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Abstract 
Background: As the link between end customers and suppliers, retailers are directly 
facing the end customers’ demand and meanwhile affected by suppliers’ performance. 
The integration and recognition of information exchange between a retailer and its 
supplier is significant for a retailer to operate its business effectively and efficiently. To 
achieve an effective and efficient retail supply chain, it is necessary to ivestigate and 
understand in a retailer-supplier interface, what information is given and required by a 
retailer, what benefits a retailer can obtain from this information exchange as well as 
what challenges a retailer may face. 

Purpose: The purpose is to investigate types of information between a retailer and its 
supplier, and the included benefits and challenges with the information exchange from 
the retailer’s perspective. 
Method: This thesis is a descriptive-exploratory study with an abductive approach and 
a qualitative method. The theoretical framework was built based on relevant previous 
research and the empirical data was collected from nine semi-structured interviews. A 
multiple-holistic case study strategy was applied, in which five retail companies were 
involved. Both theoretical framework and empirical data are strongly connected to the 
research purpose and research questions.  
Conclusion: It is clear that there is a great recognition of information exchange between 
a retailer and its supplier. By analyzing empirical findings, three summary tables 
regarding the research questions were developed. Some categories are in line with the 
theoretical framework, while some others were identified from empirical findings. To 
sum up, eleven types of information, thirteen categories of benefits, and nine categories 
of challenges with information exchange have been identified from the retailer’s 
perspective. 

Future research: The future research can further: 1. Focus on one specific retail sector; 
2. Study offline, online retailers separately; 3. Focus on service retailers; 4. Focus on 
retailers’ inter-organizational communication; 5. Study from the supplier’s perspective; 
and 6. Develop solutions dealing with the supply chain, or the inter-organizational 
complexity. 
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1 Introduction 
The first chapter creates basic information regarding information exchange in the 
supply chain and especially between two actors, a retailer and its supplier. Continuing, 
it is following the problem discussion and purpose with the accompanying research 
questions. The chapter is ending with the scope and delimitations and an outline of the 
thesis.  

1.1 Background 
A retailer’s basic function in a supply chain is to provide customers various types of 
products that collected from different manufacturers, wholesalers, distributors, or in 
other words, different suppliers (Levy & Weitz, 2008). Thus, the retailer constitutes the 
final stage in a supply chain and link suppliers to customers (Figure 1). This function 
makes retailers directly face the final customers, and directly affected by the changes in 
customer expectations about products and services (Ganesan, George, Jap, Palmatier, & 
Weitz, 2009). Also, retailers are affected by suppliers’ performance (Kannan & Tan, 
2002). This special position of connecting final customers with suppliers differs 
retailers from other supply chain members who are in a general customer-supplier 
interface.  

 
Figure 1: Retailer’s supply chain 

(From the retailer perspective, supplier can be any actor in the supply chain that provide a retailer with products) 
 
Retailers’ power position in the supply chain has changed a lot since 1980s. 
Retailers were in a relative passive power position where products were pushed from 
suppliers to them and then pushed to customers. However due to the more competitive 
market, longer and complex supply chain and the development of information systems, 
nowadays retailers are in a more powerful position in the supply chain that having 
control from production to consumption (Sparks, 2010). Even so, retailers are forced to 
react to real-time customer demand. This trend of shifting from a push to a pull supply 
chain along with other trends such as the need of eliminating unnecessary inventory, 
outsourcing non-core business, and an enhanced role of information systems together 
call for a high level of integration within supply chains (Sparks, 2010). Anand and 
Grover (2013) also argue that factors such as globalization, market instability, reducing 
product life-cycle and increasing competition compel retailers to be adaptive and 
responsive. In other words, retailers need to be flexible enough to meet the changing 
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customer demand, therefore a greater integration between all actors within the supply 
chain is required. 

The interdependency of a retailer and its suppliers makes integration between both 
parties important, and the information exchange between them is necessary to achieve 
this integration in order to most satisfy end customers. Lotfi, Mukhtar, Sahran, & Zadeh 
(2013) argue that managing information exchange properly has positive impacts on both 
parties’ performance in terms of inventory management, cost reduction, resource 
utilization, customer satisfaction and so on. Anand and Grover (2013) also indicated 
that the management of retailers’ critical initiatives such as transportation and inventory 
requires a high and multiple level of information exchange.  
 
The ultimate goal of retailers is to meet customers’ demand and at lowest cost. The 
customers’ level of satisfaction and the costs incurred are also the two aspects from 
which supply chain performance can be viewed on (Estampe, Lamuori, Paris and 
Brahim-Djelloul, 2013). Retailers consider supply chain performance more valuable 
nowadays since they need to respond rapidly to the changes of customers’ demand (Lee, 
2004). Traditionally, when talking about improving retailers’ performance, the focus 
has been put on their own firm’s operations (Lusch, Dunne, & Carver, 2010; Levy & 
Weitz, 2008). However, the reality is they need to develop corresponding strategic 
approaches with their partners and integrated with them (Plazibat & Brajevic, 2009; 
Ganesan et al., 2009). Chen (2003) pointed out that the way supply chain members 
exchange their information and coordinate their decisions have critical impacts on the 
supply chain performance. In other words, information exchange among supply chain 
members determines the level of integration, which in turn affects the supply chain 
performance. 
 
The best performance of supply chain as a whole is increasing the value of all members 
and satisfying the customers rather than only focusing on the profit of one member 
(Frazelle, 2002). However in a more complicated market and with longer and wider 
supply chains, achieving this performance is becoming more difficult. One reason is the 
insufficient information exchange and the distortion of information. The well-known 
bullwhip effect is one of the most famous examples of how information distortion can 
lead to poor supply chain performance (Fiala, 2005), which on the other hand, addresses 
the importance of information exchange within a supply chain. Poirier and Bauer (2000) 
argued that a successful supply chain performance is not confined to a single firm but 
belongs to the network. Since the retailer is the end of the supply chain, it is necessary 
for retailers to have a good performance, which then affects the whole chain positively. 
Thus, a sufficient information exchange is necessary to have a better supply chain 
performance.   

1.2 Problem Discussion 
As mentioned above, retailers’ role is to connect suppliers in order to utmost satisfy the 
customers’ ever changing demands. Under this circumstance, information exchange 
between a retailer and its supplier is highly important for the retailer to manage critical 
operations such as inventory, cost, resource utilization, and customer satisfaction in an 
effective manner (Lotfi et al., 2013). Furthermore, as supply chains are getting more 
complex through multiple flows, actors and systems, the information exchange is 
getting complex at the same time. Thus, to have an effective and efficient retail supply 
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chain, it is necessary to understand what information is given and required by a retailer, 
what benefits a retailer can obtain from this information exchange as well as what 
challenges a retailer may face. 
 
There exists numerous of studies in the field of information exchange within a supply 
chain. However, most of the studies only focus on a general customer-supplier interface, 
where the customer and supplier can be any supply chain member such as raw material 
suppliers, manufacturers, wholesalers, and so on. Thus, there is still a lack of studies 
that specific focusing on the retailer-supplier interface from the retailer’s perspective. 
Some studies focus on the information exchange within different retailers from an 
internal business operation perspective, in order to have a better business performance 
(Evrard-Samuel, 2008; Levy & Weitz, 2008; Tengberg & Fredrik, 2013). Some other 
studies focus on the information exchange between retailers and its suppliers but from a 
supplier’s perspective. For example, Hulthén (2010) studied the information exchange 
between retailers and suppliers in Swedish food retail supply chain, but from the 
supplier’s perspective instead of the retailer’s. Further, although some studies addressed 
several challenges with information exchange such as trust issue, or the using of 
multiple information systems (Kumar, 1996; Levy & Weith, 2008; Gunasekaran & 
Ngai, 2004; Qrunfleh & Tarafdar, 2014; Mavengere, Mäkipää, & Ruohonen, 2012), 
these conclusions are drawn in a general customer-supplier interface without pointing at 
a retailer-supplier interface from the retailer’s perspective. Thus, there is an opportunity 
for this thesis to investigate the benefits and challenges with information exchange from 
a retailer perspective. 

Moreover, some studies argue that under some circumstances, a downstream supply 
chain member does not obtain the same level of benefits in information exchange as the 
upstream member does (Lee, Padmanabhan, & Whang, 2004; Dukes, Gal-Or, & 
Geylani, 2011). Thus, it is necessary to investigate if this situation is still true for 
retailers, and further more importantly, to investigate what benefits a retailer can still 
obtain under this situation so that the information flow keeps continuous. Moreover, as 
the link between suppliers and final customers, retailers need good amount and quality 
of information from both sides to make right decisions in terms of what to order, how 
much to order, how much to keep in stock, and so on. Thus, since exchange information 
is an inevitable activity in a retailer’s business operation, it is essential to get a deeper 
understanding of the types of information as well as the benefits and challenges with 
this activity.  
 
Thus, this thesis will discuss and analyse the information exchange between a retailer 
and its supplier from the retailer’s perspective both in the theoretical framework and in 
empirical data. The theoretical framework will be developed based on existing 
literatures, and the empirical data will be collected from interviews within case 
companies. The combination of theoretical framework and practical view of real-life 
situation helps to emphasize the importance of information exchange for retailers, and 
thus, to better organize the information flow with suppliers. 

1.3 Purpose and Research Questions 
Above, it has been already argued that a high level of supply chain performance is 
critical for a retailer to stay competitive in today’s retail industry. A key factor for 
achieving this competitiveness is integration with other partners along the supply chain, 
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especially with suppliers. Additionally, it also has been discussed that under some 
circumstances, retailers may not be the biggest winner of this information exchange. 
Furthermore, the issues of what type of information is exchanged, the key benefits and 
challenges of information exchange are covered by previous research mostly from a 
general customer-supplier interface from a supplier’s perspective. Studies that focus on 
a more specific retailer-supplier interface, particular from a retailer’s perspective is 
missing. Thus, the purpose of this thesis is:  
 
“To investigate types of information between a retailer and its supplier, and the 
included benefits and challenges with the information exchange from the retailer’s 
perspective” 
 
In order to fulfil the purpose three research questions have been developed. The first 
step is to investigate what types of information are exchanged between a retailer and its 
supplier from the retailer’s perspective. Thus, the first research question is: 

RQ I:  What types of information are to be exchanged between a retailer and its 
supplier? 

 
The second step in fulfilling the purpose is to investigate the main benefits for a retailer 
with information exchange with its supplier. Thus, the second research question is: 
 
RQ II:  What benefits can a retailer obtain from information exchange with its 

supplier? 
 
Then the third step is to investigate the key challenges for a retailer with information 
exchange with its supplier, or in other words, what are the main barriers for information 
exchange from a retailer perspective. Thus, the third research question is: 
 
RQ III:  What challenges may a retailer face from information exchange with its 

supplier? 
 
In order to answer the three research questions and fulfil the purpose, a multiple case 
study including nine interviews with five retailers have been conducted. Every research 
question will be answered based on theoretical framework and the empirical findings. 

1.4 Scope and Delimitations 
This thesis is written in the area of business administration and is related to the field of 
retail supply chain management. The particular research topic is information exchange 
between a retailer and its supplier. Thus, this thesis will focus on interface between a 
retailer and its supplier from the retailer perspective (Figure 2). As discussed in the 
background, a supplier in this study could be any actor that provides the retailer with 
products directly, no matter it is a manufacturer, a wholesaler or other participants in the 
supply chain. 
 
