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Management Summary 

 

Project definition 

This research focuses on On-Shelf-Availability (OSA) improvement through enhancement of 

collaboration in the end-to-end Fast Moving Consumer Good (FMCG) Supply Chain. During the last 

ten years, OSA became more important for the retailers as well as for A-brand producers. Also 

Unilever, which is a global manufacturing company operating in the FMCG industry, included growth 

of OSA in its strategy. Both Unilever as well as their customers (the retailers) lose consumer loyalty 

and turnover due to Out-Of-Stocks (OOS) at the shelf. Therefore Unilever decided to focus on OSA by 

implementing OSA improvement projects in collaboration with the retailer. Although these 

implementations turned out to be successful in pilot stores, the roll out was difficult due to a lack of 

full supported collaboration. Therefore the following initial research question is posed: 

 

 
 

This question is answered in the context of Unilever Benelux and executed within the department 

Customer Service & Logistics. This division is responsible for the flow of goods and information to 

and from the customer. An initial analysis showed that the main obstacles in this collaboration 

problem were a lack of mutual understanding on the goals, the added value and the good intentions 

(relational trust) of Unilever. Literature studies on collaboration between partners in alliances 

confirmed that the fundament of any joined activity are shared values, which means understanding 

and belief of each other’s values, such as goals, added value and intentions. According to literature, 

relational factors need to be put in place that builds on shared values to ensure commitment of 

collaboration activities. The main relational factors taken into account in this study are goal 

alignment, relation benefits and relational trust. Key for improving relational factors is frequent and 

open communication, however research is lacking on what should be communicated in order to 

increase shared values. Unilever already regularly communicates openly with the retailer during 

logistic meetings, however this appeared not to be sufficient to increase shared values. Due to this 

initial practical and theoretical analysis the problem Unilever faces can be refined to:  

 

 
 

A provisional approach is proposed to answer the question and to increase shared values. This 

approach acquires and shares contextual knowledge about the goals, relation benefits and positive 

intentions of Unilever. This approach is based on quantitative supply chain data of the concerning 

retailer and is executed during the existing logistic meetings with the retailer. Case studies are 

conducted to define the success of the provisional approach in terms of on the enhancement of the 

collaboration on OSA between the manufacturer and the retailer in the FMCG on the one hand and 

“How to increase shared values, as such that goal alignment can be established, relation 

benefits are clear and sufficient trust is developed between manufacturer and retailer, which is 

needed to gain commitment to collaborate on OSA?” 

“How should the collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer be improved, such 

that full supported collaboration on OSA can be established?” 
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to find improvement possibilities for the general design in initiating this collaboration on the other 

hand. 

 

Research design 

For this research Yin’s (2009) case study methodology is used. The research design can be 

categorized as explorative and is qualitative in nature. The focus of this research is limited to the 

examination of collaboration events between the retailer and Unilever during and after the 

implementation of the new proposed intervention. Findings of this case study provide insight in how 

collaboration develops over time due to increased shared values and design propositions are defined 

which can be used to enhance current collaboration towards jointly analyzing and improving OSA. 

The case study is conducted at three different retailers in order to strengthen the analytical 

generalization. Data of the collaboration events of these cases were collected by using semi-

structured interviews with stakeholders and the retailer, observations during and after the 

implementation of the new approach, and internal documents about the progress of logistic 

meetings. To fully capture the change process, data about the level of the main collaboration factors 

are collected before, during, and after the implementation of the new approach. Finally, the changes 

in the main collaboration factors are validated by the stakeholders of Unilever and available 

documents. 

 

Findings 

The results of the three in-depth case studies exhibit that the relational factors in the theoretical 

framework do increase after that contextual knowledge about goals, relation benefits and relational 

trust is provided. One retailer did show commitment and was willing to collaborate with Unilever on 

the analysis and improvement of OSA after the meeting had taken place. The remaining two retailers 

did not become committed to collaborate directly on OSA, but empirical evidence is found that 

collaboration activities are increased in other areas that improve OSA indirectly. Furthermore, 

modifications in the proposed theoretical model are made. Hence, the extent of collaboration 

between the manufacturer and the retailer on OSA is also influenced by idiosyncratic priorities of the 

retailer. In addition, the involvement of management seems to be crucial for internal alignment and 

ultimately goal alignment with Unilever. 

 

Finally, several implications for an approach which enhances the collaboration between the 

manufacturer and the retailer towards jointly OSA improvement are provided: 

 Acquire and share contextual knowledge: 

o Graph(s) which visualizes performance of service rates of all parties in an integrated 

supply chain and the relations between these rates. Based on this knowledge goals 

can be aligned better; 

o Graph(s) with new insight of main root-causes of delivery failures provided by 

diagnosis techniques created and possessed by Unilever. This knowledge supports 

the retailer to become aware of the added value of Unilever; 

o Graph(s) which visualizes quality of available data of measured causes in an 

integrated supply chain. This information about data quality prevents misperception 

or suspicious thoughts so that relational trust can be established and maintained; 
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 Open communication: via face-to-face meetings both parties are able to express their 

doubts, frustration, vision, or expectation so that values can be shared more easily; 

 Communication with management: through involvement of management goals can be 

aligned internally much easier and established for the long term; 

 Frequency of communication: frequent contact moments prevent the growth of 

misperception, doubts, or frustration so that shared values can be increased and 

maintained. 

 

Conclusion & implementation 

This master thesis project provides new insights to supply chain managers on how main relational 

factors during the initial phase of collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer on 

analyzing and improving bottlenecks in an integrated supply chain can be enhanced. Findings 

contribute to literature by proposing a new intervention which can increase shared values by sharing 

contextual knowledge of concerning retailer. So, a good preparation before approaching the retailer 

and sharing acquired knowledge appeared to be very important for good progress during face-to-

face meetings with the retailer. 

  

Next to the contribution of this case study on available literature, this research also provides a 

practical contribution for Unilever. During the research a software analysis & visualization tool is 

developed in close collaboration with Customer Service & Logistics in order to efficiently acquire 

contextual knowledge from raw data. This tool supports existing logistic meetings with the retailer 

so that collaboration activities between the retailer and Unilever can be enhanced towards a more 

sustainable and supported collaboration without a lack of misunderstanding or misperception. This 

tool is implemented by providing instructions to the stakeholders how to use and how to maintain it 

in practice.  

 

This research concludes with recommendations for future research. With respect to the research 

field, it is recommended to further expand provided findings with collecting data over a longer 

period, in a more mature stadium, and from a more independent perspective. Furthermore, the 

collaboration framework with interventions to increase shared values should also be tested and 

further developed at other manufacturers and in different countries in order to increase its 

generalizability. Because the explorative nature of this research no hard causal relations between 

relational factors could be stated. So, further explanatory research is needed by conducting for 

example surveys on a wider range of retailers and manufacturers.  
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Part I: Project definition 

This part of the master thesis discusses the project definition. The first chapter of this part will 

provide a brief introduction to the project of this master thesis by explaining the structure of this 

report and providing more information about Unilever (UL) and its problem situation. Based on the 

problem situation within Unilever, an initial analysis is conducted in chapter 2 in order to refine this 

problem and to select a research approach. This part ends with a new proposed theory about 

interventions to enhance collaboration and a conclusion on the project definition phase.  

1 Introduction of research 

In this chapter the problem of the research will be introduced. Firstly, an overview of the outline of 

this report is provided. The next paragraph gives a brief description of Unilever Benelux, of where 

this study is conducted. Subsequently, a description of the problem situation at Unilever will be 

discussed. In order to further define the research problem the current situation at Unilever will be 

described and the problem of Unilever will be introduced.  

1.1 Structure of the report 

In order to structure this report, it is divided into four 

parts (see Figure 1-1). The first part of this research will 

elaborate the project definition and describes the 

problem from practical and theoretical point of view. 

Based on this, a research approach is selected and the 

research design is elaborated in part two. The findings 

from the developed and conducted case study will be 

described in part three. The last part will describe the 

conclusions and the implementation of developed theory 

and practical contribution of this research. 

1.2 Short description of Unilever 

Unilever is a global manufacturing company operating in the Fast Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) 

industry. Unilever originated from two different companies; the English soap company of Lever 

Brothers and the Dutch margarine company of the Margarine Unie (Margarine Union), who merged 

in 1930, thereby creating Unilever. From the 1960‘s, Unilever became increasingly global, leading to 

one of the largest companies in the world today with a turnover in 2009 of € 39.8 billion (Unilever 

2010). Current strategies are increasingly focused on vitality and sustainability, reflecting the current 

consumer trends. The company‘s original Anglo-Dutch structure is reflected by its structure of two 

parent companies (Unilever N.V. and Unilever PLC, which are respectively Dutch and English), 

operating as a single entity. Unilever‘s global brand portfolio, which is sold in over 100 countries, 

consists of over 400 brands, of which 12 brands individually account for more than € 1 billion global 

turnover. 

 

Project definition

Research design

Findings

Conclusion & 
implementation

Figure 1-1 Diagram of structure of report 
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This research will focus on Unilever Benelux. Unilever Benelux is a MCO, Multi Country Organization, 

and part of Unilever Europe. Unilever Benelux employs 1.100 people to generate an annual turnover 

of € 1.8 billion and can be considered as the biggest producer of premium brands in the Benelux. 

Unilever Benelux in the Netherlands has five Distribution Centers (DC), 2.500 unique Stock Keeping 

Units (SKU) and supplies most retailers. Unilever‘s Corporate Centre in Rotterdam, the three 

Sourcing Units (SUs), the R&D unit in Vlaardingen, and Unilever Food solutions (for the professional 

kitchen) are not part of Unilever Benelux. Unilever is segmented into five clusters, which are:  

• Home Care (e.g. Omo and Cif); 

• Personal Care (e.g. Dove, Vaseline and Rexona); 

• Savoury and Dressings (e.g. Knorr, Conimex, Unox and Calvé); 

• Spreads & Cooking Category (e.g. Becel and Blue Band);  

• Ice Cream and Beverages (e.g. Ola and Lipton). 

 

These clusters can be grouped into HPC (Home & Personal Care) and Food (the other three clusters).  

The supply chain is driven by both the MCO and the Switzerland based Unilever Supply Chain 

Company (USCC). Even though the official responsibility of the USCC ends at the delivery stage, they 

remain responsible for the 3rd Party Logistics Providers (3PLP), which are external companies 

responsible for warehousing, transport or other logistics. The MCO responsibility officially ends at 

the Customer DC, except at one retailer for which Unilever manages the DC‘s inventory (Vendor 

Managed Inventory). 

 

The Unilever Supply Chain Company (USCC) owns the supply chain from the supplier until the 3rd 

Party Logistics Providers (see Figure 1-2). ESM (European Supply Management) purchases materials 

on behalf of the Sourcing Units (SU) and is managed by USCC. This allows the USCC to aggregate 

demand and to optimize buying volume. The Sourcing Units rely for their production planning and 

allocation of resources on forecasts delivered by the MCO and on current stock levels at the 

Logistical partners. 

 
 

Part of the MCO is Customer Service & Logistics. Customer Service & Logistics (CS&L) is responsible 

for the flow of goods and information to and from the customer. CS&L handles customer orders, is in 

charge of the forecasts of promotions and is in direct contact with the customers (retailers), the 

3PLP‘s and Customer Development (sales). CS&L and Customer Development are grouped in five 

(Customer) teams. CS&L is in direct contact with the four Logistic Providers that manage the Unilever 

DC‘s, which handle 100 million cases per annum, representing 130.000 orders and 700.000 pallet 

SU 3
rd

 PLP Retailer 

DC 

Store Suppliers 

USCC MCO Retailer 

Figure 1-2 Visual representation of Unilever’s Supply Chain with responsibilities included 
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equivalents. Orders are received daily per customer per DC, representing hundreds of ship-to-points 

and orders.  

 

Now, more is known about the company and the department where this study was conducted, the 

following paragraph will discuss the problem situation within Unilever. 

1.3 Problem description at Unilever 

A part of the vision of Unilever is “Famous for Availability in the Industry”. The reason for this is that 

many shoppers are disappointed through Out-Of-Stock (OOS) of Unilever products, which diminishes 

turnover and satisfaction. So far, parties of Unilever’s supply chain focused on measuring and 

optimizing delivery-performance/product-availability at their own area. In Figure 1-3 an overview is 

given of Unilever’s supply chain with performance measure areas. Agreeing on sharing performance 

indicators is seen by Unilever as a foundation of collaboration. To establish this, KPIs (Key 

Performance Indicators) are shared but no collaboration on further analysis and improvement of 

performance issues in an integrated supply chain are established. To better understand these 

performance indicators, they will be explained below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Firstly, Unilever‘s delivery performance to the customer is measured through the Customer Casefill 

(CCF). It measures the losses in case packs due to Unilever (internal failures) and customer mistakes 

(external failures). Also Customer Casefill On Time (CCFOT) is measured, which includes the amount 

of not-on-time deliveries. This data is available on the companies’ ERP (Enterprise Resource 

Planning) system of SAP1. When the system detects a failure, a reason-code is filled in by Unilever. In 

this system product characteristics are also available. Unilever already shares these KPIs and 

developed collaboration with 3PLP and the retailer by jointly conducting different improvements on 

different root causes of internal and external delivery failures of Customer Casefill.  

 

Secondly, Shopfill measures delivery failures (cases) between the retailers’ DC and the retailers’ 

stores, which are not delivered due to internal failures (e.g. through the retailer) and external 

failures (e.g. Unilever OOS or shop data inaccuracy). At this moment, limited shopfill data from four 

                                                             
1 SAP (Systems, Applications and Products) is the name of a company which offers ERP solution for 

various industries to integrate information from various functions of that industry under one system. 

Figure 1-3 Representation of Unilever’s supply chain with scope of each party and related performance 

Retailer X 

Customer 

Casefill 

Shopfill OSA 
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different retailers is provided to Unilever and a clear definition with one unique way of 

measurement is missing. So, this subject is particularly new for Unilever and the retailers.  

 

The last performance indicator states the presence of products with On-Shelf-Availability (OSA) rate. 

The OSA level presents the percentage of products which are available on the shop shelf. There are 

only two options in OSA measurement by Unilever: product is available (100%) or is not available 

(0%). A product is available when the desired product is in a saleable condition when and where the 

customer wants it. When the product is not available it is Out-Of-Stock or Void. A product is Out-Of-

Stock when there is a shelf tag and the consumer unit (product) is in the store catalogue, but there is 

not any inventory on shelf at the moment of measurement. A product is void when the consumer 

unit is in the store assortment and expected to be stocked, but at the moment of measurement 

there is neither a shelf tag nor any reference in the store catalogue or retailer system. Aggregating 

the results of measurement for a certain product provides OSA percentages (if a product has been 

measured 5 times, of which 4 times it was available, its availability is 80%). Unilever measures the 

OSA at several important retailers by an external party 

 

These performance indicators provide good insight in performance per stage in Unilever’s product 

supply chain but do not provide insight about how the different parties perform in relation with the 

performance of the whole supply chain. 

