
The Unwritten 
Rules of
Building Trust
with Customers
Written Down…



Meet Ben! 
Ben is an Account Manager 

at ABC Company. 

The ABC Company are not 
the greatest when it comes 
to managing their customer 

relationships…  
In fact, Ben’s retail 

partners don’t trust his 
organization. 
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For over 30 years, clients have looked to 
Advantage Group International for insight into 

strengthening their business relationships 
across a broad range of business performance areas.

Ben: 
Help! Our customers don’t trust 
us! What can we do to 
repair our relationships?

3

Dwight:
There are always 
opportunities to improve! 
Advantage will provide your 
teams with the guidance 
needed to manage success in 
the relationship space!

The Unwritten Rules of Building Trust with Customers
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Advantage Group International brings powerful insights: 
 to over 40 countries 
 representing the voices of over 70,000 industry 

professionals 
 to help suppliers and retailers create leaner, more 

robust and agile partnerships

Advantage ReportTM is a 360° benchmarking and performance evaluation program based on 
two-way feedback that facilitates collaboration, creates more rewarding business relationships 

and aids in driving higher sales performance.

Suppliers identify ways to improve via 
feedback from their customers

Retailers identify ways to improve via 
feedback from their supplier partners 
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Dwight:
According to Advantage, trust 
is greatly influenced by 
your ability to effectively 
communicate with 
customers. 

Ben: 
We want to grow our business. 
How can we build trust 
with customers so that we 
can have better business 
relationships and grow 
faster together?
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ADVANTAGE SCORE AT THE MARKET LEVEL

Advantage Score vs. Sales Change in the  Following Year

+4.9%

Better collaboration leads to better business results. 
High performing suppliers in 

Advantage Report™ achieve 5% higher sales 
performance on average in the following year, 

than low performers.
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“They are the best at communication. It is a key aspect to our business relationship.”
“We can email them and have a response within five minutes. If they cannot have a response to 
us, they will let us know the timeline and when they will have a response. As a result, we get 
better stock positions and better sales. The key driver is better sales. It definitely helps us to make 
more profit for our company.”

A Best in Class Company

Effective
Communication

“They work with us to constantly communicate information on new items and execution. 
They work with us as a partner. If we email them, we get a response within minutes.
That is why they are one of the best suppliers we work with.”
“Communication is the most important thing to us in a business relationship.” 

A Best in Class Company
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Effective
Communication

"They have regular meetings. We get to know the vendor 
as a person and not just a company name. We like to have 
meetings outside the office, walk stores and tour facilities. We want 
to spend time with the vendor outside the meeting room. 
It is important to have those meetings, certainly, in the 
meeting room"

A Best in Class Company

“They share plans with us and constantly keep us updated on what is going on. 
They have really good communication. They are probably one of the vendors that we do 
have more hands on with throughout the year. They come in and share their plans. 
They collaborate with us for sure. They absolutely look out for what is best for both parties."

A Best in Class Company
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“They are worse than most for communicating 
effectively with us. There is an opportunity to get 
on the same page and provide responses 
urgently to anticipate what we need quickly and 
provide us what we request in a timely manner. If 
we require an image for something or a response 
on a promotion or price point, we always have 
to follow up multiple times with them and they 
are always behind. We miss timelines, other 
departments are waiting on us and we are 
wasting everyone's time”

Not a Best in Class Company

Not Effective
Communication

“Communication from them was weak. 
When we would meet, information was 
not as clear as it could be, follow-
through from some of the things we talked 
about was not there and their business 
presentation was not as good versus 
some other vendor partners'. On some new 
item rollouts, some days after rollout date we 
still did not have the program or product in the 
stores. We called and were told it was 
delayed two weeks, but we never got a 
call or an email telling us that… The 
greater impact is credibility. We put our 
team out there to sell and drive this program 
and then it does not ship…”

Not a Best in Class Company
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Not Effective
Communication

“The person we deal with at their company is not very good with regard to communication. 
What they submit is often wrong and has not been reviewed very carefully… The individual is 
very unclear and disorganized; there is a lot of back-and-forth to understand and confirm what 
was meant. Our expectation is that they will verify information being submitted to us and ensure its accuracy."