This thesis will focus on identifying the types of information as well as the benefits and 
challenges with information exchange between a retailer and its supplier from a retailer 
perspective. The number of benefits and challenges could be many and rather different, 
thus, this study will make an overall review of these aspects rather than an in-depth 
review of specific types of information, benefits and challenges. 
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 Figure 2: Retailer’s supply chain and its suppliers 

 
As Figure 2 illustrates, this thesis will neither include the information exchange between 
retailers and the final customers, nor the information exchange within different retailers. 
The number of suppliers is not the concern of this thesis, because it focuses on the 
information exchange between a retailer and its supplier in a general way, not how a 
retailer manages a high number of suppliers. 

1.5 Outline 
Figure 3 illustrates the structure of this thesis. The introduction chapter starts with a 
background regarding the role of retailer and information exchange in a supply chain, 
followed by problem discussion that reveals the research gap of a specific retailer-
supplier interface has not been covered by previous research. Research purpose and 
research questions are stated clearly in the following section. This chapter ends with the 
scope and delimitations that draws a clear border of the research field of this thesis. 

 
Figure 3: Structure of the study 

The next chapter, theoretical framework, will guide readers through the most relevant 
previous research, which are used to create a better understanding and knowledge of 
information exchange between actors in a general customer-supplier interface. Then the 
methodology chapter describes the research methodology including the research 
approach, strategy, data collection and analysis techniques applied by this thesis. 
Empirical findings then presents the empirical data that collected from nine interviews 
with five case companies, followed by an analysis of the empirical findings and 
theoretical framework. A conclusion is then provided to summary the main parts of this 
thesis, fulfil the porpose and answer the research questions. The thesis ends with a 
discussion that includes contribution to theoretical and managerial implication, 
limitations, and suggestions for further research. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
In this chapter the theoretical framework for this thesis is presented. The section 
introduction to theoretical framework gives an overview of the general approach of the 
following chapter and how the authors connect the research questions with the chosen 
theory, which is further applied in the analysis chapter. The conceptual framework is 
based on the types of information as well as the benefits and challenges in information 
exchange in the supply chain from different perspectives. 

2.1 Introduction to Theoretical Framework 
This chapter is designed to provide theoretical support to answer the research questions 
(Figure 4). The part ‘types of information’ helps to answer research question one (RQ1). 
The part ‘benefits’ aims at providing support of answering research question two (RQ2) 
and finally regarding the third research question  (RQ3), the ‘challenges’ section is 
provided. 

 
Figure 4: Overview research questions and theory (inspired by Hulthén, 2010). 

It is noteworthy to mention that most of the chosen literature about information 
exchange is focusing on a general customer-supplier interface where customer and 
supplier could be any supply chain participants. Among theses studies, some focus on a 
particular retailer-manufacturer interface, or a customer-manufacturer interface, which 
are both examples of the general customer-supplier interface. The authors summarized 
the most often discussed types of information, benefits and challenges with information 
exchange from these studies, and presented them in Table 1, Table 2, and Table 3. Both, 
Lee and Whang (2000), and, Lotfi et al. (2013), provided an overall summary of 
information exchange in the general customer-supplier interface. Lee and Whang (2000) 
further used particular interfaces such as customer-manufacturer, to better explain some 
particular benefits or challenges. Thus, the theoretical framework was built mainly 
based on these two studies, as well as other supplementary studies. 
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2.2 Types of Information 
There exists numbers of studies that have shed light on the types of information 
exchanged within partners in a supply chain (Liu & Sun, 2011; Croson & Donohue, 
2006; Evrard-Samuel, 2008; Angulo, Nachtmann, & Waller, 2004; Waller, Johnson, & 
Davis, 1999; Ebrahim-Khanjari, Hopp, & Iravani, 2012). These studies mostly focus on 
one or several different types of information. Besides them, the studies of Lee and 
Whang (2000) and of Lotfi et al. (2013) provided an organized summary about the types 
of information. By combining these two basis studies with other complementary studies, 
the authors build this section of the theoretical framework (Table 1). It is important for 
supply chain members to share various types of information such as inventory, 
production, order, sales forecast and so on. This will further promote collaborative 
behaviours in the execution of inter-firm process activities such as market response, 
product design, and problem solving (Olorunniwo & Li, 2010). Since each type of 
information can be seen as ‘given’ and ‘received’ by retailers/suppliers at the same time 
from different angle. Thus, the authors would like to make clear that the ‘perspective’ in 
Table 1 presents the actor who gives this particular type of information, for example, 
customer’s perspective means given by customers. 
 
Inventory information 
Inventory information is one of the types of information that supply chain members like 
to share the most (Lee & Whang, 2000; Lotfi et al., 2013). For example, one of the most 
discussed systems for improving supply chain efficiency, the Vendor-Managed 
Inventory (VMI) system needs the help of exchanging inventory information (Waller et 
al., 1999). The establishment of VMI system usually requires a partnership between 
supply chain members, in which the vendor makes replenishment decisions based on the 
customer’s specific inventory and the specific policies agreed on both members. Thus, it 
is clearly that in order to make replenishment decisions, suppliers need to be clear about 
both their own stocking point and the customer’s receiving point (Angulo et al., 2004).  
 
Sales data  
Sales data more refers to the data directly collected from the purchasing activity of 
downstream members’ customers, sometimes even including end customers’ gender or 
estimated ages (Koshijima, Saito, Ueda, Van Horne, & Whang, 2006). Lee and Whang 
(2000) argued that in a general customer-supplier interface, orders from downstream are 
always taken as demand information and further critical for upstream companies to 
make future decisions, however it cannot replace sales data. Firstly, orders are 
processed of various information and made by the downstream companies with their 
ideas or bias, it can no longer truly demonstrate the demand of the marketplace. 
Secondly, since the variance of orders tends to amplify when it moves upstream (Lee & 
Whang, 2000).  
 
Sales forecast 
In contrast to sales data, sales forecast refers to the data that shows future demand of the 
marketplace made or calculated by companies. Traditionally it is always considered that 
only retailers are responsible for making sales forecasting because they are closer to the 
market, however it is necessary to have a ‘collaborative forecasting’ in which different 
actors combine their forecasting efforts (Ebrahim-Khanjari et al., 2012). For example, 
when a manufacturer can make more accurate forecasting based on its comprehensive 
knowledge, it would be a pity for retailers if the manufacturer did not give this 
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information. Evrard-Samuel (2008) pointed out that under a situation where the 
manufacturers and retailers both hold their sales forecasting, manufacturers have to 
calculate forecasts ‘blindly’ and the retailers cannot improve their forecasting ability. 
Thus, the collaborative forecasting and replenishment (CFAR) can be a solution to this 
problem, which requires both customers and suppliers to exchange information and 
develop forecasts together (Lee & Whang, 2000; Lotfi et al., 2013). 
 
Table 1: Types of information within the supply chain  

 
 
Order information  
According to Lee and Whang (2000) and Lotfi et al. (2013), order information has two 
aspects: the order details in terms of type and quantity of products, and the order status 
for tracking and tracing. For the former aspect, it means customers have to give the 
related information when placing an order. As for the latter aspect, Coyle, Langley, and 
Gibson (2012) claimed that the estimated delivery time and place, and delivery 
performance in terms of on-time delivery are also included in it. Thus, suppliers need to 
inform customers about this related information when they sending out an order. 
Lacking of this aspect of order information can easily lead to misunderstanding and 
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dissatisfaction from customers, because they do not know exactly where the products 
are and when they can be delivered (Lee & Whang, 2000). This problem is even more 
evident under the trend of companies outsourcing non-core business such as delivery 
activities to stay competitive (Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003). 
 
Product information 
Product information not only includes the details of product itself, but also includes 
production schedule, producing ability (Lee & Whang, 2000) and the exploitation 
information of new products (Lotfi et al., 2013). This type of information is always 
considered given by the manufacturer between a customer-manufacturer interface. 
Therefore the customers need the details of products to make ordering decisions. 
Besides, they also need production schedule and producing ability of the manufacturer 
to ensure a reliable delivery (Lee & Whang, 2000). Furthermore, in order to launch new 
products to market, it also requires the manufactures to give exploitation information 
about the new product (Lotfi et al., 2013). 
 
Other information 
Lastly, both Lee and Whang (2000) and Lotfi et al. (2013) pointed out that there are 
other information exchanged between members in a supply chain such as capacity 
information and performance metrics including quality data, lead times, service 
performance and so on. Lee and Whang (2000) argued that some companies sharing 
their capacity status with the customers to go through extreme volatile demand. 
Furthermore, Lee and Whang (2000) also gave an example of how a company 
encourage its suppliers to make improvements by stating the performance of all of them 
on its website publicly.  

2.3 Benefits of Information Exchange 
This section discusses the benefits of exchanging information between actors in a 
supply chain. Lotfi et al. (2013) is chosen as a basis to build this section of the 
theoretical framework, which summarizes in overall all benefits of information 
exchanging in firms and organizational units from different studies. Additionally, 
studies of Lee, So and Tang (2000); Lee and Whang (2000); and Wagner (2003) were 
also used to create the right understanding of benefits in information exchange between 
actors along the supply chain. Thus, by combining these different studies, the authors 
developed Table 2 to provide an overview of this section. The column of interface 
presents in which interface the source focuses on, and the column of perspective helps 
to make clear which actor in the supply chain obtaining the related benefit.  
 
The 13 different benefits of information exchange in the supply chain management are 
all connected and related with each other. The following section shows a more detailed 
description of the benefits and the connection between each of them. Thus, the benefits 
are:  
 
Deeper level of collaboration 
It has been argued in several studies that in a general customer-supplier interface, 
information exchange between actors in the supply chain could build and strengthen 
relationships (Lotfi et al., 2013; Lee & Whang, 2004; Bagchi & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004; 
Marshall & Bly, 2004). Lee and Whang (2000), also stated that a good established 
relationship is when information, processes, decisions and resources are shared among 
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the partner companies in a supply chain. That helps to improve information flows, 
reduce uncertainty, and leads to a more profitable supply chain (Fiala, 2005). It is a fact, 
a supply chain that makes decisions based on global information would clearly perform 
better than others, which disjoint decisions (Lee & Whang, 2000). In addition, 
collaboration could be the integration of suppliers within business activities of the 
different actors of the supply chain (Wagner, 2003). This integration helps to obtain 
significant advantages for everyone. For example, the suppliers are involved to develop 
new products, which based on customers demand data and then their customer brings 
these products to the end consumers. A good established customer-supplier relationship 
leads to a better development in services, processes, delivery performance and cost 
reduction (Wagner, 2003). With the integration of suppliers, a customer can focus on 
core competences such as customer services; thus, both actors can obtain sustainable 
competitive advantages.  
 
Better coordination and planning of business activities 
In general, companies are communicating with other actors through effective IT 
systems, which are a great improvement in coordinating activities and decisions (Lee & 
Whang, 2000). Working with IT systems shows an overview of activities of the 
different actors and according to that, one single actor can apply its decisions. In a 
customer-manufacturer interface, the effect of exchanging information shows how a 
manufacturer can better manage its tasks and boosting efficiency at a general customer 
level (Gavirneni, Kapuscinski, & Tayur, 1999; Cachon & Fisher, 2000; Lee et al., 
2000). That shows there is a positive gain in return for information exchange.  
 