  

Research about consumer reaction on OOS at the shelf (Emmelhainz, Emmelhainz and Stock 1991) 

shows that about one third of the total amount of OOS at the shelf damages the retailer and another 

one third damages the manufacturer. The remaining, the consumers who delay their purchase or 

buy a substitute of same brand, is no direct loss for both parties. Although this division is not for 

each product category and region the same (T. Gruen 2007), roughly this division can be used for all 

Unilever’s product categories in the Netherlands2. The Unilever Out-Of-Stocks typically range from 8-

15% and there is a potential for Unilever of €1.5 billion growth globally (Schneider 2009). So, in this 

context it is possible to find common ground and initiate collaboration on analyzing and improving 

downstream failures (shopfill loss and OSA loss). 

 

To summarize, Unilever is dedicated to improve the product availability in order to increase turnover 

and loyalty. To create attention and awareness for decreasing OOS, different performance 

measurement rates at different places in the supply chain are used. Unilever already established 

some collaboration with the retailers and 3PLP on improvement of customer casefill and CCFOT, but 

collaborating on Shopfill or OSA is a new subject for both parties. Besides, the manufacturer and the 

retailer are equally damaged by OOS at the shelf. Within this context the problem will be introduced 

and further described in next paragraph.  

                                                             
2
 For example, the range of ‘Substitute-different brand’ varies from 38% (salted snacks) to 20% (diapers) 

(T. Gruen 2007). Unilever’s categories consists mainly of products (does not contain salted snacks or 

diapers) which roughly correspond to the average consumer response.  
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1.4 General problem definition 

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, a part of Unilever’s vision covers increasing On-Shelf-

Availability in order to enlarge turnover and consumers’ satisfaction. Much potential revenue can be 

created and new consumers are attracted if OOS on the shelf would be reduced. Besides Unilever, 

also the retailers have identified OSA as one of their priorities (Auton 2005). This paragraph will 

introduce the problem within Unilever by explaining its roots. 

 

In order to focus on the causes of OSA losses, Unilever examined their impact on OSA. This study 

within Unilever showed that Unilever’s delivery failures exert little impact (around 4% of all OOS at 

the shelf are caused by UL) on On-Shelf-Availability (Schneider 2009). Together with previous 

practical knowledge, this made Unilever aware of the root causes at their own site, but showed little 

about delivery failures downstream (Shopfill loss and OSA loss). Recent research found out that most 

impact on OSA is due to downstream failures (around 75% of the responsibility was due to the store) 

(Corsten and Gruen 2003). This is also in line with the internal study by Sneijder (2009). He also 

concluded that OSA enhancement projects should be carried out with downstream parties. Unilever 

developed several tools for the specific downstream problems. The most important one is the ‘5 

step approach’ (5S) project which has been developed in order to increase OSA by eliminating OOS 

causes together with the retailer. This methodology consists of several steps:  

1. Align strategy for OSA improvement; 

2. Agree on the definition of OSA measurement; 

3. Collect OOS’s and elaborate the causes in a loss tree; 

4. Conduct an extensive root cause analysis on the identified OOS; 

5. Implement solutions in order to improve OSA. 

This approach has been rolled out at several retailers in the Benelux (outside the Netherlands), but it 

is difficult to initiate full supported collaboration and it did not provide the desired result. It was 

difficult to execute the steps of 5S and the implemented solutions were not sustainable due to a lack 

of commitment by the retailer in collaboration with Unilever. Also in the Netherlands, Unilever 

wants to establish collaboration on OSA and implement 5S sustainably by learning from other 

collaboration projects. With this information from the context, the following initial problem 

definition is stated: 

 
Even though theory showed that the retailer and the manufacturer do equally lose turnover due to 

the OSA problem, this project is initiated by Unilever. The initiator of this project is the Supply Chain 

Development Manager who is responsible for development of the supply chain in line with the 

strategies of Unilever. The problem is further investigated in close collaboration with the Logistic 

Account Officer (LAO) and the Team Manager of Customer Service & Logistics (TM CS&L). The LAO is 

responsible for optimization projects together with the retailers. It is valuable for this function to 

maintain a good relation with the retailer and identify and eliminate main losses in an integrated 

supply chain to satisfy the retailer and at the end the consumers so that turnover can be increased. 

The TM CS&L is responsible for one customer team and also maintains a good relation with 

“How should the collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer be improved, such 

that full supported collaboration on OSA can be established?” 

 



Master Thesis  Eindhoven University of Technology  

 

6 

 

customer together with LAO about logistic and service issues. The Manager of Customer Service and 

Logistics (M CS&L) is only involved when strategic information and contact with customer on 

managerial level is needed.  

 

To recap, this chapter stated that collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer on OSA 

needs to be improved. The next chapter will discuss what practical issues need to be solved and 

what solutions previous research can provide so that the main problem can be refined further. 

2 Initial analysis of the collaboration problem 

The purpose of this practical and literature analysis regarding collaboration factors on analyzing and 

improving main delivery losses in an integrated supply chain is, to understand the underlying 

structure that influences integrated supply chain improvement collaboration and to determine the 

focus on the problem. This analysis resulted in a conceptual structure, criteria for implications and 

the choices made to determine the scope of the initial problem. 

2.1 Problem analysis in practice 

In order to refine the problem definition and to find possible reasons, why it appeared to be difficult 

to initiate and to maintain OSA collaboration, several unstructured interviews were conducted with 

the stakeholders of this project. This provided more insight about the reasons and factors why pilot 

collaboration on OSA is difficult to achieve and why full collaboration with all parties involved was 

lacking during the roll out of the 5 step approach.  

 

Main issues why initiating and maintaining collaboration on analyzing and improving OSA is difficult 

to initiate: 

 It is difficult to align goals, because the retailer is not aware of the little influence of the 

delivery failures of Unilever on OSA; 

  The retailer is afraid to be blamed by Unilever, probably due to insufficient relational trust 

and afraid of self-interest of Unilever (opportunistic behavior); 

 The retailer is not always fully convinced of the need to collaborate and is not aware of the 

added value/support of Unilever. For example, several retailers had doubts about the impact 

of 5S on the shop floor; 

 The retailer is not eager to share sensitive information (collaboration activity) which is 

needed to collaborate on OSA (such as EPOS (Electronic Point Of Sale) data), because of a 

lack of trust, own responsibilities, beneficial tactics (e.g. forward buying), investment of 

time, costs, and different holdings.  

 

Secondly, it turned out that the 5S collaboration was not sustainable because: 

 5S approach is highly resource intensive (running manual audits and analysis is labor 

intensive) to identify the bottlenecks over all stores and therefore they showed little 

willingness to adapt. Due to this the retailer was not always willing to put much effort in the 

collaboration on analyzing the delivery failures; 
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 5S approach is difficult to leverage to whole retail organization. Because many parties are 

involved, e.g. headquarter, DC and stores/franchisers, it was difficult to make clear 

appointments and to communicate at all levels in the organization. 

 

Due to these issues, Unilever decided to establish collaboration on OSA by starting with a more 

accessible collaboration on shopfill. They expect that this will reinforce existing collaboration and 

will lay the foundation for collaboration on OSA by tackling above mentioned issues. Collaboration 

on shopfill is more accessible because: 

1. Low level of trust is needed to share shopfill data, because this data is less critical; 

2. Less complexity: Less parties  are involved (no stores/franchisers); 

3. Less effort required: the focus will be on the processes of the retailer’s DC, which is less than 

on the processes of all shops. 

Although this approach does not tackle the 

biggest issues first, as Unilever and theory would 

suggest (see paragraph 1.4), Unilever hopes this 

collaboration can be a catalyst (intermediate 

stage) for collaboration on OSA (see Figure 2-1). 

In their opinion it is easier to tackle identified 

issues for collaboration on shopfill level. So, 

Unilever first selected several retailers, based on 

importance for Unilever. During the logistical 

meetings they asked these selected retailers if 

they were able and willing to share shopfill data. 

Next to these requirements, the retailer must also show the intention to achieve an integrated 

supply chain and receive advice from Unilever in order to initiate collaboration on shopfill.  

 

A dedicated approach to initiate collaboration on shopfill level and to tackle the identified issues 

within Unilever is missing. Therefore, the focus is on initiating collaboration with the retailers who 

are able to collaborate and showed intention to receive advice from Unilever. In this slipstream this 

research is conducted and tries to find a more proper method to approach the retailer which gains 

trust, establish agreement about goals and increase the need for the retailer to collaborate with the 

manufacturer.  

 

In the next paragraph, a literature research is done in order to find definitions and proper 

implications which can be used to improve goal alignment, retailer’s awareness of Unilever’s added 

value and retailer’s trust to collaborate with Unilever on OSA. 

2.2 Problem analysis in literature 

This paragraph will discuss the relevant literature about the collaboration between organizations in 

the FMCG industry as well as the collaboration literature in other research areas. This literature will 

be outlined and linked with the problem situation of the retailer. This overview is based on the 

extensive literature study by Fierloos (2010) on literature about On-Shelf-Availability and 

Basic 
Collaboration 

Shopfill 
collaboration

OSA 
collaboration

Figure 2-1 Initial focus research 

Focus Research 
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collaboration between the supplier and the retailer within FMCG. This is extended with literature 

about collaboration factors selected from other research areas. From this literature study the gaps 

will be distinguished. 

 

One of the trends in the FMCG industry is that the manufacturer and the retailer will work in a more 

collaborative environment with increasing on-shelf-availability as one of the most important 

challenges (Auton 2005). Extensive OSA research exhibits that the basic principle is that roughly the 

impact of OOS on consumer reactions equally damage sales of the retailer and sales of the 

manufacturer, so in this perspective a more integrated supply chain is required (Gruen, Corsten and 

Bharadwaj 2002). Further research on the impact and the root-causes of an Out-Of-Stock concludes 

that worldwide an average loss in sales of 3.9% due to Out-Of-Stock (OOS) is found and the average 

OOS rate worldwide is 8.3% (Corsten and Gruen 2003). The store processes are on average 

responsible for almost 75% of all causes of OOS at the shelf, so 25% is due to the retailer or the 

manufacturer. Hence, logically this increased the importance for the supplier to collaborate with the 

retailer on eliminating the root causes of OOS at the shelf.  

 

Much literature can be found about how an integrated supply chain or supply chain management 

(SCM) benefits the supplier and the retailer in many ways (Mentzer 2001, Westbrook 2002): 

 Better inventory management: e.g. reduction of inventory by harmonizing stock figures; 

 Having better information and share supply chain information: customer/consumer service 

will be improved by making more accurately and timely sales, replenishing and shipping;  

 Process automation across the supply chain reduces the amount of manual processes and 

failures. So, processes can be aligned and automated. 

Although these benefits of an integrated supply chain are extensively described in literature only a 

few companies use managerial techniques or tools to increase collaboration amongst supply chain 

parties (Branch 2009). Most companies, 47% of them, are working on seamless processes within 

their own organization, 34% of companies focusing on integration with first tier suppliers, 11% of 

companies focus on integration with key customers and only 9% integrating logistics up- and 

downstream between customers and suppliers. Although factors of effective supply chain 

collaboration are extensively described (Holweg, et al. 2005), little theory about techniques which 

can initiate collaboration to enable SCM techniques downstream and develop collaboration to their 

full potential can be found (Duffy 2008, Barratt 2004).  

 

More literature about how collaboration evolves between two partners in other research areas, such 

as Relationship Marketing and Alliance in innovation management, can be found. From available 

literature key factors which influence commitment for cooperation between two parties can be 

extracted. These are shown in Figure 2-2.  
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Collaboration is, following Wu & Cavusgil (2005), working jointly by executing activities such as 

sharing knowledge, providing technologies, skills, time, and energy to achieve mutual goals. 

Collaboration is mainly determined by the ability and commitment of the parties to cooperate, in 

other words the willingness to make the effort. In Figure 2-2 four relevant main drivers of 

commitment, which are derived from different collaboration models (Wissem 2010, Morgan and 

Hunt 1994), are shown. Trust and control are in these models the two most distinct sources for 

cooperation in alliances. Formal control is the establishment of standards in the pursuit of some 

desired objective or state (e.g. contracts, evaluation and monitoring) (Das and Teng 1998). In this 

research it is Unilever’s choice to let control out of scope (see red circle in Figure 2-2). Even though 

formal control between Unilever and the retailer is already in place in different departments 

(operations, sales, etc), they belief to improve existing collaboration in an early stage presumably 

trust is essential. This is also confirmed by literature, which stated that too much control can lead to 

distrust (Wissem 2010). Besides, formal control and relational trust are seen as substitutes to 

increase commitment (Das and Teng 1998). Das and Teng (1998) described trust as the degree to 

which the trustor holds a positive attitude towards the trustee’s goodwill and reliability in a risky 

exchange situation. In literature three main forms of trust can be found:  

1) Experience based: trust derived from partner’s behavior in the past;  

2) Identity based: trust derived from common identity in desires and intentions due to close 

bonds (Maguire, Phillips and Hardy 2001); 

3) Calculus based:  trust built by engaging in predictable, constant and reliable ways. 

The problem analysis in practice showed that identity based trust is damaged due to the 

misperception of the retailer that the manufacturer only operates from self-interest. This perception 

of opportunistic behavior negatively affects trust and is in this model included in the factor relational 

trust in order to remain its compactness. Next to insufficient trust, also problems with goal 

alignment and awareness of relation benefits were identified as factors which lower commitment for 

OSA collaboration (see paragraph 2.1). Following Maguire et al. (2001) goal alignment is the 

recognition, acceptation of partner’s needs, choices, and preferences. Han et al (2009) stated that 

collaboration requires agreeing on goals which needs to be mutually achieved. Relation benefits is a 

Figure 2-2 Selected theoretical framework related to collaboration 
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factor which describes the amount of benefits that a party in collaboration may receive (relative to 

other options) on aspects such as consumer satisfaction or service performance. The more 

advantage a party will receive the more likely that he will be committed to collaborate (Morgan and 

Hunt 1994). In different studies shared values are seen as a direct precursor of relational trust, goal 

alignment and relation benefits. This is the extent to which partners have beliefs in common and 

mutual understanding about what behaviors, goals, and policies are important or unimportant, 

appropriate or inappropriate, and right or wrong (Morgan and Hunt 1994). So, due to mutual 

understanding partners are able to start an effective goal setting process, recognizing the benefits 

for collaboration and decrease misunderstanding of opportunistic behavior. The practical problem 

analysis showed that the lack of mutual understanding indeed prevents the retailer to be fully 

committed (see paragraph 2.1). This mutual understanding can be created by two actors Open 

Communication and Frequent Communication (Nohria and Ghoshal 1994, Wissem 2010) (see double 

lined circles in Figure 2-2). Through open conversation partners will start to know each other, which 

may result over time in shared values. By frequent interactions between partners, they get used to 

each other, understand each other better and will easier agree on collaboration related values. 

Regular and open communication has little influence on shared values without the right knowledge, 

which is needed to understand each other’s values. Literature describes broadly which relational 

factors influence knowledge sharing between partners within alliances (Van Burg et al, 2008; Van 

Wijk et al, 2008). However, little is found about how unilateral knowledge sharing can influence 

shared values as such that collaboration can be improved.  

