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Premier German orchestra conductor Kurt Masur said, 
“You have to change your mind with every orchestra 
because every orchestra has a different character.” He 
was, of course, talking about music. The lesson, though, 
applies well to the consumer packaged goods industry. 
Retailers and suppliers must change their approaches 
based on transformative trends redefining nearly every 
element of the marketplace. Every day, in every region, 
each consumer experiences the music of CPG retail in 
a different way. The music that defines the customer 
experience must be pitch perfect. 

Across the CPG industry, the most successful 
companies — instruments — are tuning into advanced 
technology platforms that transform the retailer-
supplier relationship from a store-centric relationship 
into one focused on customer-centric insights and 
mutually agreed-upon performance indicators that 
chart a clear path to collective goals. The result is more 
than beautiful music: It is positive customer experiences 
— experiences that strengthen customer loyalty and 
grow customer lifetime value. 

But getting the music right is exceptionally complex. CPG 
retail partners need to put the customer in the front row, 
center seat of each and every business decision. Retailer-

supplier relationships must be rebuilt, business units must 
come together and organizations must be rewired for 
cross-functional and cross-organizational partnership.

During the last decade, technology has caught up to the 
vision of what could be accomplished. Today’s marketers 
benefit from technology that will quickly and securely 
integrate the data from retailers and their supplier 
partners — and even third-party providers — to allow both 
parties full visibility into joint data that they can monitor 
to identify mutually beneficial opportunities, chart and 
implement customer-centric strategies and measure 
progress against shared performance indicators.

Investing to understand customers and designing 
product, pricing, promotion and distribution strategies 
around that knowledge is critical to creating consistently 
satisfying shopping experiences. To get it right, retailers 
and manufacturers must work together, with a single 
north-star vision and efforts focused consistently on 
mutually beneficial growth opportunities. Companies 
that are embracing collaborative technology platforms 
to achieve a singular view of market challenges and 
opportunities and working in close partnership to serve 
their customers are outperforming the market by up to 
four percentage points.

Executive Summary: Every Orchestra Has a Different Character 
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The pace of change continues to accelerate. Millennial 
and Generation Z shoppers have entered the field, 
introducing completely new attitudes and shopping 
and purchase behaviors. Data has become big data, 
and that data pool keeps getting bigger as online 
shopping and buying explodes. The shopper journey is 
now a complex web of interactions, with buy-moments 
frequently punctuating the path. Losing a customer 
to the competition can happen as quickly as a click of 
the mouse or tap of the screen, making creating and 
maintaining customer loyalty harder, yet more important 
than ever. At the same time, thin margins have become 
razor-thin margins, placing increasing pressure on the 
bottom line. 

The last decade has seen dramatic advances in 
technology, enabling easier, faster and more effective 
collaboration through the secure integration of many 
and disparate data sources to create a north-star vision 
of market opportunity. This technology has paved 
the path for the transformation of retailers and how 
they work with supplier partners. With one vision, 
collaborative partners can quickly and easily conduct 
internal and joint-business program development, 
execution and optimization strategies. And they can 
innovate products and marketing programs that 
resonate with high-value customers. A movement is 
taking hold. 

Legacy CPG brands and traditional brick-and-mortar 
retailers are struggling to keep pace with retail 
disruption. Meanwhile, smaller, more nimble companies 
and pure-play online retailers — many of whom are 
focused on a purpose that resonates with shoppers 
— keep sweeping in and changing the competitive 
landscape. During the last several years alone, large 
CPG players have ceded billions of dollars in sales to 
startup and smaller competitors. Why? Simply put, the 
smaller players move quickly, collaboratively and with 
the customer at the forefront of everything they do.

To hit the high notes, collaboration between retailers 
and suppliers is a must. As technology continues to 
advance and the tempo increases, collaboration is 
imperative for connecting with and impacting shoppers.