Improvement in forecast 
According to Lee and Whang (2000), in general demand forecast is seen as an important 
decision because it affects not only the single company, but also the whole supply 
chain. For example, the incorrect forecast can easily lead to the ‘bullwhip-effect’. With 
the exchanging of sales forecast information between customer and manufacturer, both 
actors are able to make a consistent and accurate demand forecast (Lee & Whang, 
2000). From the perspective of a manufacturer, shared sales forecast by a customer 
reduces manufacturer’s inventory costs by lowering inventory holdings and 
streamlining logistics processes (Mittendorf, Shin, & Yoon, 2013). Lee and Whang 
(2000) pointed out that by using sell-through or POS data, upstream companies can 
better forecast the demand, thus, to develop a better plan that lowers overage and 
underage costs. For example, the case of a Japanese company shows how important is 
exchanging point-of-sale data (POS) with manufacturers (Koshijima et al., 2006). 
 
Increasing visibility 
With exchanging information, companies can increase the visibility to alert existing 
plans or formulate future operations by gathering additional information (Lotfi et al., 
2013). The use of information makes it possible for companies to fulfil their existing 
plans and develop new plans for the future such as reducing lead-time, inventory level 
or expansions. For example, a greater visibility for the suppliers can lead to cost 
reductions, improvement of in-stock performance, increasing sales, and improving 
customer satisfaction (Olorunniwo & Li, 2010). Further, each supply chain members 
can make accurate predictions by sharing demand information (Fiala, 2005; Li, Shaw, 
Sikora, Tan, & Yang, 2001; Yu, Yan, & Cheng, 2001; Lee & Whang, 2004; Bagchi & 
Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004; Lee & Oakes, 1996). 
Reduction of the bullwhip effect  
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Lotfi (2009); Yu et al. (2001); Lee and Whang (2004); Li and Gao (2011), and Jauhari 
(2009) argued that it is possible to reduce or even complete to eliminate the bullwhip 
effect by exchanging information. The bullwhip effect is caused through lack of 
information symmetry in decentralized systems; thus, a well-developed information 
flow within the supply chain with a centralized system may significantly reduce or even 
eliminate the bullwhip effect. Since the fluctuations amplify when moving upstream, the 
supply chain actors in the upstream such as manufacturers take the biggest effect. And 
at the same time they benefit the most from exchanging information with customers. 
Croson and Donohue (2006) also indicated that the exchange of inventory information 
helps members better prepare for fluctuations from downstream.   
 
Table 2: Benefits with information exchange along the supply chain  
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Increasing productivity, organizational efficiency and improving services 
The exchange of information has positive effects on the whole supply chain regarding to 
productivity, efficiency and services (Mourtzis, 2011; Yang & Maxwell, 2011; Lee & 
Whang, 2004; Bagchi & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004; Lotfi et al., 2013). For example, when the 
manufacturer does not give an exact estimated delivery time, the customers cannot 
answer their customers’ questions such as date of delivery (Lee & Whang, 2004). 
Mourtzis (2011) also stated that manufacturers could benefit from information exchange 
in terms of more efficient inventory management, more efficient completion of orders. 
 
Cost reduction  
The improvement of supply chain overall efficiency leads to a better match of supply 
with demand, which in turn reduces the costs of inventory and stock-out (Lee et al., 
2000; Lee & Whang, 2000; Lotfi et al., 2013). Although according to Lee et al. (2000), 
the manufacturer tends to have the greatest inventory reduction and cost savings, other 
members in the supply chain are still able to negotiate arrangements reduce their 
overhead and processing costs. For example, through this cost reduction, companies are 
able to reduce its variable costs and could provide a lower price to their customers 
(Lotfi et al., 2013; Mourtzis, 2011; Lau, Huang, & Mak, 2002; Lee & Whang, 2004; 
Bagchi & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004).  
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Early problem detection 
Information exchanging leads to early problem detection (Lee & Whang, 2004; Jauhari, 
2009; Grabot, Marsina, Mayère, Riedel, & Williams, 2010; Lotfi et al., 2013). For 
example, Grabot et al. (2010) studied in aeronautical industry, companies can detect 
problems as soon as possible when the information flow goes smoothly. These problems 
are usually delays during process such as breakdown of production, and delayed 
delivery. 
 
Quick response 
Exchanging information between distinct actors can lead to a quicker response (Lee & 
Whang, 2004; Jauhari, 2009; Lotfi et al., 2013). In other words, when companies 
exchanging information, they are able to answer requests from other partners as quickly 
as possible. This quick response in turn helps to create efficiency and effectiveness of 
supply chain activities and processes (Coyle et al., 2012). 
 
Reduced cycle time from order to delivery 
The reduction of the cycle time from order to delivery reduces the whole process of the 
cycle time. Bagchi and Skjøtt-Larsen (2004) argued that a shorter cycle time enables 
companies to manage better relationships with partners in the supply chain. According 
to Coyle et al. (2012), the source of reduction in cycle time is faster provision of 
information. Especially, the use of information technologies becomes more and more 
attractive because of the significantly technology costs reduction. For example, when a 
supplier and customer exchanging different information such as sales, orders, inventory 
levels, transportation service, and so on, the cycle times from order to delivery can be 
reduced. Timely and accurate information has become a source of significant savings to 
many companies (Lotfi et al., 2013).  
 
Better tracing and tracking of deliveries 
Lotfi et al. (2013) indicated that information exchange enables companies to better trace 
and track the deliveries of orders. When customers are able to track and trace the 
deliveries from their suppliers (Bagchi & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004), then they can better 
manage their business operations and improve the customer service level. Especially, 
good established IT systems are here a big support to track down the single steps of a 
delivery, which is related to the third benefit, better coordination and planning. 
According to Bagchi and Skjøtt-Larsen (2004) high integration exists when there is a 
track-and-trace throughout the supply chain and also when the key suppliers and 
customers are connected with each other.  
 
Earlier time to market 
This benefit not only refers to new products, it also refers to the modified current 
products. With the help of information exchange, every supplier is able to set up a 
timetable and schedule about different plans such as production plan and distribution 
plan. Then the downstream customers are able to coordinate suppliers’ activities so that 
the products can be launched in the market sooner. On the other hand, the information 
from the customer about new products is important as well. It is necessary that the right 
demand information of new products and current products gets to every single actor to 
manage an earlier time to market (Lee & Whang, 2004; Lotfi et al., 2013). 
 
 
 



 
Theoretical Framework 

 14 

Optimized capacity utilization 
When suppliers and customers improving their information exchange they are able to 
come up with ideas to optimize the capacity utilization. It enables companies to better 
plan and coordinate their activities and processes. For example, Lee and Whang (2004) 
argued that by sharing capacity information, companies could be prepared about the 
possible shortages. Further, it also leads to cost reduction in the field of human 
resources and machinery (Lotfi et al., 2013). 

2.4 Challenges of Information Exchange 
In relation to the third research question, this section gives details about the challenges 
in exchanging information between members in a supply chain. The studies of Lee and 
Whang (2000) and Lotfi et al. (2013) are chosen as a basis to develop this section of 
framework. Additionally, other studies are also referred to as a complementary for a 
greater understanding in general. Table 3 is provided as a summary of this section of 
framework. The column of interface presents in which interface the source focuses on, 
and the column of perspective helps to make clear which actor in the supply chain 
facing the related challenge.  
 
Trust issue and confidentiality of information  
Trust issue itself is an important and sufficient discussed topic. There exists numerous 
of studies focus on the trust issue of collaboration (Vlachos & Bourlakis, 2006; 
Ebrahim-Khanjari et al. 2012; Kumar, 1996). In general, the nature of trust is whether 
companies can make a ‘leap of faith’ between each other (Kumar, 1996). In other 
words, trust only exists when companies believe that each of them is interested in the 
other’s profit and welfare. However, even with a guarantee of profit for every company, 
they may still argue about ‘how much’ and, thus, play non-cooperative game (Lee & 
Whang, 2000). Thus, trust is necessary for companies to exchange information. 
However, building a trusting relationship has never been an easy task for companies 
especially in an unbalanced relationship. Kumar (1996) indicated that in a retailer-
manufacturer interface, every actor needs to put efforts in creating trust with each other. 
Moreover, a permanent and fundamental issue for every supply chain member is how 
much information is enough to exchange with partners to gain expected benefits without 
exposing the confidential information. Thus, it makes companies refuse to share some 
confidential information out of the fear of competitors using it to compete with them 
(Lee & Whang, 2000). Lotfi et al. (2013) also argued that information privacy is one of 
the main challenges with exchanging information.  
 
Different aligning incentives of partners 
As discussed above, it is a clear fact that not every member involved in the information 
exchange can be guaranteed a considerable profit. For example, Lee et al. (2000) 
examined that in a customer-manufacturer interface, only the manufacturer can obtain 
benefits if the customer sharing information alone. Thus, in this case, customers tend to 
stop exchanging information with manufacturers. Lee and Whang (2000) use the term 
‘aligning incentives’ to describe and explain the different incentives of supply chain 
members. They argued that each actor, especially those gain less benefits compared to 
their partners, tend to refuse to exchange information out of the fear of the powerful 
partners reaping all the benefits. In other words, the difference of benefit each member 
can get stops the “loser” to exchange information. Chen (2003) also argued that 
information exchanging between independent actors is tricky because when one actor 
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has superior information, it can choose from withholding it to gain advantage or 
revealing it to gain cooperation.  
 
Table 3: Challenges with information exchange along the supply chain 

 
 
Significant investments 
The third challenge is the needs of huge amount of investment. Lee and Whang (2000) 
argued that significant investments are necessary to allow information to be exchanged 
across different actors. Motiwalla and Thompson (2012) address the substantial 
investment required when implementing an ERP system in terms of cost, time and 
people. Therefore companies may refuse to implement such an information system even 
though they understand that this system helps them to exchange information, thus, 
brings several benefits. Clark and Hammond (1997), and Chong and Pervan (2001) 
argued that it is extremely expensive to implement an information exchange system 
with many members, which becomes the main barriers of companies to do so. The 
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examination conducted by Khurana, Mishra, & Singh (2011) also shows that financial 
constraint as the prime challenges to information exchange. Especially for small to 
medium companies, the huge initial costs stops them to implement such a system not 
only in terms of the system itself but also employing consultants for help (Soriano, 
Roig, Sanchis, & Torcal, 2002).  
 
Technological issue 
Although IT infrastructure is not seen as a big problem anymore thanks to the fast 
development of information technology, it still brings a hard time for information 
exchange. Lee and Whang (2000) discussed that it is risky to implement information 
exchange systems because partners may argue about the specifications of the technical 
systems. Furthermore, different companies may use various types of software, systems, 
data standards, etc., which bring difficulties when exchanging information. Another 
aspect under technological issues is the lack of training and experience in practice, 
especially for the new technology, which also brings challenges to information 
exchange (Songer, Young, & Davis, 2001; Stephenson & Blaza, 2001; Weippert, 
Kajewski, & Tilley, 2002).   
 
Utilizing the shared information effectively 
The last challenge is whether the company can utilize the shared information 
effectively. Lee and Whang (2000) gave an example of manufacturers failing to use the 
sales data that required from retailers to make better forecasts. In such situation, the 
benefits of information exchanging are not fully achieved. Therefore, a comprehensive 
training and on-going support are necessary to fully obtain the benefits of information 
exchange (Ives, Torrey, & Gordon, 2000). Out of the doubtful in fully utilizing the 
information may lead to the resistant of exchanging information. And this 
incompleteness of information is one of the most critical issues of companies’ operation 
(Yu et al. 2001). 
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3 Research Methodology 
This chapter explains the research process, which includes the research methodology 
including the research philosophy, purpose, approach, and method. It follows a 
detailed instruction of the used strategy, data collection, and analysis techniques of this 
thesis. Finally, the research discussion ends with the trustworthiness and research 
ethics. This section creates an understanding about the research design and the 
approach of the authors.  