 

The mentioned theoretical framework assumes that collaboration is to some extent already in place. 

Hence, this framework concept provides insight on an underlying structure of improving existing 

collaboration by implementing interventions focused on shared values. As Van Wissem (2010) 

mentioned, the relational factors are build upon each other. Therefore the theoretical framework in 

Figure 2-2 can be seen as a repeatable process. In other words, a certain level of relational trust is 

needed between two parties to motivate them to communicate through active involvement of 

partners (Newell and Swan 2000).  

 

So to recap, also in literature still a low level of collaboration between the manufacturer and the 

retailer is identified despite the availability of theories which extensively describe the benefits of 

cooperation focused on service level to end-consumer (OSA). In addition, the overview of related 

collaboration factors available from different research areas and the practical analysis reveals that 

the identified issues are expected to be presumably caused by a lack of shared values. These shared 

values can be increased by frequent and open communication, however few theories can be found 

about the content of what should be communicated in order to increase shared values. Based on 

this a more refined research question can be defined in next paragraph. 

2.3 Refined problem definition  

So far, the context of Unilever and the retailer, the problem description to move to a SCM approach 

for OSA, and the literature gaps that show a lack of interventions methods to increase shared values, 
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were discussed in previous paragraphs. Based on this the main question of this research can be 

refined and elaborated in this paragraph.  

 

The problem analysis in practice and literature research showed the importance of shared values for 

the collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer. The literature of interventions of 

shared values showed a gap related to the content of communication. By taking the initial problem 

definition and the results of the analysis into account, the problem can be refined as follows: 

 

 
 

By finding a solution for the above mentioned refined problem, it has to be kept in mind that 

Unilever starts from a basic level of collaboration with the retailer and that initiating collaboration 

on shopfill is the starting point of this project. 

 

In order to find an answer to this question a research approach will be selected first and secondly a 

provisional intervention will be proposed based on the identified gap in the literature about 

interventions to increase shared values. 

2.4 Research approach 

Now the research question is further defined the most suitable research method will be selected in 

this paragraph. Yin (2003) discussed for five research strategies three different conditions that 

distinguish which strategy will be most suitable (see Table 2-1). 

  

Strategy Form of research question Requires control of 

behavioral events? 

Focuses on 

contemporary events? 

Experiment How, Why? Yes Yes 

Survey Who, What, Where, How many, How much? No Yes 

Archival analysis Who, What, Where, How many, How much? No Yes/No 

History How, Why? No No 

Case study How, Why? No Yes 

Table 2-1  Relevant situations for different research strategies (Yin 2003) 

The goal of the research is to examine how shared values can be increased directly on identified 

issues so that OSA collaboration can be initiated. The research question is posed in the ‘how’ form. 

To achieve this goal it is necessary to use a research method that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context where the boundaries between phenomenon and context 

are not clearly evident (Yin 2003). In this research it is very difficult to control behavioral events, 

because the examined process how collaboration evolves in real-life context cannot be manipulated, 

but only observed and evaluated. So, therefore the case study is the most appropriate research 

strategy (Yin 2003). The design of this case study is based on the method described by Yin (2003) and 

“How to increase shared values, as such that goal alignment can be established, relational 

benefits are clear and sufficient trust is developed between manufacturer and retailer, which is 

needed to gain commitment to collaborate on OSA?” 
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shown in Figure 2-3. Before starting to select the cases and define the data collection protocol for 

this research, first the theory is developed in chapter 3.  

 

 
In chapter 4 the design of this research, which is based on the model of Yin (2003), will be 

elaborated further. 

3 Proposed interventions for shared values 

Previous chapters showed the collaboration problem between the retailer and the manufacturer. In 

this, the lack of shared values is defined as one of the main causes for this and can be improved by 

open and frequent communication. In this chapter new theory, which focus on the communication 

content, will be developed upon existing communication interventions to initiate collaboration on 

OSA. 

3.1 Contribution to existing literature on interventions to improve shared values 

This paragraph will further explain what the contribution on existing literature is expected to be in 

this research. First, the selection for a new approach on improving collaboration is discussed. As 

shown in the problem analysis in practice (paragraph 2.1), the unstructured interviews showed that 

misperceptions and a lack of mutual understanding, disbelief and values predominates in the 

collaboration between Unilever and the retailer. As mentioned in the literature review (see 

paragraph 2.2) the interventions for increasing shared values are in theory presumably related to 

communication methods, such as open communication and regular interaction. However, although 

Unilever already communicates regularly and openly with the concerning retailers during the logistic 

meetings, this does not seem to be sufficient to convince the retailer of collaboration on OSA. 

Furthermore, Unilever has decided to focus first on collaboration on shopfill without formal control. 

Based on this theoretical and practical knowledge, a more informal approach, in which the focus is 

put on the content of the communication during the existing meetings to increase shared values, is 

chosen. This approach addresses a lack of shared values related to trust, goal alignment and relation 

benefits by providing the right knowledge to convince the retailer of Unilever’s intentions, goals and 

Figure 2-3 Case study method (Yin 2003) 
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benefits. Literature describes which relational factors influence knowledge sharing in collaboration 

(Wissem 2010). This study contributes by investigating an approach which shares knowledge about 

one’s values from one side (the manufacturer) to gain understanding from the other side (the 

retailer). Unilever possesses explicit knowledge, such as performance data (Customer casefill data, 

shopfill data and OSA), on which they based their values on. These values are described in literature 

as tacit knowledge (Edvinsson and Malone 1997). It consists of beliefs, perceptions, ideals, values, 

emotions and mental models so ingrained in us that we take them for granted. Sarkiunaitë and 

Kriksciunienë (2005) propose two different types of knowledge sharing technologies to increase tacit 

knowledge: 

 Tacit-to-Tacit: regular and open communication, such as face-to-face meetings; 

 Explicit-to-Tacit: technologies, such as visualization tools used to form tacit knowledge. 

Examples of visualization tools are graphical visualization and loss trees. 

For this research an explicit-to-tacit technology is developed, because tacit-to-tacit technologies are 

already in place and because Unilever possess explicit knowledge, such as shopfill data, but does not 

own a visualization tool yet. Furthermore, showing this explicit knowledge in the retailer’s context it 

is expected that the gap of mutual understanding is closed, because this contextual knowledge is 

familiar and therefore easier to understand. In addition, Van Wissem (2010) stated that proof leads 

to trust. By using an analysis & visualization tool which can convert quantitative data of the 

concerning retailer to understandable and clear graphs or tables (explicit contextual knowledge) and 

share this with the retailer it is expected that shared values will be increased (see Figure 3-1). A 

presentation/report format which is also used for logistic meetings is used to share this contextual 

knowledge. 

 

 
This new approach for increasing shared values is added to the existing theoretical framework (see 

Figure 3-2 (see green oval)). In addition to this contribution, an analysis & visualization tool in Excel 

is developed which acquires contextual knowledge of examined retailers in order to decrease the 

identified lack of shared values.  

 

The next paragraphs will analyze and elaborate on contextual knowledge to define which knowledge 

is shared and can be derived from available quantitative data by the developed analysis & 

visualization tool. This will be described per factor which influences commitment to collaborate.  

Figure 3-1 Tools used to acquire and share contextual knowledge 
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3.2 Acquire contextual knowledge in practice 

Unilever did convince the retailer to share shopfill data at four retailers. This data is not only used for 

gaining insight from downstream processes, but also in combination with data of Unilever to provide 

contextual knowledge to convince the retailer and increase mutual understanding of collaboration 

on OSA. In this it is expected that the retailer is faster convinced if proof is provided based on 

familiar and real-time data. 

 

Firstly, a small analysis on available quantitative data is conducted in order to acquire the right 

contextual knowledge. Secondly, the tacit knowledge which is expected to be known before gaining 

full commitment of the retailer on collaboration will be discussed. Thirdly, it will be discussed how 

this tacit knowledge can be supported by explicit contextual knowledge based on quantitative 

aggregated data of the retailer. In addition, this paragraph shows how the analysis & visualization 

tool acquires this explicit contextual knowledge and which graphs are generated. An extensive case 

study is conducted to answer if this contribution to existing implications on shared values can indeed 

increase commitment towards OSA collaboration. The design and the findings of this case study will 

be discussed after this chapter. 

3.2.1 Quantitative data available of analyzed retailers 

The quantitative data which can be used to acquire and share contextual knowledge in order to 

decrease the lack of shared values related to establishing goal alignment, awareness of relation 

benefits and relational trust is based on customer casefill, shopfill and OSA data. Aggregated data is 

based on order events of delivery failures per SKU per week per order. General Customer Casefill 

data consist out of several important variables; these are shown in Table 3-1.  

 

 

 

Figure 3-2 Theoretical framework with new approach to initiate collaboration by increased shared values  
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Week Year EAN Delivery failure (cases) Ordered  Cause 

15 2010 8710604****** 0 50 - 

24 2010 8722700****** 37 60 Inactive product ordered 

Table 3-1  General variables available in customer casefill data 

Unilever established initial collaboration in which the retailer is willing to share shopfill data with 

four retailers. This data provides insight in which product, how much and when shopfill loss has 

occurred. More information about the definition of shopfill and the availability of shopfill 

measurement data can be found in appendix I. Appendix II discussed identified issues related to 

shopfill data integrity and provided several root-causes. The example in Table 3-2 shows the content 

of shared shopfill data, which all analyzed retailers are able to provide.  

 

 

Table 3-2  Five preferable variables with examples for further analysis 

Other characteristics which do vary per examined data set are e.g.: 

- DC: the name of the distribution center per order; 

- Day: the day the order is processed; 

- Promotion: data which shows if the order is placed during a promotion yes/no. 

Furthermore, aggregated OSA percentages are available of several retailers which are provided on 

monthly basis (see paragraph 1.3). 

3.2.2 Contextual knowledge related to lack of goal alignment 

As is shown in paragraph 2.1, goal alignment is difficult to establish when the retailer has different 

perceptions on where the focus needs to be put in the supply chain. The tacit knowledge, based on 

internal study and theory (van der Vlist 2007) which should be comprehended by the retailer are: 

1. Even if Unilever would deliver worse (90% service level) this still has little impact on 

downstream service level; 

2. Unilever does perform above average which grounds that focus in goal alignment of both 

parties should be on OSA.  

This knowledge should be mutual (shared values) in order to be able to align goals. As explained 

previously in this paragraph, this knowledge should be supported by placing this in its actual context 

of the related retailer. This can be proven by using statistical analysis, but this has two 

disadvantages: no sufficient and detailed OSA data is available (see appendix IV) and these methods 

can be difficult to understand for the retailer. Because Unilever possesses the performance rates 

Customer Casefill, Shopfill and of some retailers also OSA data they are able to oversee the whole 

supply chain. Based on this data the worst performer and how the performance indicators are 

related can be exhibited from aggregate perspective, so that direction of collaboration between 

both parties can be determined jointly. Therefore an easier to acquire and easy to understand 

approach is proposed:  

 

 

 

Week Year EAN Delivery failure (cases) Cause 

15 2010 8710604****** 54 Manufacturer OOS 

24 2010 8722700****** 37 Inactive product ordered 
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- Showing all performance rates (KPIs) over same period 

(see Table 3-3): If figures about On-Shelf-Availability of 

the relevant retailer are known3, it can be compared 

with the overall shopfill percentage of same period 

(2010 Year to Date). When a big gap between shopfill 

and OSA becomes visible (in example: 4.5%) this gap proves mainly that OSA losses occur at 

the stores or that the impact of shopfill loss is more than one on one. Disadvantage is that it 

is more difficult to say if the gap is small; 

- Showing the progress of CCF and shopfill over time (see Figure 3-3): By adding the progress 

of Customer Casefill performance more can be said about their relation. If progress of 

shopfill performance over time does not follow the same pattern as customer casefill, this 

can be an indication that Unilever has little influence on shopfill performance. Besides, if 

there is reason to doubt further analysis on comparison between SKUs which causes the dip 

can be excluded if they are related to that time. 

 
 

When these convenient analyses, which are based on quantitative data, are shared with the retailer 

it is expected that shared values are increased which should pave the way for goal alignment on OSA 

collaboration. Recap can be found in Table 3-4. 

3.2.3 Contextual knowledge related to benefits collaboration for the retailer 

Next to a lack of shared values concerning goal alignment, the retailer showed to be insufficient 

aware of the benefits to collaborate with Unilever on issues caused downstream. Unilever possesses 

certain knowledge and expertise of which retailer is not aware of and can substantially contribute to 

find the root causes of issues downstream and support the retailer in solving the problem. For this 

research only several important benefits which retailer should be aware of are provided: 

- Show benchmark: Unilever is able to benchmark shopfill performance of concerning retailer 

with its competitors, which can be interesting information for the retailer in order to 

increase competitiveness. Because Unilever possesses data of different retailers, they are 

                                                             
3
 If OSA is not measured at relevant retailer the average OSA percentage over all retailers can be 

calculated and/or the theoretical overall European OSA percentage (92%) can serve as benchmark. (T. 

Gruen 2006) 

Performance 2010 YTD 

CCF Shopfill OSA 

98.0% 98.5% 94% 

Table 3-3  Performance rates of SC 

Figure 3-3 Example graph of progress CCF and shopfill over time 
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able to compare this and provide knowledge about upper and lower limit of their 

competitors. More information about the possibility of benchmarking based on available 

shopfill data can be found in appendix III; 

- Showing willingness to support 

on solving identified bottlenecks 

of concerned retailer. Based on 

cause diagnosis of the retailer, 

Unilever can provide its 

addressed support by adapting 

its own processes or be more 

flexible in certain circumstances. 

It varies per retailer which 

reason codes are bottlenecks. 

This cause diagnosis is executed 

by accumulating shopfill loss per 

reason-code. In Figure 3-4 an example is provided; 

- Show new analysis insight on root causes by specially developed tool: Unilever is able to 

support the retailer in analyzing the root causes. The LAO or Team members of CS&L can 

support the retailer by conducting diagnosis methods which contributes to existing 

knowledge about root causes. The analysis about diagnosis methods in practice, see 

appendix V, shows that the retailer only possesses direct measurement (manual audits). 

Therefore, in this research a diagnosis method is chosen (see appendix V) which can 

efficiently and effectively gain more insight in causes and are not used by examined retailers. 

The first suitable diagnosis method is effect-cause analysis. Effect-cause analysis further 

isolates the root-cause and is able to estimate the cause based on data mining techniques. 

For example, if a large part of all delivery failures are measured during promotions this 

further isolates the root-cause towards processes related to promotions. Because not all 

retailers do provide such characteristics this diagnosis method is not used. Secondly, the 

pareto analysis (Kaliszewski 1994) is a suitable diagnosis to efficiently be used by Unilever to 

support insight on root causes. This analysis addresses the impact of the biggest shopfill 

losses on SKU level and provides knowledge to what extent the top 20 SKUs are responsible. 

The biggest losses are examined further by finding patterns and relations with other top 

losses in order to find bottleneck processes or areas. An example of the results of such a 

diagnosis method is provided in Figure 3-5. 