Not a Best in Class Company

"The communication piece makes them one of the worst companies we work with. 
They do not communicate with us when there are going to be shorts on what we have 
ordered. We do not get notified ahead of time. We find out when the product hits our DC 
facilities that the orders are going to be shorted. It is another piece of the communication that has really 
fallen from them… The impact was loss of sales and loss of trust in the relationship with them as a 
vendor. It impacted us being able to plan and promote effectively."

Not a Best in Class Company



After analyzing the 
qualitative research from 
Canada, USA and South 
Africa, we identified the 
behaviours outlined here.
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The following group of retail partners covering channels such as Grocery, 
Drug/Pharma and Convenience were involved in learning How to Build Trust. 

7Eleven Circle K Federated Co-op Kmart Metro Roundy's Target

99 Cents Only Clicks Fred's Pharmacy Kum & Go Murphy USA Safeway The Home Depot

Ahold Coleman's Fruit & Veg City K-VA-T Food City Overwaitea Sam's Club Thrifty Foods

Albertsons Core-Mark Game Lawton's Pet Supermarket Save Hyper Tops Friendly Markets

BILO/WinnDixie Costco Canada Gateway Newstands Loblaw Pet Supplies Plus SaveALot Total Wine and More

BJ's Couche Tard GetGo! Longo Brothers PetSmart Schnuck Markets Inc. TRA Atlantic

Bonisoir CST (formerly Valero 
Energy)

Giant Eagle MacDonalds Consolidated Pharmasave Shield Unified Grocers

Boxer CVS H.T. Hackney Mac's Pick n Pay Shoppers Drug Mart Uniprix

Brookshire's Delhaize America HQ Harris Teeter Makro Pioneer Energy Shoprite Wakefern Food

Buy-Low Foods DisChem Husky Energy Marsh Supermarkets Price Chopper Sobeys Walgreens

C&S Wholesale Grocers Eby-Brown Hy-Vee Masscash QuickChek Southeastern Grocers Walmart

Calgary Co-op Edcon ICC Buying Group Massmart Rabba Fine Foods Spar Wegmans

Cambridge Food EST Imperial Oil Maverik RaceTrac Spartan Nash Weis Markets

Canadian Tire Familiprix ITWAL McMahon Rhino Cash 'n Carry Speedway Whole Foods

Cineplex Family Dollar Katz Group Meijer Rite-Aid SunCor Woodmans

SuperValu Woolworths



Dwight:
We’ve identified 
10 Best in Class 
Competencies that 
create a climate of 
Cooperation and 
Trust. 

These are built on a 
foundation of Effective 
Communication. 

Holds themselves accountable for 
their performance and listens to 
customer suggestions on how to 

improve. 

Is candid about issues and is 
willing to have the difficult 

conversations to discuss them. 

Shows commitment to the 
customer by providing 

engagement at leadership levels. 

Is transparent and shares 
relevant information about their 

company.

Is always willing to 
accommodate customer 

needs and requests.

Has the customer's best 
interests at heart and wants 

both parties to succeed. 

Enthusiastically 
participates in and 
supports customer 

programs.

Is honest and open; 
customers trust that 
what you say is true.

Understands the 
customer's business 
and what they need.

Demonstrates an 
unbiased, objective 
view of the category.

Effective
Communication
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Ben:
If our customers don’t trust 
us, this must be reflected 
in our behaviours…
How do customers 
see us as a partner? 
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1. Employee 
Turnover
If you can't 

avoid it, make 
sure you 

manage it well 
by putting 

trained people 
in key roles 
with strong 
handovers.

Dwight:
Impressions are everything! How your customers see you is heavily impacted by how difficult or easy you make their 
ability to trust in you. Consider employee turnover and advocacy, these are key themes within our findings on 
Effective Communication. 

2. Advocacy
Your customer 
relies on you… 
you need to be 

their voice 
inside your 

organization 
and be the 

champion for 
their needs. 
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Is candid about issues and is 
willing to have the difficult 

conversations to discuss them. 

“Our company also values communication, openness and honesty. Nobody is 
perfect; things will come up along the way and we value best-in-class 
partners who are honest with us about issues that come up, and 
who will help us work through those issues. Our job is to fight 
fires and do the best we can for our consumers, and we cannot 
do that alone.”