47% 
59% 

73% 

New Day, New Tune

Sweet Music: Collaborative Technology Boosts Market Growth

of suppliers indicate that they 
use IRI’s Collaborative Gateways 
for retailer collaboration

of suppliers say that their retail 
partners use IRI’s Collaborative 
Gateways to collaborate with  
their company 

of suppliers say that their retail 
partners take action based 
on recommendations from IRI 
solutions and support teams1

CPGs that are tapping into collaborative platforms are 
outperforming the market by up to four percentage 
points. Partners are also seeing increased profitability 
through:

• Process improvement 

• Cost reduction

• Revenue enhancement

1 IRI 2019 Voice of the Customer Survey

http://iriworldwide.com
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CPG retailers and suppliers recognize the value of 
collaboration, but embracing consistent collaboration 
has proven to be a challenge. 

Active and ongoing collaboration requires a deliberate 
and strategic shift in corporate and organizational 
structure for retailers and suppliers alike. These changes 
must begin at the top and cascade down through  
both organizations.

Traditionally, retailer and supplier companies have 
organized into functional silos on the demand and 
supply side of the organization, with vertical silos 
interacting at the c-level. Marketing planning dialogue 
between retailers and suppliers has been limited to the 
retailer’s buyers and the supplier’s field sales teams, 
with retailers holding significant power in defining 
the direction and execution of in-store marketing 
efforts, including price, promotional support and 
shelf assortment. Retail buyers have been valued for 
their ability to extract lower prices and/or additional 
promotional dollars from the supplier. 

This model worked fine for many years. It was accepted 
as the nature of the industry, and it was a period of 
relatively slow change. 

Today, change is occurring at an unprecedented pace. 
The consumer landscape is increasingly diverse. Market 
structure, including the proliferation of e-commerce 
and its completely different fulfillment and delivery 
challenges, is adding to the explosion of data. As these 
changes continue, the hurdles facing functionally siloed 
organizations only grow. 

But change is hard. Retailer-supplier relationships have 
been strained — and sometimes damaged — by years 
of negotiations over price, promotional support and 
marketing budgets. With a shortage of trust and a lack of 
a shared purpose, competitive self-interest undermines 
the ability to collaborate to serve customers well, 
eliminating the ability to make profitable music together. 

Successful collaboration means that retailers and 
suppliers need to carve out time and energy to learn to 
work cross-functionally, within and between the partner 
organizations. Both parties benefit by partnering across 
marketing, supply chain, planning and store operations 
functions to increase on-shelf availability and enhance 
in-store support, aligned against a united purpose: 
serving shoppers and communities. 

On top of the structural challenges, technology has 
historically been a drag on the movement toward 
collaboration. Until recently, the task of integrating 
separate and very different data sets has been manual, 
time consuming and error prone. With the acceleration 
of big data, traditional reporting and forecasting tools 
became largely incapable of capturing and integrating 
information from both partner companies.

But now technology enables fast and secure integration 
of data sets from both retailers and CPG partners, 
even their third-party suppliers, to create transparent 
platforms that can identify collective opportunities and 
customer-centric strategies and measure progress. 

Orchestrating Cultural Redevelopment

http://iriworldwide.com
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Through true cross-enterprise collaboration, retailers and 
suppliers can tackle persistent business challenges in 
inventory, product development, placement, promotional 
investments and assortment. By adopting collaborative, 
one-to-one personalization of marketing strategies, 
partners will achieve enhanced return on investment 
by gaining volume and profits while better serving the 
shopper with the desired products at a competitive price, 
the right margins and through the right channel. Getting 
to this deep level of collaboration requires manufacturers 
to move from being a supplier to becoming a trusted 
business partner that is willing to tackle powerful 
customer engagement opportunities, while retailers truly 
listen and act upon supplier guidance. The evolution is 
not easy, but the payoff is significant.

Brands and retailers that  
leverage collaborative technology 
are capturing growth that surpasses industry 

average by up to four percentage points.

Selecting collaborative partners requires a careful 
evaluation of a broad consideration set. Critically, 
chosen partners should share strategic aspirations and 
purpose. They must also share in the desire to build a 
mutually beneficial partnership. Both partners must have 
executive-level support.

Retailer-supplier business partners must work in 
concert to identify the objectives of the partnership and 
ensure that those objectives align with the corporate 
strategies of both parties. Shopper-centricity is at the 
core of these objectives.

Transparency is a must. This applies to roles, responsibility 
and accountability, as well as benefits, cost and 
confidentiality. There will be some instances where data 
is off-limits to one partner or the other: Being clear about 
those boundaries at the start of the partnership builds 
trust and compliance.