Bottleneck 

Figure 3-4 Example of graph with analysis of main causes 
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Figure 3-5 Example of pareto analysis of shopfill losses 

3.2.4 Contextual knowledge related to lack of trust 

The last important gap which needs to be filled up is a lack of trust due to perception of 

opportunistic behavior of Unilever. Even though the process to increase trust is generally a lengthy 

one, on short term Unilever is able to decrease misperception of opportunistic behavior by showing 

proof of its genuine commitment. Knowledge for creating shared values related to Relational Trust is 

that both parties have equal share in improving OSA (see paragraph 1.3) and that collaboration is 

without any engagement based on providing advice without risk. But next to the leverage of this 

tacit knowledge, it is important that this is reinforced by explicit contextual knowledge, in which 

Unilever provides its commitment by showing analysis results and decrease negative attitude by 

decreasing misunderstandings as is mentioned in sub-paragraphs 3.2.2 and 3.2.3. Following Nicolaou 

and McKnight (2006) information quality is important in order to decrease opportunistic behavior 

and increase relational trust. In line with this theory, a method is developed which efficiently 

provides more insight and transparency into the quality of available cause data of both parties and 

shares this contextual knowledge so that misperceptions or suspicious thoughts can be decreased. 

This is done by linking these datasets and extract information about the quality of shared data, to 

find out if any discrepancies appear and to openly discuss what reasons belong to these 

discrepancies.  

 

A relatively simple method is used to link cause data of specific SKU of the retailer with those of 

Unilever by determining to what extent the retailer assigns the correct reason-code on aggregate 

level. It also provides an indication about how big problems are. The verification of the assigned 

reason-codes will be done by linking order (retailer DC to Unilever) and delivery failures information 

from two weeks before the shopfill loss occurrence. This is shown in Figure 3-6.  
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This model is based on the assumption that Unilever’s impact on shopfill can be spread over three 

weeks in advance (review period), before relevant shopfill loss has occurred. Because the lead-times 

are on average one day it is likely that the retailer is able to recover within three weeks after a long 

manufacturer-OOS. 

 

The model distinguishes three different situations per shopfill loss (loss in cases per order per SKU 

per week), see Figure 3-6: 

1. Ordered at Unilever and delivered (UL delivery X) and shopfill loss A; 

2. Ordered at Unilever and partially delivered (UL loss Y) and Shopfill loss B; 

3. Not ordered at Unilever and Shopfill loss C. 

So, in total one shopfill loss occurrence can be assigned to (per week three options: 3 situations ^ (3 

weeks) = # categories) 27 different categories. In order to simplify and increase the usability these 

are accumulated into three possible situations (see appendix X), several statements about important 

reason codes are: 

1. Ordered at Unilever and delivered during review period: This category is used to verify if 

shopfill loss(es) which are assigned to the retailer could not have had a relation with 

Unilever delivery failures during the review period. Besides, by making a distinction between 

frequently ordered (1a) and infrequently ordered (1b) an indication can be provided if for 

example forecast inaccuracy was due to the fact that stock policy or cycle times are not 

correctly established. Further analysis on stock data is needed in order to confirm this. If 

reason-code data-alignment problems occur, while the product is ordered by the retailer DC, 

it is an indication that master data of the stores is incorrectly; 

2. Ordered at Unilever and partially delivered during review period: This category is used to 

verify if shopfill loss(es) which are assigned to Unilever by the retailer were used correctly. 

This is based on the assumption that if shopfill loss is assigned to Unilever and one or 

multiple delivery failures occurred during the review period the reason-code is applied 

correctly. Hence, this still does not mean that the root-cause is also instigated by Unilever; 

3. Not ordered at Unilever during review period: If data-alignment problems occur and no 

orders are made this can be caused by several things: 

- The product item is not active yet, so stores do order too early; 

- The product is active, but the retailer DC has some issues on data accuracy and does 

not order the correct code at Unilever; 

1: Shopfill loss A 

 

UL loss Y 

 

Review period 

UL delivery X 

 

X-8 X-6 

Timeline (Week) 

3: Shopfill loss C 

Review period 

X X-2 

2: Shopfill loss B 

Review period 

X-3 X-5 

Figure 3-6 Diagram relation supplier loss and shopfill loss 
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- The product is inactive for more than 3 weeks, but the stores do still order the old 

code. 

Further investigation is needed in order to confirm these possible causes. These results are provided 

in a graph as shown in Figure 3-7. 

 
Figure 3-7 Example of graph with causes of shopfill loss retailer linked with CCF data Unilever 

The division of these types can be done manually, but this is very labor intensive. So, in order to 

execute this automatically, the model is built in a software program, called Excel 2007. Also, these 

results are visualized and inserted in the presentation so that it can be easily communicated during 

the meeting with the retailer (see paragraph 3.3).  

 

To recap, Table 3-4 shows the added contextual knowledge which needs to be shared to support 

tacit knowledge including expected behavior. 

 

Perceived shared value Shared tacit knowledge  Shared contextual knowledge Expected behavior 

Focus needs to be led on 

downstream issues (§ 

3.2.2) 

Initiate discussion/explain: 

- Explain little impact of 

upstream performance on 

downstream, based on theory 

Analysis which shows:  

- Relation performance rates 

with performance retailer 

- Shopfill progress together 

with progress CCF 

Align goals based on 

mutual understanding 

Unilever is able/willing 

to add value (§3.2.3) 

Initiate discussion/explain: 

- Willing to use capacity 

- Willing to adapt 

- Able to use experience from 

other retailers 

Analysis which shows: 

- Ability to benchmark 

- Ability to support in analysis 

of root causes by new diagnosis 

techniques 

Increase awareness of 

relation benefits 

Retailer should not be 

afraid of opportunistic 

behavior and should 

trust Unilever (§3.2.4) 

Initiate discussion/explain: 

- relation is without 

engagement 

- UL is willing to commit 

- same share in problem (win-

win situation) 

Analysis which shows: 

- commitment from UL on 

support analyzing root causes 

- transparency of data quality 

assigned causes 

Decrease in 

opportunistic 

behavior and increase 

in relational trust 

Table 3-4  Overview of contextual knowledge per lack of shared value  
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3.3 Share contextual knowledge in practice 

As has been shown in proposed theoretical framework, see Figure 3-2, the contextual knowledge as 

is been provided in paragraph 3.2 can be optimally shared with the retailer by open and frequent 

communication. Therefore the contextual knowledge is built in the existing logistic meetings with 

the retailer. So, the existing presentation, which Unilever uses for the logistic meeting to share KPI 

graphs, is expanded with slides which contain contextual knowledge as is shown in paragraph 3.2. 

The advantage of such a presentation in a report format is that it is familiar for the retailer, they are 

able to leverage knowledge through organization, and it is easy to understand. Furthermore, it is 

easier for the retailer to reserve extra time during the regular logistic meetings. As been discussed in 

previous paragraph, the slides contain simple, clear and honest information so that 

miscommunication is not likely to occur. The sequence as is described in paragraph 3.2 is also used 

in the presentation by first starting from top view. This top view is based on aggregated information 

in order to set goals. This is followed by more detailed information which clearly shows the benefit 

to collaborate with Unilever and finally a more critical view is provided on quality of shared data. 

Examples of the generated slides can be found in appendixes XI, XII, XIII and XIV. 

 

In short, the main goal is to initiate short term collaboration on OSA. This is expected to be achieved 

by tackling the problem, lack of shared values as described in paragraph 2.3, by using a new 

provisional implication, sharing explicit contextual knowledge. By using an analysis tool the available 

shopfill data can be converted so that it acquires contextual knowledge to increase shared values 

related to goal alignment, relation benefits and relational trust. This knowledge is shared via a 

presentation/report format during the existing open and regular logistic meeting. As discussed in 

paragraph 2.4, a case study is conducted to find out how collaboration evolves when this provisional 

approach is implemented. Based on these findings, implications are proposed for general design in 

initiating collaboration on OSA in the FMCG. But first, the research design, which is used to collect 

and analyze empirical data, will be discussed in more detail in the next part.  
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Part II: Research Design 

The first part of this master thesis discussed the project definition, in which the collaboration 

problem is stated, the problem analysis, which provided the related issues and important factors, 

and the provisional approach, which proposed contextual knowledge as intervention for increasing 

shared values. This part will provide more information about how the research is designed in order 

to answer the research question. Firstly, it will discuss the focus of this research. Secondly, the type 

of case study and case selection is discussed. Thirdly, data collection and analysis methods are 

discussed and lastly the validity and reliability of this research is discussed.  

4 Research method 

This study uses a design science approach to answer the research question. First, as mentioned in 

Chapter 3, a provisional approach is developed and will be tested in a case study. The acquired 

insight, extracted from the results of this case study, can be used for enhancing current organization 

practices, as stated by Van Aken (2004). So, on the one hand this research is relevant, because it 

focuses on the development of knowledge that can be applied by companies such as Unilever to 

design solutions for their field problems. On the other hand this research is rigorous, because new 

theory on interventions for a lack of shared values in collaboration research is explored. 

 

The new insight on collaboration development over time due to increased shared values is acquired 

by describing and analyzing the events in the collaboration process during execution of the case 

study. These collaboration events are examined by using a process approach as discussed by Van de 

Ven (2007), because social processes and behavior that evolve over time needs to be described and 

explained in this case study. Next to evaluating collaboration events, design propositions are 

developed. These propositions will follow the CIMO logic, because the most valid and informative 

design propositions are field-tested and follow the CIMO logic (Aken 2007). The CIMO logic involves 

a combination of a problematic Context, for which the design proposition suggests a certain 

Intervention type, to produce, through specified generative Mechanisms, the intended Outcome(s). 

Due to this logic several prescriptive rules and implications for design can be established, so that the 

relevance of this case study can be increased. 

 

So, this case study will explore in real time and in a practical context how collaboration 

activities/processes evolve over time when provisional implications (see chapter 3) are implemented 

in real-life by using a process approach (see results in chapter 5) and describe propositions by using 

the CIMO logic (see chapter 6). But first the scope of this research, the type of case study, case 

selection and data collection and analysis methods are discussed. 

4.1 Focus of research 

In this paragraph the boundaries of this case study will be discussed. These are based on 1) choices 

which are related with the identified issues and the research gap 2) the practical situation and 3) 

dimensions caused by the research limitations of this master thesis. 
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Firstly, in this research a clear choice is made to focus first on the changing conditions and processes 

within the collaboration on activities related to delivery failures in the supply from the manufacturer 

DC to the retailer store (shopfill) which should support commitment for OSA collaboration. This 

choice is made because it appeared to be difficult to achieve collaboration on OSA activities directly 

(see paragraph 2.1). Another choice in this research is to focus on a provisional approach which 

addresses a lack of shared value by sharing contextual knowledge (see paragraph 3.1). This choice is 

made, because of the identified gap about interventions of shared values in literature and the 

communication interventions are already in place in practice. Furthermore, only the main 

collaboration characteristics (see paragraph 2.2) and main characteristics of the retailer (such as size, 

discounter or service oriented) which influence the relation are taken into account in this case study. 

Detailed characteristics, market characteristics and other external antecedents are excluded. 

 

Secondly, this research project is bounded by the practical context in which it is conducted. So, this 

research is conducted from a multinational manufacturer perspective and is relatively new for both 

parties. Also, the availability of shopfill data is limited and the retailers are not always able to share 

shopfill data. These aspects limit the possibility to extract the information from the retailer 

regardless existing logistic meetings.  

 

Lastly, the research is limited by dimensions related to the fulfillment of this master study. So, due to 

time limitation (around 6-8 months) of this master thesis, the findings about collaboration processes 

can only be observed during the initial stage of the implementation of the provisional approach. 

Besides, the study must be conducted by one researcher, so limited capacity is available to execute 

this case study. 

4.2 Type case study & Case selection 

Now that the scope of this research is determined, the case study method and case selection are 

discussed. The case in this study is the collaboration project between the manufacturer and the 

retailer during the starting phase after little commitment is shown and shopfill data is shared. The 

case study is conducted at multiple cases, because this will result in theoretical and literal 

replication, and strengthen the analytic generalization (Yin 2009). Because this research will explore 

social behavior a comparative case study will be conducted, in which the findings per case will be 

collected separately and compared afterwards (Van Aken 2004). Furthermore, the multiple cases will 

be examined in parallel to examine the cases over a period as long as possible. Besides, in order to 

execute the analysis (see paragraph 3.2), such as benchmark it is necessary to collect quantitative 

data of all cases at once. Furthermore, extensive preparation and analysis created sufficient 

confidence to conduct case study at multiple cases at once.  

 

The cases that are most likely to clarify the research question are selected (Yin 2009). The number of 

relevant cases is limited by the fact that so far only three retailers share shopfill data and show 

Unilever the intention to collaborate by providing permission to execute the implementation of` the 

provisional approach (discuss analysis results about integrated supply chain). Prior to this research, 

Unilever did select retailers based on their business importance (top 10 supermarkets by market 
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share (GfK 2010)), if they measure shopfill, if they were able to filter shopfill data on manufacturer, 

willing to share this data and if they showed any interest to receive advice from Unilever. The latter 

is needed to investigate expected changing collaboration conditions during the period of this 

research. Furthermore, the cases are selected based on the possibility to implement the provisional 

approach during this master thesis. In addition to the three mentioned retailers, one retailer did 

provide shopfill data, but showed no commitment to receive advice from Unilever. So, for this 

research a multiple case study will be parallelly executed and three cases are selected that are most 

likely to clarify the research question. After each case is analyzed separately, general (cross-case) 

conclusion will be drawn and finally design implications are developed. Figure 4-1 gives an overview 

of the case study approach for this thesis. So, now relevant theory is discussed and cases are 

selected, the data collection protocol will be discussed in the next paragraph. 

 

 

4.3 Data collection methods and analysis 

 In order to extract information from examined cases to answer the research question this paragraph 

will discuss different methods for collecting and analyzing empirical evidence. Following Van Aken 

(2007), qualitative research methods are preferred when in a case study people and organizations 

are studied. Following Yin (2009) there are several ways to collect data when conducting a case 

study. Therefore, three different qualitative methods are used in this research; 1) interviews were 

held 2) close observations were made and 3) documents were analyzed. In order to find out what 

the influence is of the proposed theory on existing collaboration, data is collected in advance, during 

and after implementation, see Table 4-1. 

Table 4-1  Data collection methods during research  

Take off project: 

Previous implementation 

Project initiation: 

During implementation 

Follow up: 

After implementation 

Semi-structured interview Observation Observation 

Documents Semi-structured interview Unstructured interview 

 Documents  

Figure 4-1 Case study method (Yin 2003) 

Develop 

theory (§3) 

Select cases  

(§ 4.2) 

Design data 

collection 

protocol (§ 4.3) 

Conduct 1
st

 case 

study ; collect data 

Conduct 2
nd

  case 

study; collect data 

 

Conduct 3
rd

 case 

study; collect data 

Data analysis  1
st

 

case study (§ 5.1) 

Data analysis 2
nd

  

case study (§ 5.2) 

 

Data analysis 3
rd

 

case study (§ 5.3) 

Cross-case 

conclusions (§ 5.4) 

Implications for 

design (§ 6) 

Write cross-case 

report 

Define & Design Prepare, Collect & Analyze 

Modify theory (§6) 

Analyze & Conclusion 
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Semi-structured interviews are used, because the exploratory nature of this research. This allows the 

manufacturer and the retailer to bring up new insights. In addition, new questions can be brought up 

during the interview as a result of what the interviewee says. To fully capture the change process, 

interviews with all participants are held before, during and after each implementation of the new 

approach. Firstly, before having contact with the retailer, the LAO and the TM CS&L are interviewed 

and the focus is put on the current situation of the main relational/collaboration factors. The 

questions are derived from the research of Van Wissem (2010) and can be found in appendix XV. 

