
7 Deadly Sins
VOICES FROM THE FRONT LINES

THAT LIMIT  
RETAIL COLLABORATION
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col·lab·o·rate 
the action of working with someone to create something 

What we share: 
the shopper

RETAILER Brand

Collaboration is everywhere you look: design, fashion, music and business. Across a range of disciplines, people are using 

collaboration to break through, create new and get bigger results. Whether it’s The North Face hooking up IBM’s Watson to 

help find the perfect jacket, or Prince inviting Alabama Shakes to jam at Paisley Park studios, some of today’s biggest 

“hits” have been collaborations. 

Collaboration holds great potential for brands and retailers, both, especially 

when you consider that they share a common interest: the shopper. With 

this shared constituent at the center, you might think that brand-retailer 

collaboration would be easy and commonplace. But too often there are 

misses. On many occasions people report trying to collaborate, yet 

nothing new or innovative happens. It’s just more of the same old same 

old or a lot of meetings that end up leading nowhere.

If collaboration fails feel all too familiar, you might be committing collaboration “sins” you don’t even realize. These 

often-subtle, counter-productive behaviors get in the way of breakthrough results and can quickly derail progress. So what 

might you or your team be doing wrong? We polled industry-leading retailers and brands (many who’ve learned collaboration 

lessons the hard way) to find out. Curated here is the best of their advice on what could be holding you back. 
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How you start is how you finish; if you begin with the wrong aspirations, you’ll 

end up that way, too. The key to collaboration is to have a well-defined goal, 

which means: 1) a clear problem to solve and 2) agreement that it needs a 

new solution. So how do you know if you’ve got a well-defined goal? Just 

listen, because the sin of misalignment has sound. Be alert for common 

“language barriers” where:  

• One side talks trips, while the other speaks of market share 

• There’s a tether to the status quo rather than a quest for new 

• Teams are talking more about what’s worked than what’s broken 

• There are no passionate questions of “What’s next?” or “What can I do?” 

It’s easy to have lots of nice meetings. But if brands and retailers are not aligned 

to the end state, you’ll have a frustrating lack of progress. Just as importantly, 

if you team up and get to the same old answer, collaboration will feel like a waste 

of time. So get clear on what you’re reinventing and why.

1. You don’t have a shared goal and the desire to create something 
new or different.

sin of Misalignment

“For a brand and retailer to 

have a collaborative success, 

first and foremost, the 

business goal must be mutual.”  

Dave Vanderwaal 
VP Marketing Home Appliances & 
Consumer Electronics, LG



Collaboration isn’t all charity; both parties should have their needs met in spades. 

But oftentimes a “do it my way” attitude shuts down routes that could lead to 

creative solutions.  

This sin can be tricky, because most people think they’re being open and flexible. 

But be careful: your partner may be interpreting your actions differently. For 

example, one telltale sign of self-centeredness is asking your collaboration 

partner to abandon things at their very core. A retailer may be highly invested 

in their segmentation, but you ask them to define audiences another way. Or they 

may have policies like clean stores that are essential to their customer experience, 

but you ask for an exception. When you do those things, you’re asking your 

partner to be less than their authentic, best self for the sake of your needs.   

There are probably other signals you’re sending that make your relationship about 

“what you want” rather than “what’s possible.” One thing that’s like a scarlet 

letter on your forehead: you bring a proposal. It tells your partner that you 

have a preconceived notion of what you want and are willing to do—sending the 

message that you’re hoping to get as much of what’s on that paper as possible. 

This is classic negotiation, and often a collaboration killer.  

Good collaborators know the lesson of the “third way.” Not “my way” or “your 

way, ”but an approach that’s totally different and even better. Make sure your 

collaborations honor your partners’ interests and leave room for that discovery.
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“It requires commitment and 

capability. Partners must 

believe we have their best 

interests at heart. Then they 

must believe we can      

actually deliver.”  

Jeff SwearingEN 
SVP Demand Xcelerator, Pepsico

sins of self-centeredness
2. You hope to change your partners through collaboration. 
3. Your collaboration is really negotiation in disguise.
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The fourth sin is the area of lost productivity—not getting enough 

done because you lack process. Too many times, parties fail to 

gain the early momentum that keeps passion alive, or they 

don’t get to fresh, actionable outcomes. An ineffective process can 

often be the underlying cause. 

If your collaboration session feels like a typical boardroom of people 

having a meeting, you’re probably not going to get a different result.  

Why? Because you’re not doing things differently. Your time 

collaborating starts to feel a little like that classic Bill Murray movie 

Groundhog Day: same meeting, same feel, same outcome.

Collaboration should look very different from typical meetings. 

These sessions should be filled with inputs, stimuli and activities that 

force fresh thinking. At Shoptology, we have a process called Co-Lab 

that gets teams to bigger ideas faster by bringing together a range of 

stakeholders and helping them effectively co-create shopper-focused 

solutions. We’ve done it with numerous brands who find that a 

facilitated, third-party-led process frees them up to be more creative 

and in the moment. 

