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Trading partner community development, or enabling retailers to 

integrate data and business processes with their suppliers, is a 

proven way to achieve greater supply chain efficiency, reduce costs 

and improve customer service. This white paper describes eight 

best practices that will help retailers implement a successful trading 

partner community development initiative. By following these steps, 

retailers can enhance their competitiveness and reap long-term 

benefits for their supply chain operations. 

INTRODUCTION 

In today’s retail environment, consumers have become more 
demanding about getting the specific products they want faster 
and cheaper than ever before. To en hance efficiency and manage 
inventory levels in this challenging environment, retailers have 
begun to focus on achieving greater supply chain integration with 
their trading partners. Many of these retailers have discovered that 
the key to achieving supply chain integration is a well-executed 
trading partner community development effort. 

Trading partner community development, or enabling retailers to 
electronically integrate their data and business processes with 
suppliers and other trading partners, is by no means a new idea. 
Electronic data integration (EDI), electronic cataloging and business 
intelligence, the primary technologies for addressing trading partner 
enablement, have been around since the 1970s. Despite its obvious 
benefits, the risks and effort associated with a poorly executed 
enablement effort have kept many retailers from moving forward. 
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This white paper outlines a series of eight best practices that retailers can follow to ensure success 
in their trading partner community development initiatives. 

DEVELOP A ROADMAP

First, retailers need to develop a plan and roadmap for their trading partner community development 
program. This plan should address three components: vendor segments, fulfillment models, and the 
data and information to be shared. Using these three dimensions, retailers can define their current 
and desired trading partner environment to establish goals and priorities for the program. 

Vendor Segments. Every retailer segments its vendors differently. Whether vendors are classified 
by volume, product line (such as grocery versus soft lines versus hard lines), domestic versus import, 
seasonal versus ongoing, or some other category, retailers must determine which vendors to target 
in each segment as well as relative priorities within each segment. 

Fulfillment Models. Retailers are constantly evaluating the best way to fulfill orders. Many use a 
mix of order management models based on their specific needs and challenges. By automating order 
fulfillment, retailers can streamline the receiving process and improve the visibility of shipments and 
inventory, and also improve customer service for catalog, website or special orders. 

A successful vendor enablement initiative must accommodate the retailer’s unique process and mix 
of fulfillment models, such as: 

• Ship to distribution center: receiving shipments from suppliers, storing them in inventory, and 
shipping them again to individual stores. 

• Drop ship: shipping product directly to a consumer without going through a distribution center 
or store. 

• Ship to store: shipping directly to a store rather than through a distribution center. 

• Vendor managed inventory (VMI): enabling vendors to take responsibility for managing the 
inventory levels at stores or distribution centers. 

• Direct store delivery (DSD): distributing product directly to the store and bypassing the 
retailer’s warehouses. 
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• Multi-party: incorporating multiple third-party supply chain partners such as third-party logistics 
providers (3PLs) or warehouses, brokers, carriers, factors, freight forwarders, QA firms and 
international sourcing companies. 

• Private label: taking responsibility for manufacturing, logistics and inventory processes to offer 
customers exclusive private label items. 

Data and Information to be Shared. The retailer should evaluate what types of information it 
wants to capture or exchange with its trading partners. Some of the most common transactions 
include: 

• Purchase orders (POs) and purchase order changes 

• Invoices 

• Advance shipping notices (ASNs) 

• GS1-128 (formerly UCC-128) labels 

For merchandising, supply chain and finance groups, the advantages of automating these 
processes with EDI are clear. Some benefits include the ability to streamline manual processes 
for greater efficiency and accuracy, improve order and payment visibility, and capture data for 
vendor scorecarding.

FOCUS ON SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIPS, NOT TECHNOLOGY

Too many enablement programs prioritize systems over relationships. While technology is important, 
managing vendor relationships is absolutely critical. Without a focus on supplier relationships, the 
community development program is destined to fail. 