Secondly, a ‘backup’ semi-structured interview is conducted with the retailer during the 

implementation, which focuses on the changes of collaboration factors as defined in paragraph 2.2. 

If during observation of the visit insufficient insight about determined goals of the intervention 

approach is collected, several predetermined questions about the achievement of these objectives 

are asked. These questions can be found in appendix XVI. By determining these questions some 

precaution is required, because the retailer may feel uncomfortable or offended. Therefore these 

backup questions are established in collaboration with the LAO and the TM CS&L. Thirdly, the 

involved LAO and the TM CS&L are interviewed after the visit has taken place to find out what their 

view is on the changed relational factors as a result of the implementation. 

 

To answer the research question, interaction with the retailer seems to be essential and therefore 

close observation during provisional approach is chosen as second data collection method. For this 

observation a participant-as-observer approach is used in which the researcher executes the 

provisional approach, is part of the meeting and observes at the same time (Atkinson and 

Hammersley 1994). This makes it possible for the researcher to describe and record behavior and 

processes of collaboration factors as it occurs and to develop a familiarity with its context.  Activity 

related to collaboration between the retailer and the manufacturer after the provisional approach is 

executed, is recorded as observer-as-participant. This includes superficial contact with the LAO, the 

TM CS&L and employees from the CS&L department (operations). For example, this is done by 

asking occasional questions and joining customer team meetings. Disadvantage of this method is 

that findings are interpreted in the researcher’s perspective and could harm the validity. This is 

diminished by remaining as objective as possible as researcher and by verifying the findings with 

stakeholders with different perspectives. During and after the presentation/open communication 

the determined goals of provisional approach are evaluated based on the reaction, behavior and 

decisions of the retailer. 

 

In order to triangulate the observation and semi-structured interview data, several documents about 

the progress of several logistic meetings in the past were collected. During each meeting the LAO 

was taking the minutes which were later shared to all participants. From these documents more 

data can be collected on behavior and appointments related to collaboration processes between the 

retailer and the manufacturer. 

4.4 Validity and Reliability 

In qualitative research, such as in this master thesis, bias affects the validity and reliability of the 

findings. During this research, several biases should be dealt with, such as cognitive limitations, lack 
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of crucial information, framing of research questions and information tendency towards giving 

socially desirable answers (Huber and Power 1985, Miller, Cardinal and Glick 1997). This generally 

leads to an oversimplification of processes that have taken place. Several counteracts has been 

taken in order to improve data validity and reliability. Following Yin (2003), four tests are taken into 

account: 

 Construct validity: this is needed in order to establishing correct operational measures for 

the concepts being studied. Construct validity in this research is addressed by data 

triangulation collected from interviews, observations and documents. During interviews and 

observations participants are instructed that findings stayed confidential, so that they are 

able to speak openly and honest during the meeting; 

 Internal validity: because the exploratory nature of this research little internal validity can be 

established; 

 External validity: is needed to determine the domain to which the findings can be 

generalized. External validity is addressed by conducting a case study with multiple retailers; 

 Reliability: demonstrating that the operations of a study, such as the data collection 

procedures, can be repeated, with the same results. Therefore protocols, such as interview 

guides are used and described. 
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Commitment Goal 
alignment

Relational 
benefits

Relational 
trust

BeforeBasic

Medium

High

Part III: Findings 

So far, the first part refined the collaboration problem and a provisional approach is proposed to 

counter this problem. The second part showed how to conduct this research properly in order to 

answer the research question. This part will discuss the findings of the executed case study at three 

different retailers. Chapter 5 discusses the case study results individually and will conclude with 

cross-case findings. Finally, Chapter 6 discusses design implementations to deal with the 

collaboration problem from a practical view. 

5 Results case studies 

This chapter presents the results of the data analysis after that the case studies are conducted at 

three different retailers to find out how proposed approach affects the collaboration factors. Each 

case starts with a short description about the concerning retailer. Followed by, the results of the 

observed collaboration status between Retailer X and Unilever before the meeting. This is needed in 

order to find out what the new intervention approach will change during the case study. 

Subsequently a description about the changed collaboration processes during the meeting is 

discussed. And to include changes caused by the new approach afterwards, also observations of 

events after the meeting are presented. Each case is concluded with describing the collaboration 

status at the end of this research. This chapter ends with general findings of the multiple case 

studies by combining and comparing the findings of all three cases.  

5.1 Case retailer A 

This paragraph provides a description of the first case and describes the changes of the collaboration 

events in respect to the expected behavior on shared contextual knowledge during and after the 

visit at Retailer A. Retailer A is only active in the foodretail (Business to Consumer) and pursues an 

optimal service for a decent price. Furthermore, Retailer A belongs in the top 10 retailers of the 

Netherlands in 2010 and has a regular assortment (GfK 2010). 

5.1.1 Collaboration status before meeting: Case Retailer A 

This sub-paragraph describes the status of the collaboration factors before the meeting with Retailer 

A. The starting level of the main collaboration factors of Retailer A are shown in Figure 5-1. The 

collaboration activities between 

Retailer A and Unilever towards 

integrated supply chain consist of 

sharing KPIs of performance of their 

dyad since begin 2009 and 

collaboration projects presumably 

directed on EDI (Electronic Data 

Interchange) improvement. The 

Logistic Account Officer and the 

Team Manager CS&L of Unilever 

quarterly visit Retailer A to discuss 

the KPIs of the logistic performance Figure 5-1 Starting level main collaboration factors at Retailer A 
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of Unilever in the supply chain together with the Logistic Supervisor Staff (LS). Retailer A showed the 

intention to collaborate with Unilever by sharing shopfill data and willingness to receive advice of 

Unilever (Basic Commitment). Since July 2010 they share shopfill data and provided pilot data of Q1 

and Q2 2010. This data is collected in Excel and shared via email contact between the LAO and the 

Logistics Staff Manager (RA). During earlier contact moments Retailer A agreed to pursue an 

integrated supply chain, but so far no goals are aligned concerning collaboration on shopfill or on 

OSA (Basic Goal Alignment). Furthermore, Retailer A is earlier informed by Unilever about the 

benefits of an integrated supply chain, but Unilever did not show addressed benefits for Retailer A to 

collaborate (Basic Relation Benefits). According to the LAO and the TM CS&L of Unilever the 

personal bond between contact persons of Retailer A for logistic issues is strong compared to other 

retailers, but still not at the level they wanted. Furthermore, Retailer A shows a positive attitude 

towards Unilever and rarely blames Unilever unjustified (Medium Relational Trust). So to recap, 

before the new approach is implemented at Retailer A the relational factors are at a basic level, 

except relational trust between Retailer A and Unilever. 

5.1.2 Project initiation: changes during visit Retailer A Sep 2010 

This sub-section describes the changes on the main collaboration factors during the visit of Retailer 

A. Firstly, a short description is provided about the establishment of the meeting with Retailer A. The 

appointment was made with the regular contact persons of Retailer A, the Logistic Supervisor of 

Staff (LS) and Logistic Director (LD). Although Unilever emphasizes the importance of the presence of 

the Logistics Director, he skipped the meeting due to other priorities. The logistics staff manager has 

a close bond with his manager and promised to update him after the meeting. Details about the visit 

can be found in appendix XVII. All observed main relation factors, which contributed to changes in 

the extent of collaboration between Retailer A and Unilever during and after the visit, are shown in 

Figure 5-2. 

 

Firstly, the slide with the results of the aggregate analysis for goal alignment of Retailer A showed a 

good shopfill performance and an average OSA performance. After showing this slide, the Logistic 

staff manager was able to provide feedback due to open communication and explained that the 

shopfill performance confirms their target and that they are still working on improvements. He also 

stated that their priority is shifting towards optimization of OSA and confirmed that they are more 

aware of the little influence on OSA performance by Unilever or the retailer DC. This shows that 

mutual understanding was increased further by sharing contextual knowledge about both views and 

values on main issues of the integrated supply chain in order to agree upon goals (Increase Goal 

Alignment). Based on this, the LAO explained that Unilever’s goal is to further analyze main causes 

at store level and that they have tools to do this efficiently and effectively when Retailer A is willing 

to share EPOS and stock data (share values). The LS became enthusiastic and wanted to know more 

about these tools (Increase Relation Benefits) and promised to further discuss this on managerial 

level within the organization. 

 

Secondly, contextual knowledge is shared about what Unilever can add to existing collaboration by 

showing results of benchmark and new analysis technique. After showing the benchmark results, 

retailer A responded positively on the fact that they are one of the best performers compared with 
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their competitors. When the results about the biggest causes of delivery failures were shown, 

Retailer A admitted that he was familiar with the main causes but was not aware of the size of these 

bottlenecks. The pareto analysis showed that several events of the biggest causes do continue for 

more than 8 weeks and the top 20 SKUs are responsible for 50% of total shopfill loss over the same 

period. This completely surprised Retailer A and confirmed that this analysis expand the existing 

insight on main issues in the supply chain further. Retailer A expects that the average duration of 

one cause will be decreased due to a solution recently implemented and asked Unilever to provide 

feedback about development in the future and to be warned if duration of loss at one SKU becomes 

more than two weeks (Increase Relation benefits). Unilever agreed to update Retailer A about 

shopfill performance and Retailer A promised to send new shopfill data with extended information 

(Increase Commitment). 

 

Finally, the slide about the results of data quality exhibited that the assignment of reason-code per 

area by Retailer A largely confirms cause data of Unilever. Moreover, for 85% Unilever was correctly 

assigned as originator. Because Retailer A already did not blame Unilever unjustified there was no 

need to stress this during the presentation. But, the LS declared that he was not content with this 

result and promised to undertake action for improving data quality. Furthermore, he admitted that 

he trusts the provided results and that he does not blame Unilever for low OSA performance 

(Increase Relational trust). Due to the good existing relational trust between Unilever and Retailer A 

this slide appeared to be less important for creating trust, but still can be used for providing 

knowledge about data quality. 

The visit was ended by summarizing the results and establishing future steps. So, retailer A promised 

to send new shopfill data and a new appointment was made to update analysis results in order to 

regularly provide feedback. Furthermore, the TM CS&L of Unilever promised with the LS to contact 

the Logistics Director of Retailer A to share ideas and discuss the provided results of the analysis and 

possible collaboration activities, such as sharing EPOS and stock data.  

Relational 

Trust 

+ Shared Values 

& Mutual 

Knowledge 

Open 

Communication 

Frequency of 

Communication 

+ 

+ 

Acquire & Share 

contextual 

knowledge 

+ 

Commitment 

Relation 

Benefits 

Goal 

Alignment 

+ 

+ 

Involvement of  

management 

Internal 

alignment 

+ 

+ 

Collaboration 
+ + 

Figure 5-2 Observed factors which influences collaboration at Retailer A 
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5.1.3 Follow up: changes after visit Retailer A Sep 2010 

The observed contact moments after the visit at Retailer A are exhibited in Table 5-1. Several days 

after the meeting the Team Manager CS&L had contact with the Logistics director about his view on 

the result of the analysis and confirmed that he was surprised about the performance difference and 

is willing to take new steps forward by sharing EPOS and stock data. This finding showed two new 

factors which were not included in the theoretical model of this case study.  The factor involvement 

of management made it easier to leverage knowledge through organization of Retailer A so that the 

factor internal alignment can be improved further and finally, goals can be aligned related to OSA 

(Increase Goal Alignment). One month later a new visit is planned in order to discuss what is needed 

to increase collaboration activities on OSA improvement and which EPOS data is needed (agree 

definition). So, the number of contact moments has grown and new commitment is achieved to start 

collaboration activities on improvement on OSA (increase Commitment). 

Day Contact type Initiator Participant(s) 

Unilever 

Participant(s) 

Retailer A 

Time Description 

Day 0 Visit at 

Retailer A 

Unilever LAO 

TM CS&L 

Logistic staff 

manager 

2.5 h Communicate information 

about problem 

Day 1 E-mail contact Unilever LAO Logistic staff 

manager 

- Share new data 

Day 9 Phone call Retailer A TM CS&L Logistic 

director 

- Discussion about last meeting, 

agreement to expand 

collaboration and share EPOS 

and stock data 

Day 35 Visit at 

Retailer A 

Unilever LAO, TM CS&L Logistic 

director, LS 

2h Agree about definitions and 

what data needs to be shared 

Table 5-1  Contact moments between Unilever and Retailer A after visit 

5.1.4 Conclusion: Case Retailer A 

In this sub-paragraph conclusions are drawn about the changes on the level of the collaboration 

factors at Retailer A. The level of the main collaboration factors before and several months after the 

meeting are provided in Figure 5-3.  Due to the open style of the meeting and the shared contextual 

knowledge, Retailer A did provide his comments and view on provided results more openly which 

resulted in mutual understanding on the motive of each other’s targets.  

 
Figure 5-3 Graph of levels relational factors Retailer A before and after visit 

Unilever became more aware of the achieved target of shopfill performance, and Retailer A became 

more aware of the gap between shopfill and OSA performance thanks to combining performance 

Commitment Goal alignment Relation benefits Relational trust

Before

AfterBasic

Medium

High
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data of whole supply chain. Besides, due to involvement of management Retailer A was able to align 

goals internally. This led to goal alignment in which both parties will focus on causes made at store 

level and undertake action on managerial level to collaborate by sharing EPOS data and stock data 

(High Goal Alignment). In addition, Retailer A showed the need to make use of the support that 

Unilever offers with its tool for analysis on OSA (High Relation Benefits). Furthermore, although 

Unilever already knew that relational trust was at good level, this was confirmed and elaborated 

further during the meeting and follow up. Because Retailer A showed positive believes after showing 

the values of Unilever in the presentation, relational trust has grown further towards a high level in 

which they are willing to share EPOS and stock data without suspicious thoughts (High Relational 

Trust). So, Retailer A is more dedicated to focus on OSA performance together, in which Unilever will 

provide new support in the future by using tools which analyze EPOS and stock data to find main 

OSA issues of retailer A (High Commitment).  

5.2 Case Retailer B 

This section will provide an overview of the main important events and changes of collaboration 

factors occurred during the case study at Retailer B, but first a short description is given about 

characteristics of Retailer B. This retailer features an average service level against low-budget and is 

one of the top 10 retailers by market share in the Netherlands (GfK 2010). This retailer is active in 

the foodservice (Business to Business) as well as foodretail (Business to Consumer).  