3.1 Introduction to Research Methodology 
The following chapter creates an understanding about the research methodology, 
research design, data collection and analysis, as well as trustworthiness and ethics of the 
thesis. The research onion (Figure 5) helps to guide the reader step by step through the 
whole research process and cover up every single chapter of this section. It shows the 
process from the first layer - the research philosophy to the last layer - semi-structured 
interviews. The authors used the described approaches (from Saunders, Lewis & 
Thornhill, 2012) and developed their own research process regarding their thesis 
‚Information exchange between a retailer and its suppliers’. 
  

 
Figure 5: Research Onion (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2012) 

3.2 Methodology  
According to Saunders et al. (2012), the term methodology refers to the theory of how 
research should be undertaken. As a researcher you need to have some understanding of 
this term so you can make an informed choice about your research. The researcher 
needs to know how to achieve the aim of the study including the used philosophy, 
purpose and approach, which are the first three layers of the research onion (Figure 5).  

3.2.1 Research Philosophy 
Research philosophy is a significant factor of a research, because it is related to the 
development of knowledge and the nature of that knowledge (Saunders, Lewis and 
Thornhill, 2009). Furthermore, it shows the way of researchers viewing the world. 
According to Saunders et al. (2009), research philosophy can be divided as ontology 
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and epistemology, which accordingly concerns the nature of reality and the acceptable 
knowledge in a study field. 
 
Saunders et al. (2009) argued that there are two aspects under ontological philosophy, 
which are objectivism and subjectivism. The objectivism portrays how social entities 
exist independent of social actors; the subjectivism considers the social phenomena are 
created from the social actors’ opinions and actions (Saunders et al., 2009). The 
ontological position of this thesis was selected as subjectivism ontology because the aim 
is to understand the subjective reality of information exchange between a retailer and its 
supplier, in order to understand the key motivations and actions behind it (from the 
retailer’s perspective). These motivations and actions are affected by retailer’s opinions 
and views, which in turn will have impact on the interaction with its supplier. 
 
Saunders et al. (2009) also claimed that there are three aspects under epistemological 
philosophy, which are positivism, realism and interpretivism. A positivist tends to 
conduct research in a value-free way and get a “law-like” principle as the result 
(Saunders et al., 2009). Realism considers that the reality is independent from human’s 
mind and finally interpretivism concerns with understanding the differences between 
humans in the role as social actors (Saunders et al., 2009). The epistemological position 
of this thesis was based on interpretivism epistemology due to the following reasons. 
Firstly, different retailers face different situations, which make the result cannot be 
theorised as a principle or a law. Secondly, the information exchange between a retailer 
and its suppliers involves interaction between human actors. Thus, it is impossible to 
view this phenomenon completely separate from human’s mind.  

3.2.2 Research Purpose 
According to Saunders et al. (2009), to fulfil the research aim and answer the research 
questions, three different types of studies can be adopted, which are exploratory, 
explanatory and descriptive studies. The differences between them are rather clear. 
Exploratory studies are suitable for a question that is aiming for seeking new insights. 
Explanatory studies are more about establishing and explaining causal relationships 
between variables and descriptive studies aims at portraying an accurate profile of the 
research aim (Saunders et al., 2012).  

This thesis adopted a descriptive-exploratory study for the following reasons. Firstly, 
previous research was used to describe and create a clear picture of information 
exchange in terms of types of information, benefits and challenges. Thus, a complete 
exploratory study did not fit this thesis best because the richness of previous research in 
the field of information exchange. Secondly, even with rich literatures, several research 
gaps have still been detected. Moreover, Saunders et al. (2012) also claimed that, a 
descriptive study should be seen as means to an end rather than an end in itself. Thus, in 
order to explore new insights of challenges of information exchange between a retailer 
and its suppliers, the feature of exploratory studies were used in this study. 

3.2.3 Research Approach 
There are three different approaches based upon the reasoning the researchers adopt in 
their study: deductive, inductive and abductive approach. The deductive approach 
develops a subjected theory to test the series of proposition and also it is explaining a 
causal relationship between concepts and variables. The inductive approach is the 



 
Research Methodology 

 19 

opposite of the deductive approach, which starts with the data and then goes to the 
theory. The abductive approach is a combination of deductive and inductive approaches, 
moving back and forth (Suddaby, 2006). 

To answer the research questions and fulfil the purpose of this thesis in the best way 
possible, an abductive approach was adopted. Van Maanen, Sörensen, & 
Mitchell  (2007) stated that the abductive approach will help to uncover more 
‘surprising facts’ that may occur at any stage in the research process. An abductive 
approach suits this thesis better because firstly, the authors build a theoretical 
framework based on the existing literatures. And secondly, the authors then attempted 
to supplement or modify this theoretical framework with the empirical findings. Last 
but not least, the abductive enabled the authors to get an overall view and deep 
understanding of the context through studying previous research and collecting and 
analyzing empirical data.  

3.3 Research Design  
This section uncovers the next three layers of the research onion (Figure 5): research 
method, research strategy and the time horizon for this thesis. According to Saunders et 
al., (2012), the research design is the way that research questions can be turned into a 
research project. Research design gives a general plan of how the research questions 
will be answered and helps to achieve coherence within each research elements.  

3.3.1 Research Method 
The research method helps to answer the research questions and plays the role of a 
guideline of the whole study. Saunders et al. (2012) described three different concepts 
of how to examine methods: qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods. The 
quantitative research examines relationships between variables, measured numerically 
and analysed using a range of statistical techniques, while a qualitative research refers to 
data collection technique and data analysis procedure that generates and uses non-
numerical data. And a mixed-method would be a combination of using both qualitative 
and quantitative methods (Saunders et al., 2012). 

This thesis adopted a qualitative research for the following reasons. Firstly, in terms of 
research philosophy, it is associated with an interpretive philosophy (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005). Secondly, a qualitative research focuses on participants’ meanings and 
development of conceptual framework. In relation to this thesis, retailer’s opinion about 
the benefits and challenges with information exchange with its supplier is the central 
point of this thesis. Moreover, a conceptual framework for the information exchange 
along with the benefits and challenges was developed by the authors in order to answer 
the research questions and fulfil the research purpose. Thirdly, through the collection of 
non-standardised data, which do not have a clear structure, the authors are able to reach 
a wider knowledge. Last but not least, the researchers needed to gain physical access to 
participants and then demonstrated their thoughts with own understanding.  That is not 
the case for the quantitative method where the researcher is independent from the view 
of the respondents (Saunders et al., 2012).  
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3.3.2 Research Strategy 
According to Saunders et al. (2012) the research strategy helps the authors to collect 
both theoretical and empirical data. A strategy is a plan of how to answer the research 
questions and meet the purpose of the study. There are various research strategies such 
as experiment, survey, case studies, grounded theory, ethnography etc. Among them, 
experiment aims at studying the relationship between variables; survey helps to answer 
‘what’, ‘who’, ‘where’ questions while case studies explore a research topic within its 
context (Saunders et al., 2012).  

Bearing in mind the research purpose and questions, a case study was chosen as the 
research strategy. Firstly, this thesis aims at gaining rich understanding of information 
exchange between a retailer and its supplier and a case study strategy enables the 
authors to explore this topic within its real-life context. Secondly, Saunders et al. (2012) 
and Yin (2008) argued that the case study strategy helps to answer ‘why’, ‘what’ and 
‘how’ questions and suits exploratory research. Even though a survey strategy is also 
considered suitable for exploratory and descriptive research, it tends to generate 
possible reasons for particular relationships between variables (Saunders et al., 2012) 
instead of gaining rich understanding and exploring new insights within the research 
topic. Therefore adopting a case study strategy enabled the authors to fulfil the purpose 
and answer the research questions.  

According to Yin (2008), case studies can be conducted in four different ways based on 
two discrete dimensions (Figure 6): 

• Single case vs. multiple case; 
• Holistic case vs. embedded case.  

 

Figure 6: Case Study Design (Yin, 2009) 

This thesis adopted a multiple and holistic case study strategy (Figure 6) for the 
following reasons. Firstly, conducting more than one case study enables the authors to 
modify and contribute new evidence to the theoretical framework. Secondly, since each 
case is unique, conducting more than one case study enables the authors to identify its 
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own new insights in terms of types of information as well as the benefits and challenges 
of information exchange.   

3.3.3 Time Horizon 
According to Saunders et al. (2012) a cross-sectional research defines the study of 
particular a phenomenon at a particular time. A longitudinal study requires sufficient 
time and the researchers need to start early with the research. Therefore due to the 
reason of time limitations this thesis adopted a cross-sectional study. 

3.4 Data Collection 
In order to fulfil the research purpose and answer the research questions, appropriate 
theoretical framework and empirical findings are needed. This section will give details 
about how the data needed for this study was collected (Figure 5).  
 
It is important to use multiple sources of data when conducting a case study strategy. 
Yin (2014) indicated that using more than one independent source enables the 
researchers to recheck the findings. Denzin (1989) argued that a good research should 
combine multiple observers, theories, methods and sources of data. In relation to this 
thesis, firstly reports from case companies were used as a supplementary data. 
Secondly, this thesis was written by two authors, who contributed two different views 
during the entire research process. 

3.4.1 Theoretical Data 
The theoretical data helps to review the existing theory and build a framework. As 
following it is significant to build the theoretical framework with the most relevant 
previous research. According to Denyer and Tranfield (2009), the process of the 
literature review is to locate existing literature, evaluate the contribution, analyse and 
synthesise the findings. This research part is to find out what is known and what is not 
known. Regarding this thesis, it was shown that the descriptive study enabled the 
authors to describe the knowledge of existing literature and put it in own words.  
 
The theoretical framework was about the already existing research in information 
exchange between a retailer and its supplier as well as their types, benefits and 
challenges. The databases, from the Jönköping University Library, were the biggest 
help to find articles or books also useful was “Google Scholar”. Following keywords 
were used (Table 4): information exchange, information sharing, information flow, 
retailer, suppliers, relationship, supply chain and supply chain management. 

Table 4: Search strings for literature studies 
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3.4.2 Empirical Data 
According to Bryman and Bell (2011) there are two methods of collecting empirical 
data for a qualitative research: ethnography and qualitative interviews. Since an 
ethnographic strategy consists to extended participant observation and listening to 
conversations (Saunders et al., 2012), interviews were chosen as the data collection 
technique. The interviews were carried out with employees who are working in a retail 
company and are particularly responsible for managing the suppliers of the company. 
According to Kahn and Cannell (1957), an interview is a purposeful discussion between 
two or more people, which is helpful to gather valid and reliable data that are relevant to 
the research questions (Saunders et al., 2009).  

3.4.2.1 Interview Design 
There are several types of interviews, which are structured interviews, semi-structured 
interviews and unstructured or in-depth interviews. Among them, semi-structured 
interviews require a list of themes and questions but allow them to vary from each 
interview with additional questions. Semi-structured interview was chosen for this thesis 
because firstly it is often referred to ‘qualitative research interviews’ (King, 2004). 
Furthermore, it enables the authors to discover new aspects because it does not constrict 
respondents’ response and offers the opportunity to ask follow-up question. Secondly, 
the standardisation of structured interviews, the informality of unstructured interviews 
and the strong influence of opinions within in-depth interviews make them do not adopt 
in this study.  

3.4.2.2 Interview Respondents 
First of all, regarding to the topic of this thesis, each of the chosen companies needed to 
be a retailer who works with suppliers. Secondly, it is necessary to make sure the 
respondents are knowledgeable of the research topic in order to ensure the data quality. 
Therefore, the respondents were mainly from supply chain, purchasing, information or 
communication department. Thus, criterias were defined: 

• The company needs to play a retailer’s role in a retail supply chain and face the 
final consumers directly. 