What are the goals of the partnership? 
Partners can and should pursue long-term 
goals, but shorter-term milestones are an 
important way of capturing value quickly, 
building excitement and engagement.

What are the key performance 
indicators against which progress 
will be measured? KPIs are critical 
to measuring progress, but they also 
become a lens — a single version of the 
truth that eliminates the need for back-
and-forth discussions, thereby reducing 
frustration for all. While there will be many 
possible KPIs, narrowing the field to a few 
mutually important KPIs will ensure focus. 
These areas must be at the intersection 
of retailer and supplier capabilities, 
including data, technology and people.

Both partners must be focused 
on bringing the plan to life. The 
establishment of ongoing joint reviews 
will keep the focus on execution and, 
with ongoing tracking, optimization will 
drive better outcomes. Peter Drucker 
said it best: “What gets measured, gets 
managed.”

Collaborative business portals facilitate this evolution 
by providing consistently aligned and fully integrated 
data through a single point of access. IRI’s Collaborative 
Gateway programs provide a manufacturer-agnostic 
view of what is happening and a holistic view of the 
shopper within the retailer’s own four walls, with 
granularity down to the daily and store level. And, 
through the integration of consumer panel data in the 
retailers’ own hierarchy, the programs provide rest-of-
market perspective on the retailers’ key shoppers, as 
well. With a full and transparent view of customer and 
market opportunities, collaborative partners can move 
quickly and with confidence. As a result, they often 
outgrow non-collaborators by a wide margin. 
 

IRI’s Collaborative Gateway Solutions Enable Harmony,  
Amplify Impact

http://iriworldwide.com
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The result of collaboration is an artfully conducted 
symphony: Retailers reap the benefits of visibility into 
total-market opportunity, competitive benchmarking and 
a clear perspective on leakage. Suppliers gain a granular 
understanding — down to the store and daily level — of 
how their customers are shopping for their brands in the 
context of their retailer partners’ ecosystems. 

Through this holistic, common-purpose-driven and 
shopper-centric perspective, both partners enjoy growth 
in the form of:

• Process improvement

• Cost reduction

• Revenue and margin enhancement

And the crescendo? Both partners provide their 
customers with satisfying customer experiences, 
increasing the chances of loyalty and, ultimately,  
higher customer lifetime value.

Fact-based 
Performance 
Management

Customer 
Insights

Targeted & 
Relevant  
Customer 

Engagements

Supply Chain 
Optimization

Executional 
Excellence

Collaborative 
Strategies > 

Winning Solutions
Impact

In an ideal world, CPG retailers and brands would 
consistently provide their customers with data-driven, 
personalized shopping experiences. CPG brands and 
retailers that are tapping into collaborative portals 
are doing just that. By achieving and maintaining a 
customer-centric view of the marketplace, the partners 
are balancing these insights against a shared strategic 
vision and encouraging process improvement across 
many different areas:

New Product Launch: Insights at the product and consumer 
level enable innovation that addresses key needs and 
targeted and personalized marketing stories to support 
the launch; end-to-end supply chain visibility ensures 
product is optimally stocked and scanning correctly across 
the chain; perspective on competitor performance — what 
drives sales — increases market potential.

Process Improvement: Arranging the Orchestra

Case Study: In-Store Merchandising ROI
• A retailer invested in a trial of specialized 

fixtures to highlight new items

• The retailer engaged IRI to measure the 
impact of the program and determine 
whether to continue a make the investment

• Stores with racks consistently outperform 
stores without racks:

 » 1.5x-5.3x higher average weekly sales 

 » Average of one more item sold weekly

 » 96% sell-through and in-stock levels of 
97%+ during introductory event

http://iriworldwide.com
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On-Shelf Availability: Daily inventory data arms 
suppliers and retailers with the information they need 
to get everyday and promotional on-shelf availability 
right. On a day-to-day basis, the partners are able to 
optimize planograms and shelf capacity, and constantly 
measure the impact of adjustments made along the way. 
Promotional on-shelf availability benefits from accurate 
forecasting, which drives higher service levels — a critical 
precursor to on-shelf availability. Store-level, item-level, 
day-level and time-of-day insights support an accurate 
balance of supply and demand every day leading up 
to and throughout promotional periods, reducing costs 
associated with over- and out-of-stock situations. And 
daily item-level alerts, delivered directly to in-store 
personnel, allow retailers to take a more proactive 
approach to on-shelf availability by pinpointing the 
exact products that have OSA challenges for immediate 
remediation (see IRI’s recent point of view paper,  
On-Shelf Availability: Fueling Profitability, Customer 
Loyalty and Topline Sales Growth, for more information). 
Understanding and forecasting store-level demand 
allows partners to balance demand fulfillment with the 
need for effective sell-through.