5.2.1 Collaboration status before meeting: Case Retailer B 

This sub-paragraph describes the status of the collaboration factors before the meeting with Retailer 

B. The starting level of the main collaboration factors of Retailer B are shown in Figure 5-4. Also 

Retailer B is regularly visited by the LAO 

and the TM CS&L of Unilever to discuss 

each other’s performance and 

optimization projects for improvement 

of everyone’s own performance. During 

these meetings Unilever presumably 

communicates with the Project 

Manager, the Logistics Supervisor of 

staff and on operational level with 

Replenishers of retailer B. Since July 

2010 Retailer B is convinced of sharing 

shopfill data in order to initiate an 

integrated supply chain. Retailer B started, after they were convinced of the benefits of an 

integrated supply chain, to share shopfill data of Q1 and Q2 2010 with the LAO of Unilever via email 

in August 2010 (Basic Commitment). Although Retailer B did show to be convinced of the 

advantages of an integrated supply chain, no clear goals related to shopfill or OSA are jointly made 

so far (Basic Goal Alignment). Next to a lack of goal alignment Retailer B also did not show its 

interest or the need of involvement of Unilever (Basic Relation Benefits). Furthermore, the LAO and 

the TM CS&L stated that the personal bond with Retailer B is on average. During previous logistics 

meetings Retailer B regularly blamed Unilever of delivery failures, which could be a sign of 
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Figure 5-4 Starting level main collaboration factors at Retailer B 
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misperception on true problems in the supply chain. Therefore the LAO and the TM CS&L suspect 

that Retailer B is a little bit skeptical and does not yet trust the good intentions of Unilever 

completely (Basic Relational Trust). 

5.2.2 Project initiation: changes during visit Retailer B Sep 2010 

This sub-paragraph discusses the changes on the main collaboration factors during the visit of 

Retailer B. Firstly, a short description is provided about the establishment of the meeting with 

Retailer B. The meeting with Retailer B took place in September 2010 with the usual participants; 

one replenisher (R) from operations, one Logistic Supervisor of Staff (LS) from operations and one 

Project Manager (PM). Details about visit at Retailer B can be found in appendix XVII. The duration of 

the presentation and open discussion was planned for 2 hours. All observed main relation factors, 

which contributed to changes in the extent of collaboration between Retailer B and Unilever during 

and after the visit, are shown in Figure 5-6. 

 

The aggregate analysis about contextual knowledge related to goal alignment showed a low shopfill 

percentage and no direct relation between shopfill performance and customer casefill. After 

showing these results Retailer B admitted that the average shopfill percentage is below their target 

and did not blame Unilever for this low performance. Because no data about OSA performance of 

Retailer B is available, it was not possible to discuss the actual performance of whole supply chain. 

Therefore the average OSA rate of the Netherlands (T. Gruen 2007) was communicated and the 

importance of this service level for the whole supply chain was explained. Related to this, Retailer B 

admitted that they are aware of the importance of OSA. However they showed the need to firstly 

optimize and control shopfill performance, because Retailer B expects that big changes can be made 

without extensive analysis and much effort (Increase Goal Alignment).  

 

Next, the observations of behavior when the results of the analysis with contextual knowledge about 

the added value of Unilever are shared will be discussed. Retailer B clearly showed it’s interested on 

the provided benchmark of shopfill performance and was very curious about how they perform 

compared with their competitors (Increase Relation benefits).  The results of the specific analysis 

about the root causes of delivery failures showed three main causes 

which each counts for 30%. Retailer B confirmed that he was already 

aware of these main causes, but emphasizes that investigation on 

patterns with variables is needed. The pareto analysis (see Figure 5-5) 

showed that the top 20 SKUs is mainly responsible for shopfill loss (40%) 

and that several SKUs do have loss over 8 to 10 weeks. This came as a 

surprise for Retailer B and explained to be amazed about the impact of a small amount of events. 

The TM and the LAO declared that Unilever is willing and able to increase flexibility and capacity 

when problem continued for too long. As example Unilever proposed to warn Retailer B if shopfill 

problems hold for too long. Retailer B was content about the provided support of Unilever (Increase 

Relation Benefits) and confirmed to be willing to keep sharing shopfill data and analyze the 

bottleneck SKUs jointly in the future further (Increase Commitment).  

 

Figure 5-5 Pareto 
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Finally, the results of the verification analysis of the discrepancies between data of Retailer B and 

data Unilever revealed that Retailer B assigned Unilever for 40% incorrectly as originator of shopfill 

loss. This came as a surprise for Retailer B and they did not fully believe these provided results, 

which could be due to the existing low relational trust. Besides, Retailer B had no direct reason to 

explain this mismatch. In order to provide proof and to investigate the root cause further, the LAO 

proposed to send examples after the meeting. 

This meeting was concluded after two and a half hours. It was ended by summarizing main results 

and the agreed future steps. Thus both parties are willing to put more effort in the collaboration for 

further improvement on shopfill losses, Retailer B promised to send new shopfill data and Unilever 

will send examples of misaligned data (Increase Commitment). 

5.2.3 Follow up: changes after visit Retailer B Sep 2010 

To show the changes of collaboration factors directly after the visit, the observed contact events 

after the visit at Retailer B are summarized in Table 5-2. One day after the meeting the LAO send 

Retailer B detailed information of the SKUs with the biggest loss over period Q1 and Q2 which not 

matched with data of Unilever about failures caused by Unilever DC. Directly one day later the 

Logistic Supervisor of Staff sent his feedback and showed his disbelieve about the correctness of 

received examples. Next, Unilever investigated the issues further and find out that Retailer B 

ordered several old items which were no longer in the database of Unilever. This information was 

shared with Retailer B on day 3 so that misperception about the root-causes of delivery failures 

could be decreased. Immediately after that Retailer B confirmed to be aware of this issue and 

promised to work on it. Since then no further disbelief was identified (Increase Relational Trust). On 

day 21 and day 50 Retailer B send new shopfill data to the LAO, which is a proof of further 

commitment on collaboration activities focused on shopfill improvement (Increase Commitment). 

Based on this, Unilever executed the analysis over new shopfill data in order to update Retailer B 

about good or bad progress. Unilever also provide feedback of these results internally, so that 

Customer Service is able to warn Retailer B if problems, such as ordering an old item, do occur.  
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Figure 5-6 Observed factors which influences collaboration at Retailer B 
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Day Contact 

type 

Initiator Participant(s) 

Unilever 

Participant(s) 

Retailer B 

Time Description 

Day 0 Visit at 

Retailer B 

Unilever LAO 

TM CS&L 

LS, PM, R 2x 3 h Communicate information about 

problem. Discuss results analysis 

about shopfill and performances of 

integrated supply chain. 

Day 1 E-mail Unilever LAO LS, PM - Send information data about top 25 

SKUs with mismatch data Unilever 

Day 2 E-mail Retailer B LAO LS - Feedback on mismatch data and still 

believe data Unilever is incorrect 

Day 3 E-mail Retailer B LAO LS, PM, R - Send more insight information and 

possible reasons of incorrect 

recorded data  

Day 21 E-mail Retailer B LAO LS - Send new shopfill data wk 32 tm 40 

Day 50 E-mail Retailer B LAO LS - Send new shopfill data wk 41 tm 45 

Day 63 E-mail Unilever LAO LS - Update analysis (until week 45). 

Agree to continue to share shopfill 

data. 

Table 5-2  Contact moments between Unilever and Retailer B after visit 

5.2.4 Conclusion: Case Retailer B  

In this sub-paragraph conclusions are drawn about the changes on the level of the collaboration 

factors at Retailer B. The level of the main collaboration factors before and several months after the 

meeting are shown in Figure 5-7. During the presentation and open discussion, Retailer B also 

provided his view and values about their target and strategy. So, Retailer B showed the preference 

to analyze and improve shopfill improvement further before OSA analysis or improvement can be 

done in the future (Medium Goal Alignment). 

 
Figure 5-7 Graph of levels relational factors Retailer B before and after visit 

Furthermore, Retailer B showed the need to collaborate with Unilever after the benchmark and the 

results of the analysis such as the pareto analysis were exhibited. In combination with further 

explanation that Unilever is willing to invest and has the capacity, knowledge and tools, the retailer 

became enthusiastic and willing to receive feedback (Medium Relation Benefits). Retailer B is 

characterized by low relational trust, which was confirmed during the presentation and the follow 

up. During the presentation Retailer B showed regularly its disbelief, especially on the results of the 

verification. Therefore Retailer B needed to be convinced after the visit by provided examples and 
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information about the root cause of misaligned data. Still, the relational trust between Retailer B 

and Unilever can be characterized as less than average and not sufficient for sharing data such as 

EPOS and stock data. But Retailer B clearly showed fewer doubts about the shared contextual 

knowledge after showing several examples (Medium Relational Trust). Moreover, Retailer B kept 

sharing shopfill data and became more committed to start collaboration on analysis (e.g. update & 

feedback), prevention (UL warns the retailer if problem holds for too long) and support with 

improvement of shopfill data quality (Medium Commitment). 

5.3 Case Retailer C 

In this paragraph findings about the main important events and changes of collaboration factors 

occurred during the third case study at Retailer C will be discussed. This retailer is characterized as a 

medium discounter and relatively a high service level company which only focus on foodretail 

(Business to Consumer). Furthermore, this retailer has a very broad assortment and also belongs to 

the top 10 retailers by market share in the Netherlands (GfK 2010). 

5.3.1 Collaboration status before meeting: Case Retailer C 

This sub-paragraph describes the status of the collaboration factors before the meeting with Retailer 

C. The starting level of the main collaboration factors of Retailer C are shown in Figure 5-8. Also 

Retailer C is regularly visited by the LAO and the TM CS&L of Unilever in order to share KPIs and 

status about small improvement projects related to logistics. The communication about logistic 

issues runs presumably via the Logistic Supervisor of Staff (LS) and the Replenishers (R) of Retailer C. 

During these meetings they were also informed about the benefits of an integrated supply chain and 

allowed Unilever to utilize 

the shared shopfill data. 

This shopfill data is shared 

via an extranet service 

since begin of 2010. So, an 

initial amount of 

commitment towards an 

integrated supply chain is 

already in place (Basic 

Commitment). Based on 

experience in the past, Retailer C did blame Unilever several times for their delivery failures 

(possibility of misperception) and does not focus yet on collaboration towards analyzing and 

optimizing shopfill or OSA (Basic Goal Alignment). Also Retailer C is characterized by not showing its 

interest of involvement of Unilever and not aware of the added value of Unilever (Basic Relation 

Benefits). Furthermore, the LAO and the TM declared that the personal bond is basic and that the 

perception of Retailer C on Unilever has not always been positive (Basic Relational Trust).  

5.3.2 Project initiation: changes during visit Retailer C Oct 2010 

In this sub-section the changes on the main collaboration factors during the visit of Retailer C are 

elaborated. First, a short description is provided about the establishment of the meeting with 

Retailer C. The meeting with Retailer C to present the results of the analysis took place in October 
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Figure 5-8 Starting level main collaboration factors at Retailer C 
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2010 with the LS and two Replenishers from operations. Details about the visit with Retailer C can be 

found in appendix XVII. Also at Retailer C it was no problem to reserve extra time (2h) in order to 

present and share analysis results during the common logistic meetings. Also at Retailer C the 

observed main relation factors, which contributed to changes in the extent of collaboration between 

Retailer C and Unilever during and after the visit, are exhibited in an overview, see Figure 5-9.  

 

Firstly, the observations during the presentation and discussion of the shared contextual knowledge 

about goal alignment will be discussed. The aggregate analysis showed that the performance of 

shopfill data is good, the OSA performance is around average and no clear relation is shown 

between CCF and shopfill progress. Retailer C revealed that their shopfill performance is near their 

target, but OSA is not at right level yet. Furthermore, they declared that they are aware of the 

performance gap between shopfill and OSA and will focus more on OSA improvement. Also Retailer 

C exhibit to be conscious of the little influence of performance Unilever on shopfill loss after 

explaining that the progress of Customer Casefill is little related to shopfill performance in the 

presented graph (Increase Goal Alignment).  

 

Secondly, the observations about collaboration changes during the presentation of contextual 

knowledge related to the added value of Unilever will be discussed. Also Retailer C reacted positive 

about the provided benchmark and the pareto analysis. The analysis of the main causes of shopfill 

losses showed that one cause is responsible for 55%. The pareto analysis also revealed that top 25 

SKUs are responsible for 30% of total shopfill loss. Also Retailer C was amazed about the fact that the 

average length of a shopfill loss event at top 25 SKUs was far above average. Retailer C reacted 

positive when the LAO explained that Unilever is willing to support with the prevention and solving 

of the main cause of several bottleneck SKUs jointly. But Retailer C made clear that they already 

revealed some bottlenecks and that they cannot execute big implementations on short term due to 

other important projects. These idiosyncratic priorities appeared to affect mutual goal alignment and 

therefore also mutual commitment negatively (Decrease Goal Alignment). Because its importance 

this factor is also added to the existing theoretical framework (see Figure 5-9). Furthermore, the TM 

CS&L specifically emphasized that Unilever is also willing to put effort in more flexible and urgent 

deliveries in order to prevent lengthy OOS without expecting reciprocal commitment on the short 

term. The LS of Retailer C reacted positive on this and stated to be interested in such support 

(Increase Relation Benefits). 

 

At last, the observation findings during the presentation of the contextual knowledge about data 

quality will be discussed. This slide showed that Retailer C assigned the reason-codes very accurately 

(95% of causes which were assigned to Unilever were confirmed by data UL). Related to this, Retailer 

C stated to be satisfied about the level of data quality. Furthermore, Retailer C confirmed that he 

trusts the provided results (Increase Relational Trust). Instead of using this knowledge to gain trust 

this verification slide presumably provide some extra information about the main causes. For 

example, the verification emphasizes that during several causes no orders were placed at all, which 

provided more information about the root-causes of data alignment issues between the retailer DC 

and the store or problems caused by DC. 
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Due to time pressure the meeting was ended on time. Retailer C stated to consider the short-term 

approach, in which Retailer C warns Unilever about huge OOS, so that Unilever can react faster and 

more flexible with the replenishment department (Increase Commitment). 

5.3.3 Follow up: changes after visit Retailer C Oct 2010 

In Table 5-3 the observed contact moments after the visit at Retailer C are exhibited. Because 

Unilever was not satisfied about the low priority of Retailer C for collaboration on OSA, the Manager 

of CS&L (M CS&L) decided to initiate a meeting with the logistic director of Retailer C. By doing this, 

the Manager of CS&L is able to discuss this topic on strategic level and to secure the strategy (to 

improve OSA in collaboration with the retailer) on the long term. The logistic director of Retailer C 

reacted very positive on this and showed his commitment to initiate more collaboration towards 

OSA in 2011 (Increase Goal Alignment). Even though on the short term no goals can be aligned due 

to a lack of mutual priorities, thanks to management involvement goals were internally aligned so 

that mutual goals are set for the long term. 

Day Contact 

type 

Initiator Participant(s) 

Unilever 

Participant(s) 

Retailer C 

Time Description 

Day 0 Visit at 

Retailer C 

Unilever LAO, 

TM CS&L, RES 

PM, R 2x 2 h Communicate information about 

problem. Discuss results analysis 

about shopfill and performances 

of integrated supply chain. 