A Best in Class Company

“They stand out because of what they communicate. Specifically, with their 
personnel, we have great confidence that when they bring something to us, they 
are being honest. They have vetted that information internally within their 
organization to ensure they are bringing us the best products possible… It 
goes beyond having good communication; they provide 
communication that we can trust…"

A Best in Class Company
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Is transparent and shares 
relevant information about 

their company.

"They are a good partner but, in a few instances, we felt they were not 
transparent with our company. That ended up putting a dent in our 
relationship. Whatever things they tell us now we take with a grain of 
salt. We are not as trusting as we were. We would like them to give us a full 
roadmap for the year on products and costing, etc. That cannot be something we find 
out at the last minute, as that gives us little time to react as an organization."

Not a Best in Class Company

“We have a very transparent 
relationship with them. We feel that 
there is a trust factor between the 
two of us. We talk about what is 
important to both sides of the 
relationship, and how we 
drive business together… 
They are very transparent compared 
to some of our other suppliers. With 
some of the other suppliers, we have 
to dig in and find out the information 
for ourselves."

A Best in Class Company

“Best-in-class manufacturers do not hide anything. They come in and 
present the facts as they are. Then they come up with solutions for how to drive their 
brand. Everything is on the table. They explain how their funds work, how 
their promotions work and how their marketing plans work, and they 
have a conversation about how to best utilize their program tailored to the retailer. It is 
true collaboration.”

A Best in Class Company
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Understands the 
customer's business 
and what they need.

"We have created a relationship with them wherein we have a sense of trust… 
We have the right people in the right places that allow us to get things done. 
They understand where our strategies are, and they help us to 
create products that will achieve our strategy and hit our goals. 
Because they understand our business so much better now and 
because we understand how their business works, there is more 
of a fluid conversation and fluid relationship where we are much 
more aligned. A lot of things we do make sense for both of us. Things are 
realistic, so when we launch something it becomes successful."

A Best in Class Company

“They are a model supplier in a lot of ways. They are doing everything right, as much as a 
vendor can with us. We have had an absolutely excellent account rep for a number of years. 
They know our business and build programs that are directly tied to the 
things we are trying to do. They are knowledgeable of our strategy and they 
know the direction our executive team is taking the company.”

A Best in Class Company “…With most of the people there, 
we dealt with them as juniors 35 
years ago, and today they may 
be the second in charge or the 
seniors in the company. It is a 
long and personal 
relationship, and trust has 
been built up for years. The 
people that actually see us and 
try to sell us ideas about the 
brands are trusted. They 
understand our business 
and we understand theirs,
and we try to accommodate each 
other and get the best out of 
both.”

A Best in Class Company
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“It is very easy to tell if a vendor is biased towards their own brand at the 
expense of their competitors' brands, and our contact there is 
quite objective. They are focused on what is good for the 
category. They bring us category insights. They always play it fair. 
Because we trust them, we can go with their opinion.”

A Best in Class Company

Demonstrates an 
unbiased, objective 
view of the category.

“They are very biased. They say their brands are the 
best and we should have them in all of our events. It is a 
continuing struggle to balance all the brands we need to 
focus on. They are always talking about how 
their brands are the best and they should be 
promoted more. It is a 'me, me, me' kind of 
thing”

Not a Best in Class Company

“In regard to improvement, they have a tendency to be very 
biased towards their product in trying to control 
the market and have a monopoly on the market.
Rather than growing together, they want to push out 
existing products that are in our stores and the top 
performing products by just trying to have a 
monopoly and have those products listed. That does 
not seem right for the business. It does not create a good 
working relationship. It does not build trust, and it makes us 
always be cautious…"

Not a Best in Class Company

"They have a category lens versus just their company lens 
when they are looking at it. Obviously, the objective is to grow our 
business, so they need to think about the total, broader category, and 
not just specific to their brand. It is so important for us to have a 
collaborative relationship because it just makes things that much 
smoother."

A Best in Class Company



“Communicating 
Effectively” 
is a key driver of Trust.

Accountable For Your 
PerformanceCandid About Issues

Shows Commitment Transparent and 
Shares

Willing to 
Accommodate

Has Their Best 
Interests at Heart

Enthusiastically 
Participates

Honest and 
Open

Understands 
their Business

Unbiased and 
Objective

Effective
Communication

“Trust Tree”
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Dwight: 
That’s right! We recommend closely evaluating how you are 
perceived by your customers. Whether you’re in a market 
where Advantage ReportTM is available or not, you’ll find the 
following checklists to be useful tools in building trust 
with your retail partners.