The challenge of any program is convincing hundreds—or even thousands—of suppliers to spend 
time and money on something that changes how they do business with you. Overcoming this 
challenge is the hardest part of the program.
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Getting there means that retailers need to put themselves in their suppliers’ shoes. Even if suppliers 
are fulfilling orders with other retailers, implementing a new PO, ASN or label specifi cation requires 
significant effort. Suppliers will need to dedicate resources to understand ing the retailer’s guidelines, 
and to mapping and testing their system.

GIVE MERCHANDISING THE LEADING ROLE

With the emphasis on supplier relationships, it becomes obvious that the merchandising department 
should spearhead all trading partner community development programs. Finance, IT and supply 
chain groups all have a role to play, but only merchandising is in a position to lead the effort. 

To appreciate why merchandising has to take the lead, retailers need to understand how vendors will 
react. Be prepared for a response like this from suppliers: 

• 30% will enthusiastically adopt the program with no questions asked.

• 40% are willing but will “challenge” your business case and may need validation of your 
commitment to doing business with them. 

• 20% are vocal resistors. 

• 10% are hard to predict and may not belong on the target list.

Retailers need to determine an approach that will strike a balance between adoption rates and 
disruption to vendors. Some retailers want to implement an aggressive program with a high adoption 
rate, while others are more comfortable with a gradual approach. 

Most organizations find they can target 70% of their vendors, which generally represents 90% 
of order volume, without resorting to heavy-handed mandates if the program is packaged as a 
collaborative business venture delivered by the head of merchandising. 

For example, collaborative messages could position the program as a way for suppliers to receive 
point-of-sale (POS) data to improve sell-through or get paid faster by sending invoices electronically. 
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The adoption rate goal will drive the whole program including its message, tone and time frame. 
Because the merchandising group owns vendor relationships, they need to be responsible for shaping 
the tone and message of the campaign and introducing it to the vendor community. 

Vendors have close relationships with their buyer contacts in the merchandising group, who all report 
to the head of merchandising. Since the buyer is the first person a vendor will call with questions about 
the program, their buy-in will have a tremendous impact on the adoption rate. If buyers are not on 
board, adoption can be delayed or blocked entirely. 

The campaign should not take a lot of the merchandising group’s time, but they need to be seen as 
driving the program and supporting it throughout the process.

BE ACCOMODATING TO SUPPLIER’S TECHNOLOGY

When it comes to technology, retailers need to adopt a non-exclusive approach that finds the path 
of least resistance for suppliers. As long as retailers can get the data they need, suppliers should be 
free to choose the solution that works best for them. 

Some suppliers have been exchanging electronic data for a long time with many other retailers and 
therefore, will want to extend the system they already have. Others, who don’t have a system in place, 
need a quick and easy way to get up-and-running. 

For vendors that already have a system, a one-time testing effort is ideal. This effort requires a test 
environment of the retailer’s production system that is made available to vendors. Testing should 
validate syntax, content, workflow, business processes, labels and network connectivity. 

For organizations that don’t have a system or don’t want to use their existing system, cloud solutions 
that have been pre-certified with the retailer are a low-risk and proven choice. Using cloud fulfillment, 
vendors can start doing transactions almost immediately without investing in specialized hardware, 
software or staff. These services can be accessed via a web form for suppliers with low to medium 
transaction volumes. Cloud technology can also be directly integrated with an accounting, ERP, 
packing/shipping or warehouse management system for suppliers with higher transaction volumes.

MAKE TESTING REAL

While it is easier to test vendors up-front with a generic test order, this creates more work down the 
road and can lead to problems with the production effort. It’s better to spend time at the outset of the 
program testing real data and using real transactions that are meaningful to the vendor. If a retailer is 
implementing multiple transaction types or fulfillment models, multiple test scenarios using real data 
are needed. This helps vendors understand the nuances of the fulfillment process associated with 
each model in a production-ready environment. In the long run, using actual syntax and actual content 
is time well-spent that can eliminate many potential issues associated with a real order.