• The respondent is working for a retail company and is familiar with the field of 
information exchange between the retailer and its supplier. 

• The respondent is in a supply chain or managerial position with sufficient 
process overview. 

It was important that the respondent fulfils all the criteria so that they were able to 
provide valuable data and, thus, enabled the authors to develop findings. Table 5 
provides an overview of the interviews including the position of the selected 
respondents,  interview type, date, and the duration time. 
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Table 5: Summary of interviews 

 

3.4.2.3 Interview Guide 
The interview guide helps the readers to understand the most relevant subjects of this 
thesis (Appendix 1). The authors created the interview questions regarding the research 
questions. It discovered three main parts: the types of information, which are important 
to exchange information, the benefits and challenges with information exchange 
between a retailer and its supplier. This is the order to collect the most relevant data to 
fulfil the purpose and answer the research questions. 

3.4.2.4 Interview Procedure 
The authors made nine different interviews with five different companies. That helped 
to increase the knowledge and create the right understanding for the following 
processes. These interviews were the basis of the empirical findings. The interviews 
were from 45 to 80 minutes, depends on the responses from interviewees and numbers 
of follow-up questions. The respondents got the unlimited time to describe, discuss or 
add additional aspects. All interviews were recorded after getting permission from the 
interviewee. 

Due to the fact that all case companies are not from Sweden, it made more sense to 
conduct interviews in the mother language of the interviewees. Therefore for interviews 
with German and Chinese companies, they were carried out in German or Chinese. 
Even though there was a languages barrier, the authors took the advantage of being 
native speaker and pay extra attention on translation to ensure no data gets lost. 
Furthermore, the transcriptions of recording were sent to interviewees for them to 
review and to avoid any ethical issues. 

3.5 Data Analysis  
This section gives details about how the data have been analysed. Saunders et al. (2012) 
argued that there is not a standardised approach to analyse qualitative data and the 
choice of analysis approach is dependent on the research approach. In fact, the border 
between analysis approach of inductive and deductive study is rather clear. Even so, 
there is a third category of generic approach to analyse qualitative data (Saunders et al., 
2012), which was adopted by this thesis.  
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Before analysing data, audio-recordings have been transcribed, during which the 
unwritten words were reproduced in a written document by using the actual words 
(Saunders et al., 2012). During the transcription, not only the actual words were 
recorded, the tone in which it was said were indicated as well (Saunders et al., 2012). 
After transcription, the most important statements and key points were summed up in 
another paper, which gives a good overview of the most all facts. Long statements were 
then rewritten into briefer ones and the main senses were rephrased in few words (Kvale 
& Brinkmann, 2009). This shorter paper helps to identify relationships between themes 
and to establish their validity (Saunders et al., 2012). 

When analysing data, the first step was to develop and identify categories, which 
express the research purpose and questions. Therefore they were developed from both 
existing literature and the empirical data.  Strauss and Corbin (1998) stated three main 
sources to derive categories, which are the terms the researchers used when analysing 
data, the terms actually used during interviews and the terms used in existing 
literature.  After developing categories, data were unitised before put them into the 
appropriate category. Unitization of data refers to extract or identify the relevant ‘bits’ 
of data from all sources. A unit of data can be a number of words, a line of transcript, a 
number of sentences and so on (Saunders et al., 2012). For this thesis particularly, 
simplified words from the interviewees’ were revealed as the empirical findings, which 
show their views of various types of information exchanged between them and their 
supplier, the benefits and challenges behind it. Addionally, Saunders et al. (2012) also 
stated that using different sources of data helps to make sure that the data are telling you 
what you think they are telling you. Due to the nature of abductive study, the last step 
was to conduct a comparison between the empirical findings and the theoretical 
framework. In particular this thesis, the data extracted from interviews were firstly 
compared with each other then compared with the summary of literature review. 

3.6 Trustworthiness 
There are three aspects that have been widely applied to ensure the research quality, 
which are reliability, validity and generalizability. However, there are concerns about 
whether these criteria can be applied within a qualitative research. Therefore Lincoln 
and Guba (1985) introduced the concept of trustworthiness to refer to the qualitative 
research. They also formulated the alternative criteria as credibility, transferability, 
dependability and conformability to ensure the trustworthiness of a qualitative research. 

Credibility concerns with how the researchers ensure the reconstruction and 
representation of the respondents’ view are the actual respondents’ view (Patton, 2015). 
To ensure the credibility, triangulation of qualitative data sources was carried out. 
Furthermore, the summarized transcripts and the research findings were submitted to 
the respondents so that it can be confirmed if their views and opinions were correctly 
understood and represented.  

Transferability concerns with the generalization in terms of case-to-case transfer 
(Patton, 2015). Whereas the uniqueness of each case, the transferability in the 
qualitative research context does not focus whether the findings can be replicated. In 
fact, it addresses the authors’ responsibility to provide sufficient information for readers 
to conduct a case study in other similar situations. Therefore, in relation to this thesis, 
transferability was ensured by conducting of multiple-case study. Moreover, presenting 
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all empirical data for all cases comprehensively also helps this thesis to achieve a high 
level of transferability.  

Dependability focuses on whether the authors ensure the research process is logical, 
traceable and documented (Patton, 2015). The fact that the research context is open to 
change and variation makes the findings can only be completely understood under the 
context of the particular time that the research is conducted (Given & Saumure, 2008). 
In order to ensure the dependability, the comprehensive interview process in terms of 
questions, form, length and the empirical data were presented to help readers to 
understand the research context.  

Lastly, conformability concerns with ensuring the data and interpretations are not the 
researcher’s imagination (Patton, 2015). Therefore it is essential to link the findings and 
interpretations to the data themselves without adding bias. To reduce the bias, 
interviews were audio-recorded and the recordings were reviewed for several times to 
identify the actual meaning of the respondents. Further, a proper preparation before the 
interviews was carried out. It not only included interviewers’ level of knowledge about 
the company, also contained the approach to questioning, data recording and behaviour 
during the interviews (Saunders et al., 2012). 

3.7 Research Ethics  
Ethics concerns with whether researchers’ behaviour is appropriate regarding the rights 
of those who are the subject of the research, or are affected by it (Saunders et al., 2009). 
Therefore it requires the research to be designed both methodologically sound and 
morally defensible to all those who are involved (Saunders et al., 2009). Research ethics 
is important to a study since it relates to how researchers formulate and clarify the 
research topic, design, data collection, data analysis and so on. Thus, research ethics 
needs to be bear in mind during the entire research process. 

The first step was to gain both physical and cognitive access to companies. In order to 
do that, compressive information about the topic and researchers, as well as possible 
interview questions along with potential harmless were provided to interviewees for 
them to decide if they would like to participate. During data collection process, the right 
for interviewees to withdraw was guaranteed. Besides, the confidentiality and 
anonymity of both the companies and interviewees were guaranteed. Interviews were 
recorded only after getting permission from the interviewees. Regarding data processing 
and storage, personal information such as names, addresses were promised to be kept 
confidentially and only be stored in the authors’ personal laptop. Last but not least, at 
the stage of analysis and reporting, the data was honestly analysed and reported. 
Furthermore, the anonymity of individuals and companies was maintained at the same 
level as previous stages. 
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4 Empirical Findings 
This chapter is presenting the empirical findings of the data collection. These findings 
are based on different interviews within companies and case studies are established. In 
order to get a better overview, the general information of the case companies will be 
introduced. The findings are based on types of information, benefits and challenges 
with information exchange between the retailer and its supplier. There are some 
contents in this chapter regard to suppliers, because the case companies mentioned 
suppliers’ situations and attitudes in the interviews. Thus, the ‘supplier’s perspective’ 
in some tables only presents the interviewee’s opinion on suppliers. All the case 
companies are anonymous due to ethical considerations, however general information 
of each company will be provided. Further, there is no special meaning regarding the 
order of the interviews presented in this chapter. 

4.1 Company A 
Company A is a Chinese online marketplace for goods made in China, which was 
founded in 2004. It connects international buyers with Chinese companies, who offer 
the same quality products found elsewhere at a lower price. These companies are 
usually Chinese wholesalers or manufacturers. Company A hosts over 30 million 
products in a wide range of categories including Apparel & Accessories, Computers & 
Networking, Consumer Electronics, Toys & Hobbies, and so on. Besides of being an 
online marketplace, Company A also provides service of opening online store, building 
brand, advertising and selling products for these companies under their authorizations. 
In this way, products have to be purchased from these companies before they can be 
sold to international buyers. Thus, Company A plays as a retailer and these wholesalers 
or manufacturers are the one supply products directly to Company A. 
 
One of the two interviewees of Company A works as a supplier coordinator who is 
responsible for communicating with signed manufacturers and wholesalers. The other 
interviewee works as a product manager who is responsible for analysing demand for 
products and business, designing sales plan for products and tracing its performance, 
and managing product life cycle. Apart from having its own warehouses both in China 
and overseas, Company A also provides logistics services such as but not limited to 
express delivery, customs clearance, and shipment tracking. Table 6, Table 7, and Table 
8 are provided as a summary of each section. 

4.1.1 Types of information  
Detailed order information is firstly stated by the interviewee. When placing an order, 
Company A provides specified type and quantity of product to suppliers, and needs the 
suppliers to notify them about the above information as well when the order is sent out. 
Furthermore, Company A also gives suppliers the preferred delivery time and 
destination when placing an order also asks for shipment tracing and tracking during 
delivery and notifications when the delivery is delayed. 
 
Sales data and sales forecast are also mentioned by the interviewees. According to the 
supplier coordinator, the quantity of product, Company A has sold during the past 
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months is given to the supplier from whom the product is purchased. Besides, Company 
A also informs suppliers the sales forecast so that they can make their production plans. 
 
Table 6: Company A: Types of information 

 
 
It is not necessary for Company A to give its inventory information to the suppliers 
because they only deliver products to Company A after the order coming in. However, 
Company A still informs the related suppliers when the inventory of their products is 
rather high, which means their products are not selling well. It can be seen as a warning 
for the suppliers to improve the products otherwise Company A tends to stop 
purchasing from them. 
 
A production plan is needed from suppliers as well. “We need them to tell us how fast 
they can produce and deliver the products”, said the supplier coordinator. For example, 
Company A forecasts that the demand of one product may achieve a high point in the 
next month, then the suppliers have to be able to produce and put huge amount of 
product on the market at that time. Besides the schedule for existing products, Company 
A also would like to know whether the suppliers have production plan for new or 
competitive products. (Competitive products refers to those surpass other similar 
products).   
 
Company A also asks suppliers to provide product information. Interestingly, not only 
the detail of product is asked, an instruction of product and the follow-up price for the 
next 1-2 months are asked by Company A. The instruction could be information such as 
how to use the product or how to deal with regular problems.  
 
The interviewees stated that some special agreements are welcomed from suppliers. 
“We would ask them if they provide a guarantee sale or a small amount of product as 
samples to test the market”, said the supplier coordinator, “especially when we work 
together for the first time, or it is a new product”. 
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Apart from these, feedback from customers related to quality and new demand regard to 
products will be given to suppliers. Company A sometimes may ask for sales advices 
from the suppliers, if one product is not selling well. For example, the suppliers may 
know from other retailers how their products can be sold better and thus, give this 
information to Company A.   

4.1.2 Benefits with information exchange 
Gaining a better view of the market is the first benefit stated by the product manager. “It 
is really hard for us as one single company to see the changing market thoroughly”, 
explained by the product manager. Suppliers always supply products to several retailers, 
thus, they can help Company A to get a different view of how the products can be sold 
well or where the market is turning to. Exchanging information such as new product 
information or sales advices with suppliers enables Company A to get a better 
understanding of the market trend, thus, to formulate future operations. Also, sharing 
sales data with suppliers shows the ability of Company A to sell the products so that the 
suppliers will keep choosing them. 
 