Day 10 Visit at 

Retailer C 

Unilever M CS&L LD, LM 2 h Discussion about the direction of 

collaboration towards OSA on the 

long term 

Table 5-3  Contact moments between Unilever and Retailer C after visit 

5.3.4 Conclusion: Case Retailer C 

In this sub-paragraph conclusions are drawn about the changes on the level of the collaboration 

factors at Retailer C. The level of the main collaboration factors before and several months after the 
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Figure 5-9 Observed factors which influences collaboration at Retailer C 
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meeting are exhibited in Figure 5-10.  Retailer C also did provide his doubts, views and vision due to 

the open communication in combination with the shared contextual knowledge. Overall Retailer C 

showed to have the right perception and agreed that the direction of further collaboration should be 

towards OSA, but due to idiosyncratic priorities no clear goals were set on the short term. By 

involvement of management the direction of collaboration is aligned on the long-term, so that 

Unilever and Retailer C will jointly analyze and improve causes made at store level in the future 

(Medium/High Goal Alignment).  Furthermore, Retailer C showed his interest in the benchmark, the 

pareto analysis and in the involvement of Unilever to investigate and to improve bottleneck 

problems at shopfill level for which less effort is needed (Medium Relation Benefits). Due to the 

confirmation of high quality of shared data and the positive attitude of Retailer C on the provided 

support of Unilever the Relational Trust has grown further (Medium Relational Trust). So, on short 

term the commitment of Retailer C appeared to be limited, but it is expected that in the future more 

commitment and ultimately collaboration activities related to OSA will be increased (Medium/High 

Commitment). 

 
Figure 5-10 Graph of levels relational factors Retailer C before and after visit 

5.4 General findings 

Next to the individual findings of the changes on collaboration during and after the implementation 

of the provisional approach at three cases, several cross case conclusions can be drawn about the 

theoretical framework and possible modifications. First of all, at the examined retailers in this case 

study the new approach did set commitment and collaboration activities on analyzing and 

improvement of shopfill and OSA. Although the collaboration between Unilever and the retailer 

increased in all three cases, the extent and direction of collaboration clearly appeared to be different 

for each case. Firstly general conclusions will be drawn from the three cases why the approach did 

facilitate collaboration between the retailer and the manufacturer and secondly this paragraph will 

discuss why not all retailers became committed to initiate collaboration towards OSA by showing the 

adoptions in the developed theoretical framework.  

 

At all three cases two main aspects (see Figure 5-11) did affect existing collaboration towards a more 

mature and constructive collaboration on analyzing and improving delivery failures in an integrated 

supply chain. The first aspect has to do with the content of communication between the retailer and 

the manufacturer. The new developed approach, which is to share contextual knowledge/insight, 
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created mutual understanding of each other’s goals, relation benefits, strategies, values, norms, 

priorities etc. The results of the interviews before the meetings exhibit presumably a lack of mutual 

insight on the right focus and insufficient awareness of the added value of manufacturers’ 

involvement (mostly attended with a lack of trust due to misperception). The contextual knowledge 

and insight, which is originated from the analysis after combining data about logistic performance of 

an integrated SC and the values of Unilever, created during and after the meetings Goal Alignment, 

awareness of Relation Benefits and Relational Trust. Examples which could be found at all three 

cases were: 

 By providing Contextual Knowledge about benchmark of shopfill performance it did increase 

the awareness of the Relation Benefits of involvement of UL and created commitment of the 

retailer; 

 By sharing Contextual Knowledge about the goals of Unilever by showing a graph with no 

relations of the performance rates and discuss each other’s vision, this led to shared values 

which are followed by alignment of feasible goals (goal alignment). Based on this future 

steps were made to extent collaboration, for example with sharing shopfill data or to start 

with sharing EPOS and stock data; 

 By providing new insight about the main causes in an integrated supply chain (such as 

pareto analysis) this established awareness of Relation Benefits to collaborate specifically 

on these bottlenecks with Unilever. All three retailers showed the need to decrease these 

problems when Unilever provided their support. 

The second important aspect is the way how is communicated (see Figure 5-11). Although at all 

three examined retailer’s regular communication about logistical issues did exist, still it appeared to 

be very important to communicate in a very open and in a frequent way when contextual knowledge 

is shared. By providing the retailer the possibility to react during the presentation misunderstandings 

were decreased and Goal Alignment, awareness of Relation Benefits and Relational Trust were 

increased. So for example: 
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 Due to open communication all retailers were able to reveal their target and view on main 

issues, based on this both parties were able to share their values and finally did align goals; 

 Due to frequent communication after the visit took place any doubts or disbelieves could be 

decreased which increases shared values further. 

 

So, now the main aspects, which increase commitment to collaborate, are provided, several other 

factors are now discussed which are expected to be the reason why differences in the level and 

direction of collaboration appeared between the three cases. These modifications are shown in the 

new theoretical framework as is shown in Figure 5-12. Several important differentiated factors are: 

 Differences in roll out of new approach: The presentation could be easily and fully executed 

during the logistical meeting and little differences could be found during the execution at all 

three retailers. However, main difference was the involvement of management from both 

sides during and after the meetings. It differs per retailer if a good personal bond is build 

with higher management or if management has priority in receiving feedback from Unilever 

about logistic issues. Due to management involvement after the visit at Retailer A and C 

goals were aligned internally and important strategic goals were mutually agreed with 

Unilever on the long-term. Therefore Unilever should increase commitment of management 

of the retailer by showing reciprocal commitment of management during the initiating 

phase of the project. Because Communication with Management played a crucial role at 

Retailer A and Retailer C this factor is included in the modified theoretical framework, see 

Figure 5-12; 

 Differences between characteristics retailer: Several differences in the level and direction of 

collaboration could be due to differences between positioning characteristics, such as the 

relative service level and price level of the retailer, and the extent of idiosyncratic priorities 

(see Figure 5-12). Retailer A clearly focuses on high service (high shopfill) and became fully 

committed with collaboration with Unilever on OSA improvement. Although Retailer A has 

the highest price level of the three, they indicate to focus on a strategy which increases 

consumer loyalty by an optimal service level. Interesting is that although Retailer C 

positioning itself on a high service it does not show a high shopfill level as Retailer A and 

exhibit a lower priority to collaborate on OSA on the short term. Furthermore, it is 

confirmed at Retailer A that it is more likely that focus will grow on OSA improvement when 

the retailer is characterized with high shopfill performance and low OSA. This is in contrast 

with Retailer B, which positioning itself as a more medium budget discounter and medium 

service level which can be a reason for a low shopfill level and commitment to collaborate 

on shopfill. This retailer also showed that when shopfill level is low and quick wins can be 

made his focus shift more towards jointly shopfill improvement before initiating any joint 

projects on OSA. So, to summarize: 

o Retailers with high shopfill level and low OSA level are more likely to be aligned with 

goals for the improvement of OSA; 

o Retailers with low shopfill level are more likely to be aligned with the goal to 

improve shopfill; 
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o Retailers with low priority level to improve shopfill or OSA are less committed even 

though they share the same values as Unilever; 

 Differences in initial level of relation characteristics between retailer and Unilever: The 

level of existing relational characteristics previous to the implementation of the new 

approach showed some difference. These characteristics are developed over years and 

based on features of both parties. The level of the most important relevant characteristics, 

Goal Alignment, awareness of Relation Benefits and Relational Trust, seems to be crucial for 

the direction and extent of collaboration after implementation of approach. At all three 

retailers the extent of Goal Alignment and awareness of Relation Benefits were nearly at 

same level, except Relational Trust. High initial relational trust due to low misperception and 

strong identity based trust led at Retailer A to commitment and agreement about sharing 

more critical data such as EPOS and stock data. The relational trust at Retailer B was low, 

which contributed to doubts about the accuracy of provided information and diminish 

commitment to collaborate. 

So, this chapter firstly described main findings per case about how the proposed approach, which is 

sharing contextual knowledge in combination with open and frequent communication, did affect the 

main relation factors towards OSA collaboration. So far, only at the first case the retailer became 

fully committed to collaborate on OSA. The remaining cases did only become committed to 

collaborate on Shopfill. This chapter is ended with cross case conclusions in which is concluded that 

the proposed approach did serve as catalyst for improvement on collaboration with retailer. 

Furthermore, modifications in theory are made by adding the factors Idiosyncratic Priorities, Internal 

alignment and Communication with management which played an important role in determination 

of the extent and direction of collaboration during the case studies. Based on these findings the 
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implications for how to approach retailer to jointly analyze and improve OSA from a manufacturer 

perspective will be provided in next chapter. 

6 Implications for design 

In this master thesis the existing literature about how commitment of the retailer to collaborate with 

the manufacturer on main logistic issues is influenced in a vertical integrated supply chain is further 

expanded. Findings of the case study describe which factors did influence commitment and which 

factors did influence the direction and extent of the commitment to collaborate (see Figure 5-12). In 

this chapter the findings of previous chapter are interpreted in the form of design propositions and 

do follow the so-called CIMO logic. This logic will show applicable design rules supported by the 

evidence from field testing, and understanding of the situation to contextualize which can be used 

by managers that are involved in collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer. Table 6-1 

provides an overview how this CIMO logic is applied to this research. 

CIMO Findings 

Context The project is conducted within vertical supply chain collaboration in the Fast Moving Consumer 

Goods industry. In which the main objective is the enhancement of a basic supplier-retailer 

partnership towards collaboration activities which improve OSA. This basic level of collaboration is 

described as in which initial commitment is achieved for an integrated supply chain by sharing shopfill 

data and be willing to communicate about logistic issues. The findings of this case study did provide 

insights and interventions for supply chain managers and LAOs who are responsible for optimizing 

supply chain processes and to maintain a good relationship with the retailer. 

Interventions 1. Acquire and share contextual knowledge about integrated supply chain values (goals, added 

value, intentions); 

2. Face-to-face meeting (open communication);  

3. Communication with management; 

4. Frequent communication. 

Mechanisms 

. 

Outcome Increase in goal alignment, awareness of Relation Benefits, increase in Relational Trust  so that 

commitment on collaboration activities, such as data sharing, joint analyzing, joint working on solution 

for the OSA problem can be initiated. 

Table 6-1  CIMO logic applied to this case study 
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Goal 

Alignment 

+ 

+ 

Communication 

with management 
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No 

Idiosyncratic 
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The following paragraphs will further discuss the implications for design, which are derived from the 

conducted multiple case study. The proposed intervention, acquire and share contextual knowledge, 

will be evaluated in more detail, in order to discuss its properness and several small adoptions for 

practical usage. 

6.1 Acquire and share contextual knowledge 

By acquiring and sharing contextual knowledge of areas of which a lack of shared values is identified 

between the retailer and the manufacturer more commitment on collaboration can be established. 

The results from previous chapter showed that 

the knowledge acquired by the tool and 

processed into a presentation is of great value 

during face-to-face meetings. This paragraph will 

further discuss the acquired knowledge due to 

the tool which executes the analysis and the way 

knowledge is shared (pre-format 

report/presentation) by the prepared 

presentation (see Figure 6-1). This intervention 

will be discussed in three different aspects; 

Aggregate knowledge, Specific knowledge and 

Knowledge about data quality. 

 

The aggregate analysis about the performance rates of integrated supply chain was important to 

start an open discussion and share values of both parties in order to align goals and increase 

relational trust. Thanks to the analysis & verification tool, which efficiently summarize raw shopfill 

loss data, and a pre-format graph for the presentation, this knowledge could be easily acquired and 

shared. By starting with this slide both parties were able to provide an aggregate picture of an 

integrated supply chain and align their focus before starting with in-depth discussions. Also by 

showing the progress of shopfill over time next to customer casefill over time, the conclusion, in 

what extent Unilever is responsible for shopfill loss, could be more easily made during the meetings. 

Besides, the height of shopfill performance could be easily shown and facilitates discussion about 

the direction of further collaboration. If shopfill was according to retailer’s target and much effort is 

needed to improve a small percentage of shopfill the focus automatically shifts towards a higher 

need to improve OSA. When shopfill is not on target and still several issues dominate the concerns, 

the focus and needs of the retailer are more towards shopfill improvement. During the meetings the 

retailers showed interest in benchmark, in order to adapt on this, this should be more emphasized 

during face-to-face meetings by, for example a graph with an upper and a lower limit of measured 

competitors. 

 

The specific analysis about the main-causes of shopfill loss is of importance when it increases 

existing knowledge about these bottlenecks so that the need to collaborate for the retailer will be 

increased. By supporting the retailer with different diagnosis methods, such as pareto analysis 

(summarize shopfill loss events of same SKU and filter on total loss), the retailer was significantly 

Acquire 
and share 
contextual 
knowledge

Share 
raw data

Execute 
analysis

Prepare 
presentation

Meeting

Follow 
up

Figure 6-1 Acquire and share contextual knowledge 
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more interested in collaboration with Unilever. By showing the losses of top 25 SKUs over time and 

its belonging main causes, the patterns were more easily to find and discussed during the meeting. 

Related to this, both parties become aligned about the root-causes of the bottleneck issues and are 

able to discuss the prevention methods. Although the retailers were already aware of the main 

causes, still the slide with cause-effect analysis provides insight on the extent of these issues and 

facilitates discussion on root-causes and priority of counteractions. Furthermore, Unilever is able to 

adapt and offer more contextual support. 

 

The verification of shared shopfill data (knowledge about quality of data) is of importance for 

optimal collaboration, because the right data should be shared and interpreted in order to decrease 

misperception. Furthermore, more insight can be provided about the root cause of the main causes 

when it is linked with order and delivery history between the Unilever DC and the Retailer DC. Even 

though this slide is less relevant when the retailer trusts available data it is still of value for cause 

diagnosis. By showing this slide at the end it is possible to decrease misperception of results of 

previous slides and further discuss possibilities to improve the quality of shared data. The three main 

categories (ordered, not ordered, partially delivered) which are linked with shopfill data by the tool 

were sufficient to largely determine the correctness of causes which belong to Unilever, the retailer 

DC or the store. Samples of losses which were assigned to Unilever and could not be found in the 

review period of customer casefill data were also not found before this period. So the conclusion can 

be made that the review period of 3 weeks is sufficient to detect if reason-codes are assigned 

correctly.  

 

This paragraph showed that sharing contextual knowledge is very important to initiate collaboration 

with the retailer and that only small adoptions need to be made to use the developed provisional 

approach. So, a good preparation and the usage of the developed analysis tool enables the 

manufacturer to efficiently provide support and increase shared values on the main factors; Goal 

Alignment, Relation Benefits and Relational Trust. 

6.2 Open communication: face-to-face meeting 

The logistic face-to-face meeting with the retailer is a form of open communication between the 

manufacturer and the retailer which is also identified in this case study as an important actor, 

because it increases shared values. During all cases this way of communication appeared to be 

crucial for the retailer and the manufacturer. By showing their vulnerability and openly 

communicate about doubts, frustration, their vision and expectations, shared values were further 

increased and finally commitment to collaborate could be established. Face-to-face meetings also 

enable Unilever to provide support to improve the problem situation together, to demonstrate 

commitment which generates commitment by the retailer. 

