Now I understand why you need this, this and this.” Bruce also loves going 
to RVCF conferences because he meets his trading partners. They can put a face to the 
voice. The more human we can make the compliance world, so people actually know 
each other, the better the long-term relationship is going to be.

Some retailers make it difficult to find information and the person or people who can 
identify and fix an issue. Half the problem is just finding that person. If the goal is truly 
to prevent non-compliance charges, a communication path must be established. 
Retailers need to make sure those people are clearly identified with contact information 
in compliance guides. And when suppliers contact retailers with questions, retailers need 
to respond within hours or days, not weeks, and try to anticipate their next questions to 
avoid ongoing errors.

Some retailers just ramp up their chargebacks. Some suppliers simply demand money 
back immediately. That approach doesn’t work and those calls are never pleasant. 
Suppliers will make much more money by avoiding chargebacks than by demanding 
money back for issues that haven’t been corrected. Everybody makes more money when 
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problems are avoided and the customer is happy. If the personal relationships are there, 
and the communication is there, you won’t ever have a combative relationship
.
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“BARBARA”
The state of retailer-supplier collaboration in one word:
PARTNERSHIP

Today, more retailers and suppliers are working together instead of taking an “us vs. 
them” approach. In the last year or so, Barbara has noticed that more suppliers are 
looking for help. Instead of kicking them to the curb, more retailers will reel them in, sit 
down and have a conversation, and work together. That’s something she didn’t see in the 
past.

For the majority of suppliers, performance is going in a better direction than it was. 
They’re looking to work with retailers instead of making retailers out to be the villain. In 
reality, the retail world is getting smaller. Barbara believes that everyone needs each other 
now. It’s easier to work with someone and not against them. 

To improve collaboration, suppliers must continue to reach out to retailers and look 
for support. Barbara’s company has developed a whole team of people whose sole 
function is to support suppliers. She encourages suppliers to simply ask for help instead 
of feeling like they should know everything. Reach out and develop a relationship with 
your counterpart on the retailer side, whether that person is in vendor relations, buying 
or operations. Having a strong understanding of who you need to work with is very 
important.

At the same time, retailers need to have an open door policy. They need to allow and 
encourage suppliers to schedule visits. Stage an on-site meeting so the supplier can be 
engaged with whoever is involved on behalf of the retailer. Barbara is a strong believer 
that the more face time you can have with a supplier, the better off both sides are going to 
be in the end. 

Barbara recognizes that not all retailer and supplier organizations have the budget to 
develop large compliance teams and schedule on-site visits with all of their trading 
partners. At the same time, that’s not an excuse. Go to industry conferences. If you can’t 
get on a plane, use technology. Schedule regular conference calls. Face-to-face is best, 
but technology provides alternatives. Avoiding communication is the biggest downfall for 
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either side.

Retailers can improve the relationship by keeping suppliers engaged and communicating 
changes in policy and requirements. Keep everyone in the loop about whatever is going 
on. Some retailers are still going after suppliers with aggressive chargebacks while 
ignoring the fact that they haven’t communicated requirement updates. Keeping suppliers 
out of the loop is the worst thing that can happen, but Barbara sees this happening quite 
a bit.

Every retailer is different in some respect. Getting a supplier on board to understand the 
requirements is a challenge, especially if you have many different product categories 
that need to be handled differently. Explaining what the retailer needs is sometimes 
like speaking a different language to suppliers, but taking the time to explain benefits 
everyone.

It’s impossible for all retailers to have the same requirements. Nobody has the exact 
same distribution centers or systems. When suppliers complain about requirements, 
we make sure they know where the compliance manual is and how to use it, and we 
offer to help them and answer their questions. At Barbara’s company, any major update 
to requirements goes out in an email blast to all suppliers and RVCF. Updates are also 
posted on the company website. Unfortunately, some suppliers don’t even look at the 
requirements and accept the chargebacks, which is a terrible way to do business.

Barbara’s company has people travelling all over the place, trying to get in front of people. 
At conferences, Barbara notices that a lot of retailers don’t engage with suppliers as 
much as they should be. Those are the ones suppliers are griping about. Those who 
open the door to communication are the ones suppliers want to and like working with.



©RVCF 2015 • www.rvcf.com Page 16

CONCLUSION

When we asked retailer executives to sum up the state of retailer-supplier collaboration in 
one word, the responses reflected the ebb and flow of any business relationship: Flexible, 
Growing, Complicated, Frustrated, Partnership. However, every person interviewed 
expressed optimism about the future of trading partner relationships. There also seems to 
be universal agreement about what type of approach will help to improve the relationship, 
and what type of approach will not work.

Everyone agrees that communication is essential. Retailers must make information 
available and accessible to suppliers and be willing to help suppliers meet requirements. 
Suppliers must use this information proactively to understand retailer requirements and 
communicate any potential issues to the retailer. Ongoing communication, including 
site visits, conference calls, and meetings at industry events, are essential to improving 
collaboration and supply chain performance.

Based on our research, certain tactics clearly don’t help. These include increased 
chargebacks on behalf of the retailer instead of working with suppliers to solve problems. 
On the supplier side, accepting chargebacks as a cost of business or demanding 
settlements instead of working with retailers to solve problems are detrimental to the 
relationship. Unfortunately, these tactics are not uncommon across the industry. 

Headcount and budget issues continue to be significant obstacles to retailer-supplier 
collaboration. However, just as important as the need to invest more heavily in the trading 
partner relationship is the need for greater willingness to work together to overcome 
issues and meet customer demands.

The goal of this study was to get certain issues on the table, paint a clear picture of 
the state of retailer-supplier collaboration, and offer constructive recommendations that 
would enable trading partners to 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. 

http://www.RVCF.com
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