Table 7: Company A: Benefits with information exchange 

 
 
For Company A, a better planning of purchasing and sales activities is also a positive 
outcome from information exchange. New product information given by the suppliers 
changes the purchasing plan of Company A. The product manager further explained, 
“we can change our orders if they tell us there is a new product coming out”. Apart 
from this, the production schedule, follow-up product price, and estimated delivery time 
from suppliers help Company A to set and adjust its purchasing and sales plan.  
 
Company A needs to adapt to the fast changing market demand, which requires 
suppliers to be flexible as well. The first-hand information regarding to customer 
demand given by Company A enables suppliers to adapt their products and produce new 
products. On the other hand, Company A can also benefit from it, since it is now able to 
respond to the market change quicker, thus, to seize the opportunity. Moreover, by 
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gathering and exchanging information such as new customer demand, new product 
information, and production schedule, new products can be put on market earlier. 
 
Increasing customer satisfaction is another benefit stated by the product manager. First 
of all, by giving feedback about product quality to suppliers, product quality can be 
improved, thus, Company A is able to satisfy their customers by providing products 
with better quality. Apart from this, customer satisfaction can be increased by 
answering regular questions and providing instructions of products directly. “They 
(suppliers) are always happy to give us this information because we are doing their job 
for free and they can save money from it”, said the interviewee. Although it seems like 
Company A is doing the suppliers’ job, they can in fact increase customer satisfaction, 
thus, to keep the customers. 
 
“We do not build a long-term relationship with every supplier”, said the supplier 
coordinator when asked about what information Company A gives to keep a long-term 
relationship. As discussed above, to be able to respond to the changing market quickly, 
Company A requires suppliers to be flexible. If the supplier only produces the most 
popular products and is not willing to change its production line even when popularity 
starting decrease, then Company A will not consider having a long-term relationship 
with them. Similarly, if a supplier is not able or is not willing to create new or 
competitive products, Company A will not choose them as a long-term partner. Apart 
from products, the delivery performance and whether the suppliers can provide a 
guarantee sales or samples are also criteria for Company A to assess the suppliers and 
their relationships.  

4.1.3 Challenges with information exchange 
The main challenge with information exchange stated by the interviewees is trust issue 
and leaking of information. The lack of trust makes the suppliers and Company A not 
always cooperating with each other but gaming for a bigger piece of cake. Furthermore, 
Company A also has concerns about suppliers leaking their information to other 
competing retailers. As mentioned above, suppliers give sales advices gained from other 
retailers to Company A, which also brings the chance of leaking sales strategies of 
Company A to other retailers. Even so, the supplier coordinator still stated “We still 
want to work with them in the future and we do not want them to go bankrupt”. 
 
Table 8: Company A: Challenges with information exchange 

 
 
The supplier coordinator made a joke when talking about investing joint systems, “You 
are waiting for death if you do not build a joint system; you bring your own destruction 
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if you build a joint system”. The huge investment and the follow-up upgrade and 
maintenance scare companies to build joint systems for exchanging information. “Not 
only the first investment, it needs money and people to solve the upcoming technical 
problems. That is why bigger companies are more willing to invest in this kind of 
system”, further said the interviewee.  
 
“We carried out a joint system with a supplier once, but the information we sent to each 
other could not be used at all”, said the interviewee. Failing to use information in the 
right way brings troubles to information exchange. For example, Company A counts 
sales data in the unit of order while the supplier counts it in the unit of piece. Thus, the 
sales data means nothing or can only bring confusion to both, Company A and 
suppliers. 

4.2 Company B 
Company B is a German online furniture store with the headquarters in Berlin and was 
established in 2012. Company B makes it possible for the customer to buy furniture 
from home over the Internet, offering a great range of products, more than 150,000 
different products, and free delivery. Both interviewees work in the division of 
Warehouse & Logistics and are responsible for coordinating suppliers and customers, 
also participating in the operation management. Furthermore, Company’s B goal is to 
deliver faster than other offline furniture stores. The customer should receive a couch 
within days instead of weeks/months. The interviewees, who work day-by-day with 
suppliers, know from own experiences that exchanging information with suppliers is 
absolutely significant. Without information exchange during different stages of supply 
chain, Company B’s goal to sell furniture online would fail. 
 
The delivery time to the customer is affected by different aspects. Firstly, when a 
customer places an order, Company B needs to check with its own warehouse whether 
the product is available. If yes, then one supplier takes over the transportation to the 
customer. Another situation could be that the desired product is not able in the 
warehouse. That means Company B needs to order from the supplier, who will then 
send the order directly to the customer. Here it could be following case: product is 
manufactured or is not manufactured. Thus, the delivery of one order depends on the 
location and actual state of the product, and this whole communication is through 
Company B. The Tables 9, 10 and 11 are provided to summarize the types of 
information, benefits and challenges with information exchange between Company B 
and its supplier. 

4.2.1 Types of information  
Company B sees their most important type of information exchange with their suppliers 
to know all order details. Stated by one interviewee: “An online retailer needs to know 
the status of every order and the single steps to answer customers’ requests”, and these 
information is given by suppliers. It is even more important for furnitures, because the 
delivery time can vary from 2 days up to 10 weeks. On the other hand, information such 
as type of product and amount are essential to pass from customer to supplier. 
 
Another important type is the delivery information such as arrival time, which Company 
B needs from the suppliers and gives further to the customer. Company B needs to 
communicate with suppliers regarding the exact delivery date and time, because the 
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customer wants to know in case to be home for tall furniture. Furthermore, Company B 
needs to pass the right delivery address to the supplier. On the other hand, it is essential 
that the suppliers pass to Company B information such as date of actual acceptance by 
the customer (more details further). Most importantly, for both Company B and 
suppliers, they need to negotiate about conditions and to set-up contracts, where data 
security and compliance are key indicators for a signed contract. Both parties need to 
have those agreement information to be sure about all agreed conditions, which a 
supplier-retailer relationship carry along. Delivery conditions can be seen as a part of 
delivery information but also as agreement information. Conditions such as 
advertisements or TV spots are also included in agreements.   
 
Table 9: Company B: Types of information 

 
 
Additionally, Company B needs to have information about suppliers’ inventory. Firstly, 
Company B needs to know if their desired products are still in supplier’s stock. “If not, 
how long does the production take to communicate an estimated delivery date? We need 
to have answers for questions like that.” Secondly, the retailer needs to know the exact 
quantity of the products in stock to update on their webpage. They cannot offer 
products, which the suppliers cannot provide or even took out from their production 
plan. 
 
Sales data is also important for both Company B and suppliers, since both of them need 
to know when, what product and how much of them have already been sold. It is 
necessary to exchange the exact numbers of quantity of goods, which Company B really 
sells to customers. Also, Company B needs to get the information from the suppliers’ 
point of view their mostly sold products and favourite items by customers.   

4.2.2 Benefits with information exchange 
“Without any information exchange with suppliers we could only sell those products we 
have on our own stock.” Both interviewees pointed out that Company B could not stick 
to their business model. The information that Company B sends to and receives from 
suppliers is highly important for their business activities and reaching business goals. 
That leads to better coordination and planning of business activities for the whole 
business. There are additional actions, which are increasing their business activities. For 
example, it is important for both, Company B and its suppliers, to know are the sales 
numbers matching. But also numbers such as orders and customers are necessary to 
exchange so that the systems are matching without any problems. 
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Firstly, the internal communication is increasing, and creates a good working dynamic, 
because information exchange with suppliers is connecting operational department such 
as logistics, payments and customer service. Those departments are also communicating 
with the suppliers, which establish deep and close relationships. With the support of 
marketing it is possible to send information to convince suppliers to sell via Company 
B’s online shop. For a young online retailer like them it is important to attractive new 
suppliers for their business. But also current suppliers need to be integrated in Company 
B’s marketing strategies: “It is significant to exchange information regard our marketing 
activities, which we will launch to increase the sales of their products.” On the other 
hand, when the internal communication and the supplier-relationship are well 
developed, Company B is able to answer customers’ questions and complaints, which 
increase the customer satisfaction. 
 
Table 10: Company B: Benefits with information exchange 

 
 
Through a smooth information flow between Company B and its suppliers and well-
established relationships, both parties can increase their sales and profit. All parties, 
suppliers, Company B and also the customers are taking benefit from exchanging 
information regard to tracking and tracing orders. Every party knows exactly where the 
order is and when it will arrive. Especially for Company B, it is important to follow 
customer orders step by step and answer their requests.  

4.2.3 Challenges with information exchange 
The main challenge for Company B is to keep the right balance between giving and 
receiving sufficient information without spreading too many company details that could 
misused by the other parties (e.g. in case they work with competitive enterprises as 
well). Another matter is playing the security of data or when some data gets lost or 
stolen. That shows that Company B is definitely struggling with some trust issues 
regard to exchange information with their suppliers. 
 
“For us as a retailer it is hard to handle the complexity of the supply chain”. This 
complexity is resulted from the great amount of suppliers Company B needs to 
exchange information with. The complexity makes the communication more 
complicated, which affects negatively the information exchange between the suppliers 
and Company B. The bigger the retailer the more employees have to exchange 



 
Emprical Findings 

 33 

information with the suppliers. Company B always has to be aware of the people who 
exchange and those how to exchange the right information sufficiently, which is 
connetced to training employees. One important part is also the right training of 
employees and providing IT, which is connected with huge investment. 
 
Table 11: Company B: Challenges with information exchange 

 
 
Since the suppliers are of different size, their technical standards differ a lot. Above all, 
logistical information needs to be exchanged instantly via a direct electronic interface, 
which preferably should have the same standards for all suppliers. But Company B has 
to deal with the opposite: “All suppliers communicate via different channels of 
automation. Of course, that barrier rises since we talk about cross-border delivery as 
well”. 
 
It is important that a supplier is able to keep tracking with company’s development and 
the corresponding information exchange. If they cannot do it, then the business with 
suppliers has to stop. Both parties depend from each other, that means when sales of 
Company B could decrease with the break of an A-list supplier. To be less depends on 
suppliers, Company B invests a lot of money in its own warehouses. However, it is not 
possible to have such a wide range of types and brands of furniture on stock, so 
Company B is still depending on supplier's quick response, production and delivery to 
meet customers’ expectations. 
 
It is rather the managers’ awareness of how important the topic of information 
exchange is that should be improved. Even cannot be seen or touched, information 
exchange is in fact in Company B’s daily work-life. “If all decision makers know about 
the significance of communication between retailers and suppliers, we will have similar 
standards in the industry and it will be easier to exchange information with many 
suppliers without operational hassle.” 
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As mentioned above, Company B can only create invoices when customers accept the 
order and supplier passes this information. Thus, if the suppliers do not send that 
acceptance, Company B will not be able to invoice and consequently receive money. 
The data of invoicing the goods towards customers is so important because the 
customers only need to pay their bills from the moment on they receive the goods. And 
Company B’s finance flow will be affected if the information is not smooth. Thus, this 
Legal and tax regulations like that set a lot of barriers in Europe.  
 
Inaccuracy information of sales leads to wrong estimations in forecast, which leads to 
late deliveries and unsatisfied customers. The suppliers have less stress deadlines as 
soon as the forecast by Company B matches reality. “And only then suppliers want to 
continue collaboration with us.” 