Demand Forecasting: Predictive analytics drive purchase 
orders and warehouse inventory, allowing suppliers and 
retailers to maintain strong service levels and in-stock 
positioning; distribution center-level insights allow for 
quick and targeted correction of distribution issues.

• Forecasting: The retailer and supplier must work 
together so that they are positioned to meet 
customers’ expectations. Typically, retailers 
develop multiple forecasts. To develop an effective 
collaborative forecast, partners must understand and 
agree upon which forecast is being shared.

 » Is the retailer supplying a sales forecast or a 
shipment forecast? 

 » Is it for the distribution center or store? Is this a 
purchase order forecast? 

 » What is the minimum level of accuracy partners 
are willing to accept? 

For example, a forecast may be 20% accurate 20 
weeks from the event, 60% accurate six weeks from the 
event, and 80% accurate two weeks from the event. 
Balancing the forecast accuracy against time is a key 
decision point for both partners as they decide when 
to take action (for a supplier this could be production 
planning, and for a retailer it would be when to place 
purchase orders).

• Inventory and Purchase Order Management: 
For both partners, managing supply chain costs 
provides additional flexibility for promotional 
and other funding that will positively impact the 
customer experience. A retailer’s supply chain 
policies will drive their inventory and purchase 
order management. What is the retailer’s service-
level goal? Is it 95% or 98%? This decision 
dramatically impacts how much inventory will be 
carried at the distribution centers and stores, and 
thus the cost of supply. 

 » How are purchase orders managed? 

 » Are there multiple purchase orders per week? 

 » How does the retailer balance the tensions 
between maximizing full trucks and pallets 
versus product shelf life? 

Multiple purchase orders are expensive for both the 
retailer and supplier, but this approach allows both 
to react faster to demand changes and therefore 
reduces the amount of inventory required to manage 
variances. How retailers and suppliers manage 
inventory turns or weeks of supply and the efficiency 
of their purchase order process is key to maximizing 
sales while minimizing costs.

http://iriworldwide.com
https://www.iriworldwide.com/en-US/Insights/Publications/Solve-Out-of-Stocks
https://www.iriworldwide.com/en-US/Insights/Publications/Solve-Out-of-Stocks
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Marketing Planning & Execution: Another process 
that is immensely improved through retailer-supplier 
collaboration is marketing planning and execution. 
By jointly harnessing technology, data and analytic 
expertise to bring traditionally separate sales and 
marketing functions together, both parties achieve a 

clear understanding of opportunities and risks through 
the perspective of their collective potential customers. 
Importantly, partners also benefit from ongoing visibility 
into the full cause and effect of promotional programs, 
bringing speed, efficiency and precision to forecasting 
and replenishment efforts.

Execution Calendar
Marketing Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

TV Is campaign generating awareness in high-potential markets?

Digital Support Is campaign generating intended redemption rate?

Event Support Is the supply chain able to adequately support the event?

Top Customer Mailers Was mail targeted to customers with high lifetime value?

Sales & Category Management

Weekly Circular What is the impact of the weekly circular on store traffic?

Promotion Calendar

    TPR

    Display

    Feature

Did the initiative provide incremental category growth?
Did the initiative attract/retain customers as intended?

http://iriworldwide.com
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Marketing Planning and Execution
A large grocery retailer knew that it was significantly 
under-shared in most of its health and beauty care 
categories compared to other food-channel peers. 
To test potential strategies for turning this tide, 
the retailer selected one store and invested in a 
large renovation that included new digital displays, 
touchscreen information stations, new shelving, a 
new aisle layout and expanded assortment.