Ben:
There’s a lot more to building trust than I expected… 
However, if we follow your advice to build trust, in 
order to improve relationships with our 
customers, we are likely to increase sales! 
Therefore, this is important information we need to act on! 
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W: www.advantagegroup.com 

There are Always 
Opportunities to Improve.

Want to Know What Your Customers Think 
About Your Business on This Practice? 
Contact Us Today:

Dwight Konings
VICE PRESIDENT, 
GLOBAL CLIENT DEVELOPMENT, 
NORTH AMERICA

dkonings@advantagegroup.com
+1 416 863 0685 x215

Leandro Zalc Bonder 
VICE PRESIDENT, 
GLOBAL CLIENT DEVELOPMENT, 
EUROPE
lbonder@advantagegroup.com
+41 787 79 0095

Nestor Sanajko
DIRECTOR, GLOBAL CLIENT BUSINESS 
DEVELOPMENT

nsanajko@advantagegroup.com
+1 416 863 0685 x 289



Connect With Our Local Market Representative Today
Argentina
Juan Carlos Traverso 
jctraverso@advantagegroup.com

W: https://www.advantagegroup.com/locations

Australia
John McLoughlin
jmcloughlin@advantagegroup.com

Belgium
Bart Laumans
blaumans@advantagegroup.com

Brazil
Ana Fioratti
afioratti@advantagegroup.com

Canada
Vincent van der Heijden
vvanderheijden@advantagegroup.com

Central America
Sofia de Grajeda
sdegrajeda@advantagegroup.com

Chile
Roberto Vega
rvega@advantagegroup.com

China
Jason Gao
jgao@advantagegroup.com 

Colombia
Liliana Congote
lcongote@advantagegroup.com

Czech Republic
Pavel Pichler
ppichler@advantagegroup.com 

France
Thierry Garcette
tgarcette@advantagegroup.com

Germany
Lutz Anderie
landerie@advantagegroup.com

Hungary
Gábor Erdö
gerdo@advantagegroup.com

India
Marie-Helene Wood
mwood@advantagegroup.com

Ireland
Mike Doole
mdoole@advantagegroup.com

Italy
Carlo Bosio
cbosio@advantagegroup.com

Japan
Atsushi Hosoda
japan@advantagegroup.com

Mexico
Ramón Ricoy Ibarrola
rricoy@advantagegroup.com

Netherlands
Bart Laumans
blaumans@advantagegroup.com

New Zealand
Dan Meiklejohn
dmeiklejohn@advantagegroup.com

Peru
Roberto Vega
rvega@advantagegroup.com

Poland
Magdalena Jarus
mjarus@advantagegroup.com

Portugal
Jaime Navarro
jnavarro@advantagegroup.com

Puerto Rico
Yanina Lebron
ylebron@advantagegroup.com

Romania
Mihaela Gavris
mgavris@advantagegroup.com 

Russia
Dmitry Sevalkin
dsevalkin@advantagegroup.com

Saudi Arabia
Jean-Marc Gilg
jmgilg@advantagegroup.com

Slovakia
Zuzana Rydziová
zrydziova@advantagegroup.com

South Africa
Marie-Helene Wood
mwood@advantagegroup.com

South Korea
Jong Joo Jung
jjoojung@advantagegroup.com 

Spain
Jaime Navarro
jnavarro@advantagegroup.com

Thailand
Clem Chan
cchan@advantagegroup.com

Turkey
Yavuz Bolgi
ybolgi@advantagegroup.com

Ukraine
Nikolay Parkhomenko
nparkhomenko@advantagegroup.com 

United Arab Emirates
Jean-Marc Gilg
jmgilg@advantagegroup.com

United Kingdom
Andy Kemp King
akempking@advantagegroup.com

United States
Marc Hubbard
mhubbard@advantagegroup.com



Visit our Website, YouTube Channel or 
LinkedIn Page for video commentary from 

our partners on how we add value.

@AdvantageGroupInternational www.advantagegroup.com
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