4.3 Company C 
Company C is a leading outdoor sportswear retailer with the head office located in 
Shanghai and more than 90 exclusive retail shops all over China. It provides a wide 
range of products including apparel, footwear, accessories and equipments. These 
products are supplied by manufacturers or wholesalers who are chosen by and then 
contracted with Company C. Company C operates its own distribution centres in 
different regional area of China, and each distribution centre is responsible for 
communicating with the suppliers and distributing products to the exclusive retail shops 
that are in the same region. The interviewee has been working as a planning manager 
and is mainly responsible for planning and purchasing products from suppliers. The 
interviewee states their business process as “we place orders to suppliers based on 
design sketch and samples, and they deliver clothes or shoes to our distribution centres”. 
Table 12, Table 13, and Table 14 are provided as a summary of each section. 

4.3.1 Types of information  
The first type stated by the interviewee is the order information including quantity and 
types of product. “We order products based on our need”, said the interviewee. Thus, it 
is necessary for Company C to give suppliers a specific and clear instruction of what to 
produce or provide. Especially when ordering new products, which usually happen 
before season changing, a detailed product information such as design sketches and 
samples will be given to suppliers and be checked for several times by both of them to 
ensure the product is what Company C expects. 
 
Delivery information is both given and required by Company C. When placing an order, 
Company C states clearly about when and where they would like to have the products 
delivered. “We need to have the right products on hands”, said the interviewee. 
Customer demand of different regions varies according to different consumption level. 
Although the range of product is the same for all retail shops, different distribution 
centers need to hold different product to meet local customers’ expectation.  On the 
other hand, Company C needs to get the delivery information from suppliers as well, 
especially under special occasions such as delayed delivery or urgent orders. 
 
Company C also gives their sales forecast for the next month/season to the suppliers. 
According to the interviewee, Company C makes their sales forecast based on the sales 
data from the same period of time in the past. “Special conditions such as season 
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changing, sales promotion and public holidays are also considered”, complemented by 
the interviewee.  
 
Table 12: Company C: Types of information 

 
 
The production plan of supplier is required by Company C. “The suppliers usually 
provide products to other retailers as well so we need to make sure they are really 
working on our orders”, said the interviewee.  
 
Company C also gives suppliers the feedback of their performance periodically. This 
performance not only includes the delivery performance in terms of on-time delivery, it 
also represents if suppliers have made mistakes regarding order itself.   

4.3.2 Benefits with information exchange 
“The most important thing for every retailer is to increase sales”, said the interviewee. It 
shows clearly the main concern and the benefit Company C values the most, which is 
increasing sales and profit. By communicating order and product information, 
Company C is able to get products that better suit the targeted customers, which in turn 
will increase sales. Further, “We cannot sell high-end and expensive items to customers 
looking for something cheap”, said the interviewee. Thus, providing the right products 
also helps Company C to increase customer satisfaction. 
 
Table 13: Company C: Benefits with information exchange 

 
 
The interviewee stated “make better plans” as another benefit out of information 
exchange with suppliers. For example, by getting production plan from suppliers, 
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Company C is able to better organize its purchasing, distribution and sales plan. On the 
other hand, sharing sales forecast with suppliers enables suppliers to better “prepare 
products”, meanwhile also helps Company C to better control its inventory in terms of 
both stock and cost.  
 
Accurate delivery information also benefits Company C from better tracing and 
tracking the products. According to the interviewee, suppliers are responsible for 
delivering products to the distribution centres, thus, Company C is able to track the 
orders during shipments only when such information is provided by suppliers. 

4.3.3 Challenges with information exchange 
Leaking of information is the first challenge stated by the interviewee. To lower this risk 
at the most, Company C only gives their suppliers limited information. However, some 
confidential information like sales forecast, which can be used to peep and assume the 
business strategies, still needs to be given to them. Company C has concerns about their 
information being leaked to other retailers, because some of their suppliers do not only 
provide products to them. “But there is nothing we can do about it, we still need to work 
together”, further said the interviewee.  
 
Table 14: Company C: Challenges with information exchange 

 
 
Technical issue is another challenge mentioned by the interviewee. Company C gives 
part access of its system to the suppliers so that they can share order, inventory and 
delivery information. However, sometimes the connection between Company C and 
suppliers’ systems does not work as expected. “When technical problems come out 
from each side of us, we have to put the data into the system manually”, said the 
interviewee. Furthermore, some suppliers may not be able to do build the joint system 
with Company C. “Some of our suppliers even still work with Excel”, further said the 
interviewee. The significant investment is also a barrier, mentioned by the interviewee, 
“the cost of setting up information system is really huge and we are not able to do this 
for all our suppliers”. 

4.4 Company D 
Company D is one leading supermarket group in Germany with the headquarters in 
Hamburg. They have a market share of over 25%, 250,000 employees in total and more 
than 4,000 retail shops. In every regional area, Company D has single retail shops that 
are offering the own brand products, regional and global products. The interviewees 
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have been working in the department of Logistics & Supply Chain management, and are 
a part of the Process Management team. 
 
The distribution centre (DC) locate the logistics’ and supply chain management’s 
processes, it is particullary responsible for collecting products from all suppliers with 
their own vehicle fleet. They also take over to deliver orders to the single retail shops. 
Therefore, the DC is the interface and connection of all suppliers. However, the main 
job of the DC is communicating and managing two kinds of suppliers (in total 800): 
internal suppliers and external suppliers. The following case is looking at the 
information exchange between Company D and its external suppliers. Table 15, Table 
16, and Table 17 are provided to sum up the different types, benefits and challenges 
with information exchange of Company D.  

4.4.1 Types of information  
In annual general meetings, Company D and their suppliers are exchanging information 
in negotiations regard to new reliable delivery conditions and purchasing prices for 
every product. That also includes creating contracts with all agreement information and 
sending them to each supplier.   
 
Table 15: Company D: Types of information 

 
 
Company D and suppliers exchange information regarding orders and deliveries every 
day. Company D needs to give order information such as kind and amount of products 
to the suppliers. On the other hand Company D needs delivery information from the 
suppliers such as order status (completed or uncompleted), departure time of the 
delivery at the warehouse and name of the packers. All this information is listed in the 
different shipping documents such as the invoices, packing notes, consignment notes 
and return notes. Agreement such as delivery rhythm is also an essential part of delivery 
information. 
 
In the case of an incorrect order, Company D needs to contact the suppliers to get their 
accurate inventory. But also the suppliers need to know about the Company D’s 
inventory and stocks. The inventory for Company D is running over an automatically 
computer system and is an important part of their business. The inventory helps to keep 
an overview of all products and gives information like what articles need to be ordered 
and what are in stock. Company D as a supermarket retailer needs special product 
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information from their suppliers such as products remaining lifetime, best-before dates, 
fresh products.  
 
There is an information exchange regarding the packages. Company D has its own 
packages of its own brand. That means Company D sends its packages to the suppliers 
so that they can fill it with their produced content. One of the interviewee also stated: 
“A whole project group of our company is responsible for figuring out the easiest and 
cheapest way to return empties as well as to keep inventory about empties.” Returning 
empties are also taking a big part of the day-by-day activities and of the packages’ 
information. It is important to figure out the best solution for company D but also for 
suppliers to return the empties. 

4.4.2 Benefits with information exchange 
“As a retailer, we see the biggest benefit in exchanging information with our suppliers is 
to increase customer satisfaction, and also to increase the sales and profit”. That means 
to be always up-to-date regarding new products, new brands, new layouts or packages 
of current products. 
 
Table 16: Company D: Benefits with information exchange 

 
 
The well-established systems also provide big support to exchange information so that 
Company D is able to answer customer requests. Company D is able to communicate 
with every retail store over the information systems such as delivery systems, Internet, 
the web pages, Internet portals, applications, fax, and e-mails. Through the information 
exchange, Company D and suppliers are able to establish close and deep relationships. 
All these facts increase the communication between Company D and its supplier, which 
will lead to a good work dynamic and turn to new business ideas such as offering new 
individual customer orders or creating new products.   
 
Another benefit is to improve business activities, managing processes and making 
better decisions. Especially, the annual general meetings and discussions enable 
Company D to find problem solutions quicker. The supermarket chain with its suppliers 
attempts to work together as one team, one community, so that everyone can make 
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profits. Another important action is to check the orders’ conditions, which will improve 
business processes with each other. 

4.4.3 Challenges with information exchange 
The first challenge in the information exchange for Company D is the many different 
actors in a retail chain. Especially, the high amount of suppliers makes Company D 
worrying about their information being leaked to other retailers. As more actors 
involved in this network, the business processes and the information passing are getting 
more complex, which makes exchanging incorrect information possible. “As everyone 
knows, people are making mistakes”. Another problem is that information is getting lost 
through losing invoices or other important documents, and it is not possible to always 
check if the up-to-date information is in the system. Shipping documents also plays an 
important role for the transportation and the information exchange between the 
Company D and its supplier.  
 
It is already challenging to handle their own businesses for both Company D and its 
suppliers. However in a network like that, partners need to be adaptable with each other, 
and go with the development and changes. The economy is changing day-by-day and 
has a great impact on consumers’ behaviour. That aspect can be seen as technical issues 
and as huge investments. Both parties need to be up-to-date with the technology 
development such as new systems, programs and other applications, which is also 
connected with making investments. Especially, to make the physical and information 
flow smooth, Company D and its suppliers need to invest a huge amount of money to 
establish a joint system, which is difficult for some suppliers. 
 
Table 17: Company D: Challenges with information exchange 

 
 
Company D has a great influence on the market. That means they have great power in 
the businesses and over the supplier. No supplier wants to lose Company D as a 
customer. But Company D is using their powerful position to blackmail single suppliers 
and to archive their own goals. When suppliers are not able to keep their conditions and 
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try to negotiate, Company D do not want and do not have to. That means some suppliers 
are becoming insolvent in their home country Germany and the only solution is to go 
abroad. Then they are able to offer the same business with same conditions to Company 
D, but with less fixed costs such as salaries and rent.   
 
Legal regulations, law and rights also play a significant role in the information 
exchange between Company D and their suppliers. But also it makes it more 
complicated. The flow needs to go step by step and is dragging out. Product 
descriptions of the suppliers are also difficult to handle. For example, a supplier only 
needs to mention ingredients when there are more than 10% of it in a product. That 
means all ingredients under 10% in a product are not on the description of the product. 
So it comes to wrong product descriptions and is confusing for the customer. In the end, 
Company D needs to take the responsibility. 

4.5 Company E 
Company E is a European online fashion store with headquarters in Berlin. Mainly, they 
sell shoes, clothing and other fashion items from more than 1,000 fashion brands via 
their online shop. It was established in Germany in 2008 and nowadays operates in 14 
European countries, worldwide spin-offs and subsidiary companies. In total around 
10,000 employees are working for them. The interviewees are purchasing manager 
(senior and junior) of Category Sports. Other categories are men, women, kids and so 
on.  
 
The order and delivery process is rather simple. The great majority is picked and 
packaged in company’s warehouses and one of their suppliers delivers it to the 
customers. But they also have the partner program. That means that brands sell via 
Company E’s shop directly to the customer and suppliers deliver the orders. In this way 
Company E can guarantee a wider availability of items in case they are out of stock. 
The Tables 18-20 summarize the types of information, benefits and challenges with 
information exchange between Company E and its supplier. 

4.5.1 Types of information  
Company E exchanges information with its suppliers regarding the agreements, which 
are the result of negotiations between each other. These negotiations are mainly about 
the purchasing prices and delivery conditions. Both of them need to agree on every 
detail and sign the contracts. 
 