Three months after the renovation was completed, 
it was clear that sales had increased. Still, the 
category manager was asked to use frequent 
shopper program data to help determine whether 
the renovation had changed shopper behavior. 
The analysis focused on whether the changes had 
driven existing store shoppers to shop the health and 
beauty care department, either for the first time or at 
an increased rate. 

The team focused on regular shoppers of this store 
location. Using IRI’s Audience Builder, the IRI team 
created a controlled audience of shoppers who had 
shopped in the store both pre- and post-renovation. 
Retained shoppers spent 18%* more on these 
categories after the renovation/redesign.

Expanded health and beauty care assortment 
drove 18% sales growth, largely through 

increased shopper penetration.

• Six percentage points came from increased 
shopper penetration in the category 

• Three percentage points came from increased 
trips per buyer

• Three percentage points came from increased 
sales per trip

• Five percentage points came from increased 
price per unit 
(*Note: Numbers don’t total 18% due to rounding.) 

Existing grocery shoppers added health and 
beauty care items to their weekly shopping 

trip. Existing health and beauty aisle 
shoppers increased their depth and breadth 

of health and beauty items purchased.

Due to the success of the remodel, the merchant 
team is working with IRI to identify other locations  
to repeat a similar implementation.

Client Success Story

http://iriworldwide.com
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By improving processes, partners are rewarded with 
a related benefit — lower costs. In an industry where 
average profit margin hovers in the 1%-2% range, 
efficiency can trim costs and spell the difference 
between success and failure. Efficient management 
of store-level retail operations — and all associated 
processes, technologies, personnel and more — is critical 
to the store’s profitability. 

Retailers and suppliers are leveraging data and 
technology to wrangle control of as many of these 
factors as possible. Collaborative portals provide an 
important link between suppliers, distribution centers 
and the retail store, translating to significant reduction in 
costs through:

Alignment of purchase orders against 
shipments and inventory (at the 
distribution and store level) > higher 
fulfillment rates, better compliance,  
lower penalties

Predictive out-of-stocks and real-time 
alerts > fewer out-of-stocks and more 
consistent on-shelf availability > higher 
sales, stronger customer satisfaction

Enhanced supply chain efficiency > lower 
transportation costs, stronger on-time-in-
full delivery performance

Maintaining optimal inventory levels across the store 
is a herculean task, but CPG retailers and suppliers are 
finding the task more manageable using collaborative 
portals. Knowing shopper profiles — by store, product 
and SKU — and understanding their shopping history 
allows retailers and suppliers to accurately predict 
future behaviors and ensure stock is available to meet 
that demand. By sharing information on units (at the 
store and distribution center), on-hand and on-order 
quantities, target inventory levels, days of supply and 
turns, partners can strike a balance that reduces out-of-
stocks, while also minimizing excess inventory, which 
results in spoilage and/or returns. 

Advances in technology bring insights to a new level, 
allowing for the integration of causal data, such as 
weather and gas, to bring increased granularity to the 
picture. Artificial intelligence is enhancing predictions 
and increasing the accuracy of these predictions 
against actual purchase activity. It’s also being used to 
improve the measurement of goods received, ensuring 
that fulfillment levels are meeting retailer-specific and 
shopper-based metrics and scorecards.

Cost Reduction

http://iriworldwide.com
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Managing Loss Due to Out-of-Stocks
A major grocery player noticed a jump in out-of-
stock rates across the canned tomato category, 
driving a potential sales loss of nearly $500,000 for 
the calendar year. To get a better understanding 
of where, when and how the increase occurred, 
the retailer examined the category more closely 
and determined that the issue occurred at the core 
canned tomato subcategory level. Across five of 
the six top core canned tomato brands, the in-stock 
rate was below the targeted threshold. Increasing 
in-stock rate by just one percentage point across just 
those brands would boost sales potential by nearly 
$19,000. Achieving 100% in-stock would increase 
sales potential by $75,000.

Further investigation revealed that tackling out-of-
stocks across these items at just 16 stores would 
result in a $20,000 gain. And, by targeting high-
out-of-stock weeks, the analysis allowed the retailer 
to enhance forecasting to account for specific 
promotional and environmental considerations.

Client Success Story

Retailer can  
capture $75K  

from out-of-stocks of  
top six brands. 