But whatever process you use, the point is to have one that breaks 

beyond conventional thinking, has clear milestones of 

progress and guides toward the goal. The way you partner 

should make collaboration exciting, productive and full of opportunity. 

We’ve done it with numerous brands—Nestlé, Walmart and PepsiCo, 

to name a few. 

FROM TO

WE CAN’T! WE CAN! 

CRITIQUE CREATE

LINEAR REAL–TIME

HAND–OFFs HANDS–ON

SECRETIVE TRANSPARENT

activities outcomes

my business our shopper

CHANGING THE ENVIRONMENT

sin of running in Circles
4.You lack a process for collaboration.

“You’ve got to get input from the 

front lines — people in the stores 

who know what’s real.”  

William DuBose, SVP – Mass Retail 

North America, Elizabeth Arden



Don’t be guilty of premature celebration. Too often collaborators drink up ideas, 

then pull back when the bar tab arrives. Or, they call success when they get 

to a great plan rather than when they get great ideas to market.  

One reality collaborators often aren’t prepared for is that new, breakthrough 

ideas may not sync up to current models. There may not be a role within the 

organization whose job it is to move things forward, or a bucket of funding 

where it easily fits. That’s why it’s critical to garner resources first so that 

there’s a way to make the collaboration a reality. For example, fund a test 

to show proof of concept and establish benchmarks that, if met, unlock 

additional funding from both sides.  

And make sure you do some necessary bulletproofing along the way so that 

unexpected surprises don’t send your efforts off track. Get commitments all the 

way to senior leadership early so if team members move on, the intentions are 

still clear.  

Also, think about multiple ways to achieve the outcome (like alternate markets 

or media) to give yourself a Plan B if your first recommendation falters. 

As one top marketer put it, “your last meeting isn’t the finish line of 

collaboration.” Make in-market success the metric and stay focused on 

getting there.
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Sins of stopping Short
5. You won’t make the first move. 
6. You quit before you get to in-market execution.

“I’ve never seen a bad 

PowerPoint presentation or 

a bad plan. I’ve seen poor 

execution. People get a head 

nod from a partner and 

think everything is great. 

They celebrate way too 

early.” 

Kurt LAufer 
SVP Chief Customer Marketing & 
Innovation OFFICER, dean foods



So once your collaboration has made it to market and you’re measuring 

outcomes, make sure you look all the way back in your journey right to the very 

beginning—collaboration. Most people are good about talking the standard 

marketing metrics like sales, share, trips, baskets, etc., but few assess whether 

the collaboration even got the initiative off to a fair start. It’s hard to improve if 

you don’t know where your faults lie, so be sure to scorecard yourself with 

questions like: 

• Did I bring the right insights, resources and expertise? 

• Was the process designed to yield something new? 

• Did the idea start big enough? Was it really breakthrough? 

• Did the idea get to market in tact? If not, what in our collaboration 
compromised it? 

• Did we have the funding to execute it right and scale up success? 

Reflecting on your collaboration efforts is key so that you’ll build a winning 

capability. Studies have shown that brands who get collaboration right reap 

the rewards—and are sought out when partners are in need of new solutions. 

Collaboration is important currency at retail today, so make sure your company 

is rich with it.
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sin of poor Self-Reflection
7. You look at results, but not the collaboration causes.

“Post-analysis is really 

important to understand 

what could’ve made it work. 

The real sin is just looking 

at sales results and saying, 

‘let’s not do that again’ …” 

Brad Mullinax  
Category Director - 
Breakfast, Baking, Coffee & Tea 

Southeastern Grocers 

manufacturers who win at retail are …

Source: 2016 North American Customer and Channel Management Survey, Nielsen/McKinsey & Company

more likely to dedicate 
resources to retailer 

collaboration

more likely to  
view retailer collaboration 

as a strategic priority 

more likely to discuss root 
causes and address them 

jointly

2.6X 50%5x
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You may be feeling a little guilty about some of the ways you’ve tried to collaborate in the past. But if your company’s not 

perfect, don’t worry. We have a saying at Shoptology: progress over perfection. The point is to get better, and we guarantee 

that our simple “to-don’t” list of 7 deadly sins is a good start. 

Know that as shopping changes, more minds and more assets will need to team up to get results. Collaboration will become 

not only a vital capability, but a competitive advantage for those who do it well. So put the proper resources in place to get it 

right. If there’s ever a time to repent of your collaboration sins and get on an enlightened path, it’s now.

Want to learn more about effective brand-retailer collaboration?  

Contact us at info@goshoptology.com.

Road to Redemption

RUNNING IN CIRCLESMISALIGNMENT self-centeredness stopping short poor self-reflection

7 Deadly Sins

You don’t have a 
shared goal and the 

desire to create 
something new.

You hope to change 
your partner through 

collaboration. 

Your collaboration is 
really negotiation in 

disguise.

You lack a process 
for collaboration.

You won’t make the 
first move to invest. 

You quit before you 
get to in-market 

execution.

You look at results, 
but not the 

collaboration 
causes.