BEST PRACTICES IN TRADING PARTNER 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

SPS COMMERCE, INC.   |   P. 612-435-9400    |    333 South 7th St., Suite 1000 Minneapolis, MN 55402   |   spscommerce.com 6

STAFF ACCORDINGLY

Implementing a trading partner community development program is a focused and extremely 
intensive project that requires a lot of resources. The enablement campaign staff is responsible for: 

• developing messaging 

• analyzing the supplier community 

• developing a rollout plan 

• executing the supplier campaign 

• certifying suppliers 

• providing ongoing support

Each of these steps can be extremely time-consuming. For example, even a relatively modest 
effort involving 100 vendors would likely require the retailer to make at least 500 calls just to 
identify the right person to contact at each supplier in order to analyze their EDI environment. 
The implementation itself would require an exponentially greater amount of work.

Many stakeholders are important to the trading partner community development campaign. 
Merchandising takes the leading role in rolling the program out to vendors. In addition, the IT and 
supply chain groups are important members of the team. IT validates the data and technology, and 
serves as the project manager for the roll-out. The supply chain department or business stakeholder 
is responsible for articulating the value proposition of the program to all involved.
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Because of the magnitude of the effort required for a successful campaign, don’t be surprised if a 20- 
to 30-person team is needed to get through a six-month spike of activity for a vendor community as 
small as 200 suppliers.

SCORECARD DATA QUALITY

Once the system is in production, retailers need to remain focused to ensure vendors continue to 
complete all of the required transactions and send all necessary data. 

This phase offers an excellent opportunity to monitor and scorecard vendors. If suppliers fail to 
comply with the enablement effort, it’s important to inform them of their status and ensure there’s 
a consequence for non-compliance. Without this follow-through, the value of implementing the 
community development program with other vendors may be lost. 

Merchandisers can be equipped for improved vendor discussions using dynamic scorecards that 
leverage data directly from their environment. For example, buyers can track vendor performance 
by product, store and time frame to proactively identify  inventory challenges and team with their 
vendors to address and/or eliminate the  problems. The more suppliers participate in the trading 
partner community development program, the more knowledgeable buyers can be about their 
vendor community.

THINK LONG-TERM

The biggest risk involved with a community development campaign campaign is the potential 
to damage impor tant vendor relationships. Some retailers choose to manage the vendor rollout 
themselves, while others decide to outsource the program to a third-party organization with 
experience handling similar programs for other retailers. The sheer volume of work involved is 
another reason some retailers decide to outsource the program to a specialized organization that has 
the expertise and staffing to focus solely on this task in the desired time frame.

SPECIFIC TRANSACTION 
OR ORDER MANAGEMENT 

MODEL

ADDITIONAL TRANSACTION 
OR ORDER MANAGEMENT 

MODEL

AD-HOC
ON-BOARDING

AD-HOC
ON-BOARDING

ADDITIONAL TRANSACTION 
OR ORDER MANAGEMENT 

MODEL

R
E

S
O

U
R

C
E

S

TIME

>

Managing an 
active trading 
partner community 
should be seen as 
an ongoing journey, 
not a one-time 
event.



BEST PRACTICES IN TRADING PARTNER 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

SPS COMMERCE, INC.   |   P. 612-435-9400    |    333 South 7th St., Suite 1000 Minneapolis, MN 55402   |   spscommerce.com 8

Managing an active trading partner community should be seen as an ongoing journey, not a one-
time event. Successful retailers never believe their first enablement program is their last. Once the 
vendor’s system is in production, it should be closely monitored to ensure vendors are complying 
with the program. After the initial campaign is completed, retailers might want to expand their trading 
partner community development efforts to include suppliers from other segments, additional types of 
transactions or more fulfillment models. 

Forward-looking retailers think beyond an initial trading partner community development program 
to reap long-term benefits for their supply chain operations. These retailers look for ways to 
use the data obtained from the campaign to scorecard their supply chain and each vendor. By 
tracking and improving key performance indicators such as order performance, order timeliness 
and order completeness, they can continuously enhance their competitiveness in this challenging 
retail environment.
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