Canned Tomato
Estimated Dollar Sales Lost at Retailer A

Potential 
Lost $ Sales 
Estimation

Canned Tomato

$499,058

$499.1k

Tomato

$391,624

$391.6k

Tomato Paste, 
Sauce

$99,230

$99.2k

Misc. Tomato, 
Canned

$2,940

$2.9k

http://iriworldwide.com
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Just a decade ago, the average grocery store featured 
close to 40,000 SKUs; today, that number is closer 
to 30,000, according to FMI. The decline is the result 
of several factors, including the proliferation of 
e-commerce and the increasing popularity of smaller, 
more targeted retail outlets. Shelf space is at a premium 
and marketers are challenged to ensure that assortment 
is keeping pace with evolving — and very personal — 
customer needs at the local level.

Creating harmony between breadth and depth of 
assortment must be done with precision and the customer 
as the focal point. It’s not about having deep assortment, 
but about having the right assortment. The goal is to 
create a curated selection that simplifies the shopping 

process. Getting it wrong is quite costly, not only to 
the immediate sale and overall basket, but also to the 
customer experience and longer-term customer loyalty.

For this reason, assortment decisions must be 
made thoughtfully and strategically — and in close 
collaboration. Each partner contributes complementary 
data, proficiencies and insights that can be harnessed 
together to create a clearer picture of assortment-related 
opportunities and risks. By combining a retailer’s point-
of-sale insights capabilities with a suppliers’ product 
development and marketing expertise, partners can 
create short- and longer-term strategies that will support 
brand and category growth. 

Revenue and Margin Enhancement

http://iriworldwide.com
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Delistment Defense
A regional grocery banner recently partnered with 
a meal component supplier to ensure that brand 
assortment appropriately met the needs of loyal 
brand buyers and thereby mitigated the risk of these 
high-value shoppers leaking to a competitive retailer.

One of the two main meal component brands 
had recently taken a price increase. The retailer 
was looking at the brand in the context of the 
category, contemplating delistment of this brand. 
Before making the decision, the retailer wanted to 
understand loyalty within the category. 

Tapping into frequent shopper program data, IRI and 
the client were able to assess loyalty and purchase 
patterns associated with this meal component brand. 
The analysis revealed that 20% of this brand’s sales 
were coming from exclusive buyers. By delisting the 
brand, there was potential for these exclusive buyers 
to turn to competing retailers to make their purchase. 
This would result in a $1.2 million loss for this item 
alone — a loss that would amplify 10 times or more if 
entire trips/baskets were also leaked.

The client decided to keep the brand to protect itself 
from this potentially sizable loss.

Client Success Story

The delistment assessment allowed the retailer to  
avert a sales loss of more than $1 million.

Brand Loyalty Overview
Exclusive Dollars as Percent of Total Brand Dollars

Brand C

23.6%

$5,855,000.47

Brand B

21.7%

$6,135,749.67

Brand A

16.7%

$78,499.67
Dollar  
Sales

http://iriworldwide.com
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Assortment is a critical player in the concert of 
shopper loyalty and engagement. In the coming years, 
assortment will remain a central tenet of retailer revenue 
and margin enhancement strategies. Retail shelf space 
will continue to be precious territory, and assortment that 
is carefully curated to meet the needs of key customer 
segments will remain vital. To get it right, retailer and 
supplier partners will be looking to ensure creative and 
thoughtful assortments that will reflect a granular total-
market perspective of highest-value customer segments, 
increasing lifetime value through:

Maximized category synergies  
> higher basket size

Optimized shelf space > support 
core product penetration while using 
tactical merchandising and promotional 
programs to increase convenience and 
impulse purchasing

Store-level balance of national and 
store-brand assortment > stronger value 
proposition

http://iriworldwide.com
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Constructive disruption must be conducted in harmony 
and unity, which is the only way to create music to 
customers’ ears. IRI’s Collaborative Gateways serve as the 
new high-tech oboe — the instrument against which the 
entire orchestra is tuned. Companies that are tapping 
into collaborative platforms have the musical score 

that will allow them to get every note right. In the CPG 
world, retailers and suppliers must come together as an 
orchestra to create the harmony that will drive the CPG 
industry to new levels, creating experiences that excite 
and engage consumers.

IRI’s Collaborative Gateways Are the Tuning Fork for CPG

http://iriworldwide.com
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