6.3 Communication with management 

The involvement of management is especially of importance when operational level has a low level 

of freedom of movement due to other priorities. To discuss about other priorities was more difficult 

on operational level (see case of Retailer C) than on management level. When the Manager of CS&L 
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(higher hierarchic level) make contact with higher management of the retailer it is more likely that 

commitment at lower levels can be increased. The results of previous chapter showed also that due 

to management involvement strategic goals could be aligned and the right decisions can be made for 

the long term (Retailer A & C). This enables the commitment on the long term and supports internal 

alignment. 

6.4 Frequency of communication 

In order to prevent the growth of misperception, doubts or frustration (lack of shared values) and 

increase mutual commitment it is of importance to communicate frequently (especially face-to-

face). By frequent communication, the decisions and behavior of both parties become more 

transparent and understood. The frequency of communication can especially be crucial at the 

retailers which do little trust Unilever. The frequency of existing communication can be increased by, 

for example by contacting the retailer after visit and ask if any questions or comments are left. The 

case of Retailer B showed that regular communication afterwards could decrease misperception and 

increase relational trust on issues about data alignment. 

 

So, in this third part of this research the findings are collected from the cases individually and cross 

conclusions are made. Based on this, the proposed theoretical model, as is provided in paragraph 

3.1, is modified and several implications for design to enhance collaboration between the retailer 

and the manufacturer towards OSA are provided. This master thesis will be ended by drawing 

conclusions if objective of this research is achieved and by providing an implementation plan for the 

practical contribution of this research.   
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Part IV: Conclusion & implementation 

The previous parts have defined the project, described the research design and discussed the 

findings. This part will discuss the implementation of the proposed intervention approach and 

conclusions of this case study. First, the conclusion of this master thesis will be elaborated.  

7 Conclusion 

This master thesis project provides new insights on main relational aspects during initial phase of 

collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer on analyzing and improving bottlenecks in 

an integrated supply chain, by conducting a multiple case study and using a process approach. Many 

studies describe why the manufacturer and the retailer should cooperate, but do not describe the 

process and the factors that enable or reinforce existing collaboration towards a sustainable and 

fully supported collaboration. Several conclusions on the contribution of this study on existing 

literature and practice can be made. 

 

Firstly, this study describes how the existing relation between the manufacturer and the retailer 

evolves over time from a detailed perspective and which factors are important in the initial phase of 

collaboration for analyzing and improving bottlenecks in an integrated supply chain. Two main 

aspects did affect existing collaboration towards higher commitment on analyzing and improving 

delivery failures in an integrated supply chain. Firstly, the main contribution of this research, which is 

sharing contextual knowledge to create mutual understanding of each other’s goals, needs, 

strategies, values, norms, priorities etc., can increase the awareness of relation benefits, relational 

trust and goal alignment. Secondly, the way of communication is confirmed to be very important to 

serve as a mean for sharing new knowledge. This makes it possible to decrease misperception and 

miscommunication and to create shared values which lead to higher relational trust, awareness of 

relation benefits and aligned goals. Only when awareness of the relation benefits, sufficient 

relational trust and goal alignment were established the retailer becomes committed and willing to 

jointly analyze bottlenecks. Furthermore, the general findings showed that presumably the 

differences between regular characteristics of the retailer and differences in relation characteristics 

determine the extent and direction of collaboration. So, good existing relational trust, high shopfill 

performance and a service oriented retailer are a strong basis to make the step towards jointly 

analyzing and improving OSA when no other priorities are determined by the retailer (see case 

Retailer A). From this point it appeared to be much easier to establish goal alignment and create 

need to collaborate. When relational trust is low, the retailer is less service oriented and the shopfill 

performance is below the benchmark it is expected that the direction of collaboration on short-term 

will be more towards shopfill improvement (see case Retailer B). If the retailer provides priority to 

other projects it is important to show that only little effort is needed to start collaboration on 

shopfill and to establish goal alignment towards OSA on the long-term by management involvement 

(see case Retailer C). These learnings from empirical findings are inserted to the proposed 

theoretical framework (see Figure 5-12). So, in addition to the confirmation of observed factors of 

proposed theoretical framework, several learnings do contribute to existing literature: 
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 Share contextual knowledge appeared to play an important role to increase shared values 

and achieve commitment on collaboration on OSA or on collaboration activities in other 

areas that improve OSA indirectly; 

 Next to open and regular communication the involvement of management appeared to be 

crucial to internally align goals and therefore align goals with Unilever; 

 Idiosyncratic priorities of the retailer appeared to negatively influence goal alignment with 

Unilever. 

 

Secondly, this research provides several interventions that support managers or the LAOs to 

reinforce relational development for joint analysis and improvement of delivery failures of a vertical 

supply chain. Findings showed that to gather and share knowledge about the integrated supply 

chain, face-to-face meetings, involvement of management and frequent communication catalyze 

collaboration during the initial phase. The contribution of this research on existing managerial 

intervention, the selected and developed explicit-to-tacit knowledge technique (the analysis & 

visualization tool), successfully supports to acquire and share contextual knowledge. In this research 

this approach appeared to be very important to increase shared values during face-to-face meetings 

with the retailer. By executing an aggregate analysis about performances of the integrated supply 

chain (combining data Unilever and the retailer) and showing the results in a graph, the retailer can 

be easily informed and values can be shared about where the focus of the collaboration should be. 

The specific analysis did contribute on creating new insights on the main causes and facilitates 

discussion about next steps or counteractions which can be jointly made. Also the knowledge 

provided by verification of cause data of the retailer will gain insight about data quality, so that 

misperceptions can be decreased and new information about assigned causes can be gained. In 

order to prevent discussion about the accuracy of provided results, several detailed examples should 

be kept on hand in future usage of the analysis & verification tool. Frequent communication and 

face-to-face meetings significantly decrease and prevent miscommunication or misperception 

between the retailer and the manufacturer. They also facilitate discussion about each other’s values 

and norms and further increases relational trust. So, several learnings which are related to 

managerial implications to increase shared values are: 

 Acquire and share contextual knowledge by using an analysis & visualization tool (explicit-to-

tacit knowledge technique): 

o Graph(s) which visualizes performance of service rates of all parties in an integrated 

supply chain and the relations between these rates. Based on this knowledge goals 

can be aligned better; 

o Graph(s) with new insight of main root-causes of delivery failures provided by 

diagnosis techniques created and possessed by Unilever. This knowledge supports 

the retailer to become aware of the added value of Unilever; 

o Graph(s) which visualizes quality of available data of measured causes in an 

integrated supply chain and detailed examples should be kept on hand to convince 

the retailer about its accuracy. This information about data quality prevents 

misperception or suspicious thoughts so that relational trust can be established and 

maintained. 
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 Open communication (tacit-to-tacit knowledge technique): via face-to-face meetings both 

parties are able to express their doubts, frustration, vision, or expectation so that values can 

be shared more easily; 

 Communication with management (tacit-to-tacit knowledge technique): through 

involvement of management goals can be aligned internally much easier and established for 

the long term; 

 Frequency of communication (tacit-to-tacit knowledge technique): frequent contact 

moments prevent the growth of misperception, doubts, or frustration so that shared values 

can be increased and maintained. 

 

For Unilever these implications, which increase shared values, did enhance collaboration on OSA 

indirectly or directly in this multiple case study. At one retailer collaboration activities, which are 

directly related to OSA, are executed. Because this retailer is fully committed and shares EPOS and 

stock data, Unilever is able to provide his support on OSA analysis and improvement by using for 

example the 5-step approach. It is expected that shared values related with trust, goal alignment 

and relation benefits are further improved by focusing again on sharing contextual knowledge, only 

then related to explicit knowledge about OSA. This repeatability of the new proposed theoretical 

framework should be tested in future research to further expand its usability.  

 

In addition to the general contributions of this research on available collaboration theory and 

managerial interventions, the proposed intervention, acquire and share contextual knowledge by 

using an analysis & visualization tool, is implemented in practice. This will be further discussed in the 

next paragraph. 

7.1 Implementation of interventions for Unilever 

This research provides several practical contributions for Unilever. First of all, this research provided 

more insight for Unilever if starting with collaboration on shopfill indeed builds sufficient foundation 

for a sustainable collaboration on OSA. And secondly, but more important, the proposed approach, 

providing contextual knowledge from raw Customer Casefill and Shopfill data acquired by the 

analysis & visualization tool, is able to enhance the collaboration activities between the retailer and 

Unilever. Also within Unilever they showed satisfaction about this intervention and the stakeholders 

of this project are willing to continue and further elaborate this approach. Furthermore, during 

European meetings this approach received attention by other MCOs in Europe and managers. They 

showed their interest in this kind of approach towards a more sustainable and supported 

collaboration on analyzing and improving delivery failures in an integrated supply chain. 

 

This paragraph will further discuss the implementation of the analysis tool, which is developed for 

Unilever in order to efficiently acquire contextual knowledge. During this research, this analysis tool 

is used by the researcher, but in the future this should be used by the stakeholders so that they are 

able to turn raw shopfill and customer casefill data into contextual knowledge and share this with 

the retailer in an efficient way. Because this tool is build in close collaboration with stakeholders the 

implementation of this proposed intervention analysis tool is to be considered as a minor 
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organizational change since the developed tool fit within Unilever’s current organizational 

boundaries. For this reason, it is expected that little resistance from stakeholders will appear when 

this tool is implemented in practice. 

 

As mentioned in previous chapter, it is important to be well prepared to share contextual 

knowledge. With the analysis tool Unilever is able to run the analysis efficiently and to provide 

relevant contextual knowledge, which is up to date and accurate. So first of all, instructions are given 

to the key-users/stakeholders how to use the developed analytical tool and the methodology will be 

explained to the stakeholders. Within Unilever, the analytical results are discussed within the 

Customer Service & Logistics teams and they will contact the retailer when lengthy shopfill losses 

appear without any relation with delivery failures from Unilever. So, further analysis on major 

incidental shopfill losses can be done and perhaps prevented in collaboration with the retailer. 

 

This tool can be used when the following criteria are met: 

 Shopfill loss data must be available: it is preferred that data of all stores and DCs are 

included and labeled with time, product code and assigned cause; 

 Customer Casefill/Order data Unilever must be available: data must be extracted from the 

ERP system. 

The user of the tool needs to know how to put in new data and how to run the tool. The execution 

of the analytical and verification tool can be done automatically, because a set of instructions which 

are represented in an abbreviated format (macro) are recorded in Microsoft Excel. The owner of the 

tool will be the LAO and to secure efficiency the execution of the software file will take not more 

than 15 minutes. These tasks can also be done manually, but can be more efficiently executed by the 

software program. Because this tool consist out of ‘easy to understand’ Microsoft Excel formulas 

which link and summarize data sets, it can be easily adapted and maintained by someone who is 

familiar with Excel. The Logistic Account Officer remains responsible for the adaption of the 

analytical and verification tool if new shopfill data becomes available. In order to get users familiar 

with the tool, several meetings must be initiated. During these sessions the users will get more 

information of the shopfill loss problem and how to use the tool. 

 

So, this paragraph showed that the developed analysis tool is of great value for Unilever in order to 

efficiently provide contextual knowledge. Furthermore, the tool and approach will be implemented 

by conducting instructions sessions with stakeholders of this project. Next to the practical 

contributions of this research, several areas for future research due to limitations of this case study 

are exposed in the following paragraph. 

7.2 Limitations & future research 

This study faced several limitations. The collected data during the parallel case study might have 

been distorted due to cognitive limitations, oversimplification of events during the meetings or 

follow up and the tendency towards socially desirable answers. However, close observation and 

interpretation of collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer is very difficult and time 

consuming from a manufacturer perspective and does not fit in the timeframe of this master thesis 
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and position of researcher. In future research, data needs to be collected over a longer period from a 

more independent perspective to complement the findings of this case study. 

 

The second limitation is that a case study is difficult to generalize. However this generalization is 

improved by conducting three case studies which contain different characteristics. Still the 

generalizability remains limited, due to the fact that the three cases were studied in the same 

industry (FMCG industry), only in the Netherlands and that they were presumably large retailers. 

Future research should provide insight how collaboration between the manufacturer and the retailer 

evolve over time in other industries, different countries and with smaller retailers. 

 

Another limitation of this study is that it was conducted within the start up phase of collaboration 

activities around shopfill. Hence, further research is needed on how collaboration will evolve when 

relation resides in a more operational phase. Especially during the operational phase it is important 

to know if new approach remains sustainable. Furthermore, future research should also be done on 

relational development during collaboration activities around OSA. When more critical data, such as 

stock data and EPOS data, is shared and more parties become involved it is likely that internal 

alignment and trust will become of great importance. A research should be conducted which uses 

the developed approach (acquire and share contextual knowledge by using an analysis & verification 

tool), but instead of using shopfill as input data it should be based (if available) on EPOS and stock 

data. Furthermore, this provides insight in the repeatability of proposed theoretical framework 

towards a more mature and fully supported collaboration on OSA. 

  

Next to the findings about factors which influence collaboration between the manufacturer and the 

retailer, more insight is gained in causes of main delivery failures in an integrated supply chain. 

Firstly, the manufacturer and the retailer were unaware of the size and impact of the average 

duration of 8 weeks of several top 25 SKUs of shopfill loss events, which were discovered by the 

pareto analysis. But perhaps even more concerning was the fact that it stayed several times 

unnoticed. More research should be done to find out how this is possible and what solutions can be 

provided on this. Secondly, one of the main issues of shopfill losses at all three retailers was data 

alignment. After small examinations of the biggest losses it appeared that several stores do order for 

too long a replaced product code or do order too early a not yet launched item which resulted into 

lengthy delivery failures. So, more research should be done on how these data mismatches do occur 

and how they can be prevented in the future. Thirdly, at all three retailers the shared shopfill data 

was distorted due the causes of bullwhip effect. However, the bullwhip effect is not taken into 

account in cause assignment as indirect cause of shopfill loss. This shows that the retailer and the 

manufacturer are still unaware of the presence and impact of the bullwhip effect. Although it is 

difficult to measure, perhaps more research on how insight can be increased on KPIs of identified 

bullwhip effect should be done, so that more awareness will be created on further improvement 

possibilities in an integrated supply chain. Reducing bullwhip effect leads to less extensive stocks, 

low utilization of the distribution channel and less OOS at the shelf.  
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3PLP  3rd Party Logistics Provider  

5S  5 Step approach 

CCF  Customer Casefill 

CCFOT  Customer Casefill On Time 

CIMO  Context Intervention Mechanism Outcome 

CS&L  Customer Service and Logistics 

DC  Distribution Center 

EDI  Electronic Data Interchange 

EPOS  Electronic Point Of Sale 

FMCG  Fast Moving Consumer Goods 

KPI  Key Performance Indicator 

LAO  Logistic Account Officer 

LD  Logistic Director 

LS  Logistic Supervisor staff 

M  Manager 

OOS  Out-Of-Stock 

OSA  On-Shelf-Availability 

PM  Project Manager 

R  Replenisher 

RCA  Root Cause Analysis 

SCM  Supply Chain Management 

SKU  Stock Keeping Unit 

TM  Team Manager 

UL  Unilever 
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