It is urgent that Company E gets product information from the suppliers so they are 
informed about the single product side. The retailer needs to give the suppliers the order 
information to claim the kind and amount of products. Additionally, it is necessary that 
the suppliers give the retailer all delivery information in terms of tracing and tracking of 
orders. Especially, if the items are directly shipped by the brands to the customers, 
Company E needs to know all details about the delivery so that they are able to 
communicate everything to their customers in form of status via e-mails and within 
customer accounts. 
 
On the other hand, the retailer needs to give the suppliers their sales data and report 
them about good and bad sales, so that the suppliers know the performance about their 
items. Also, marketing KPIs (Key Performance Indicator) such as numbers of visitors 
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on their website and repurchase rates is also given by Company E. Furthermore, sales 
forecast for the upcoming months including the dates for big upcoming campaigns is 
also given by Company E. 
 
Table 18: Company E: Types of information 

 
 
Company E is giving their suppliers the feedback from the customer’s responses to the 
received items. Company E also requires suppliers to give the inventory information of 
the product they would like to purchase. Most importantly, Company E needs to 
communicate all information to convince the suppliers to sell their key and successful 
items to them. Since Company E has brand shops within their online shop they need to 
inform them about the platform and its rights/duties they can use to set-up their own 
brand shop. 

4.5.2 Benefits with information exchange 
Company E has several of benefits in exchanging information with their supplier. Most 
of all, it is necessary to run a successful business through satisfying the customer and 
increase the sales and profit. Company E needs to be able to sell the desired product 
accordingly to the demand. The exchange of product information helps the retailer to 
inform customers deeply about the item of interest. Order and delivery information 
support the retailer to answer customer requests how and when they are able to receive 
the chosen items. 
 
The suppliers of Company E benefit from information exchange regard to marketing 
activities. In this way they have an absolute overview about the presentation of their 
products. They even receive the dates of Company E’s three biggest marketing 
campaigns beforehand. In this way they know when to expect highest sales numbers in 
the upcoming 12 months. That means, the suppliers and Company E are able to better 
coordinate and plan accordingly. 
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Table 19: Company E: Benefits with information exchange 

 
 
“Information exchange is indispensable. There is a huge quantity of information that 
needs to be exchanged with our suppliers”. But as a well-established successful e-
commerce company the quality and effort for the exchange of information is highly 
important. “We are focusing on all of them to put our partnerships with suppliers on a 
next level”. 

4.5.3 Challenges with information exchange 
First of all, Company E sees the main challenge in information exchange is the 
complexity. As mentioned earlier, Company E offers products from 1000 different 
brands, which means 1000 suppliers. Further, complexity also rises with the high 
number of employees in different departments. Therefore, one main challenge is to keep 
the overview of when, with whom, what kind of information is exchanged. For 
example, the logistics department needs to know whether marketing and/or sales 
department communicated an upcoming campaign with the suppliers so that they are 
able to negotiate better prices for the delivery with the suppliers. 
 
The next challenge is to digitalize the information exchange as much as possible so that 
the exchange happens on real-time and everything is traceable. Company E uses 
technical interfaces with the suppliers and also work with cloud-computing solutions to 
achieve all information that are exchanged between the employees, the customers and 
highly important the suppliers. Those technical solutions are absolutely significant for 
Company E and the amount of information that is exchanged daily with the suppliers 
we sell. As an e-commerce company they always put a strong focus on digitalization. 
 
Another challenge that Company E faces is the trust issue. It is important that 
information, especially those with high confidentiality, is not leaked out and reached to 
the competitor. Inaccuracy information is also a challenge for a huge company like 
Company E, especially when they have such a high number of employees and more 
than 1000 suppliers. Because every empolyee could talk to the suppliers on different 
channels, thus, the corporation cannot be highly successful when one information detail 
is missing or wrong. 
 
Company E sees the power balance as another challenge. “We depend on suppliers a 
lot”, said the interviewee. Since the suppliers are in a more powerful position, especially 
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the big ones, Company E needs to convince them to sell their products through 
Company E’s online shop. Besides, even when the suppliers authorize Company E to 
sell their products, Company E still needs to communicate with them a lot in order to 
get those products popular among customers. Thus, Company E has to put more efforts 
in the information exchange because with the more powerful suppliers, the normal daily 
business does not work perfectly. 
 
Table 20: Company E: Challenges with information exchange 

 
 
At the beginning Company E needs to train their employees so that they know how to 
use the different information systems. Training people is very time consuming and also 
costly, as “everybody knows time is money.” Only when Company E keeps the 
information exchange professionally and efficiently, then they can expect high 
performance from the suppliers. In the end, there is a strong corporation with the 
suppliers and the more they cooperate, the better they can do their business. 



 
Analysis 

 44 

5 Analysis 
This chapter is designed for the analysis of the empirical findings and the existing 
theory. Pattern matching was chosen for that analysis. Mostly the theory was 
concentrating on the general customer-supplier perspective. Now the empirical data 
and the outcome of the analysis will focus on the specific retailer-supplier interface. 
The tables, which were created for the theory and the findings will be matched 
together. This matching will create new final summary tables of types of information, 
benefits and challenges in information exchange between a retailer and its supplier.  

5.1 Types of information 
Considering the types of information exchanged between retailer and its supplier, 
eleven types were identified from empirical findings and are illustrated in Table 21. It 
represents from retailers perspective, the necessary information needs to be exchanged 
with suppliers. As Table 21 illustrated, order information and delivery information 
stated by all five case companies, followed by inventory information, product 
information and agreements that each mentioned by four case companies. Sales data, 
sales forecast, and feedback were each stated by three case companies. Production plan 
is mentioned by two case companies while sales advices and package information are 
each stated by one case company. Table 22 is provided at the end of this section to 
present the comparison between theoretical framework and empirical finding, regarding 
the types of information exchanged between a retailer and its supplier. 
 
Table 21: Types of information between a retailer and its supplier 

 
 
Among them, order information and delivery information are the ones stated by all 
companies, thus, the authors consider these as mandatory types of information for a 
retailer to exchange with its supplier. Company C, D and E claimed that the order 
information given by retailer. While both Company A and B stated that order 
information is given by both retailer and supplier. The results of Company C, D and E 
are in line with the theoretical framework that in a general customer supplier interface, 
order information is given by customers (Lee and Whang, 2000; Lotfi et al., 2013).  
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When it comes to delivery information, Company D and E claimed that it is given by 
suppliers. While all the other three case companies stated delivery information is given 
by both retailer and supplier. The results of Company D and E are in line with the 
theoretical framework that in a general customer supplier interface, delivery information 
is given by suppliers (Lee and Whang, 2000; Lotfi et al., 2013). One possible 
explanation the opposite results of Company A, B, and C is that, these case companies 
have several warehouses in different region or even countries, and it is decided by the 
headquarters what products should be stocked in which warehouse. Thus, they need to 
give suppliers the clear delivery information in order to have the right products 
delivered at the right place. Furthermore, the fact that both parties would like to be up-
to-date to the latest information could be another explanation. 
 
Out of the five cases, four of them stated inventory as one of the types they exchange 
with suppliers.  In the case of Company D, since they apply a VMI system, both them 
and suppliers, need to give their inventory information to each other. Instead of giving 
inventory information to suppliers, Company B and E only requires its suppliers to give 
inventory information, and Company A only gives its inventory information to its 
suppliers to warn them that their products are not selling well and does not require the 
same informtion from suppliers. Thus, the results show that inventory information for 
retailers is not as important as the theoretical framework presents (Lee & Whang, 2000; 
Lotfi et al., 2013). Moreover, it also shows that inventory information is not only given 
by retailers, which is also not in line with the theoretical framework. One possible 
explanation behind it is when a retailer does not sell daily necessities (case companies 
A, B, and E), it does not have the need of suppliers replenishing automatically, but more 
focuses on if suppliers can provide the products in time. Retailers then have more 
control of their inventory in terms of what and how many product they want to hold. 
Thus, they only need to place orders to suppliers when they want replenishment of 
certain products. On the contrary, Company D is a supermarket, which sells daily 
necessities, thus, it is necessary for them to apply a VMI system so that their stock can 
be replenished by suppliers automatically. Furthermore, when asked about if they need 
inventory information from suppliers, the interviewees of Company A explained, “it is 
not necessary for us to know how many stock our suppliers have, because we are not 
big enough to consume all their inventories”. Thus, the size of a retailer and the amount 
of product it is able to sell, could be another explanation to why inventory information 
for retailers is not as important as it is in a general customer-supplier interface. 
 
During interviews with case companies, interviewees see product information (for both 
current and new product) regarding details of product, and production plan separately. 
However in the theoretical framework, product information includes details of product 
itself, production plan and exploitation information of new products (Lee & Whang, 
2000; Lotfi et al., 2013). Thus, the authors consider it is necessary to categorize and 
analysis these aspects separately.  
 
First of all, the product information from interviewees view refers to the details of 
product including product features, instructions, and follow-up price for both existing 
and new products. Out of five case companies, Company A, C, D and E stated product 
information as one type of information that given by suppliers. Although they stated 
different product features such as design sketches for Company C, best-before date for 
Company D, that is only because they are in different industries, thus, they have 
different features for products. Even separated from the product information in 
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theoretical framework, this type of information is still given by suppliers to retailers, 
which is in line with the theoretical framework.  
 
As for production plan, both Company A and Company C stated it as one type of 
information they need from and given by suppliers. From the interviewees view, it 
refers to the production schedule of both existing and new products. Both companies 
require this information to ensure their stock, while Company A more focuses on 
ensuring enough amount of products when the demand reaches a high point in the 
future. Similar with product information and production schedule still goes from 
suppliers to retailers, which is also in line with the theoretical framework. 
 
Company A, B and E claimed that sales data is given by them to suppliers. It is in line 
with the theoretical framework that in a general customer-supplier interface, sales data 
is given by customers to show suppliers how many products have been sold during the 
past period of time (Lee & Whang, 2000). However, besides giving sales data to 
suppliers, Company B also requires sales data from suppliers’ side, which helps to 
reveal the mostly favourable products and in turn helps Company B to understand 
customer demand better. One possible explanation of this is the business model of 
Company B to collect different products from different suppliers on one website for 
customers selecting according to their need. Therefore for Company B, providing 
products according customer demand is its top priority. Although only Company B 
stated this direction of sales data, the authors still consider gathering sales data from 
suppliers side is important for retailers, who has a similar business model such as 
Company A and E. 
 
Three case companies, Company A, C, and E, mentioned sales forecast as one type of 
information they exchange with suppliers. However, all these three companies stated 
that they only give sales forecasts to suppliers but do not require suppliers to give theirs. 
It is in the opposite side of the theoretical framework that, it is necessary that both 
actors combine their efforts to have a ‘collaborative forecasting’ (Lee & Whang, 2000; 
Lotfi et al., 2013; and Ebrahim-Khanjari et al., 2012). One possible explanation to this 
could be that for retailers, it is not necessary for them to have sales forecast from 
suppliers to make a better forecast, since they are much closer to customers than any 
other actors. 
 
Agreements is also mentioned by four case companies, which are Company A, B, D and 
E. All these four case companies stated agreements as those terms agreed by both 
parties, some of them are included in contract, while some others are not. In the case of 
Company A, agreements refer to guarantee sales or samples of products. And according 
to the interviewee, these agreements only exist between Company A and long-term 
partners and are not included in the contract. For Company B and D, agreements refer to 
conditions in terms of delivery, advertisement conditions, and purchasing price that are 
negotiated in advance and in the end included in the contract. Agreements are not 
included in the theoretical framework. However, the results from the empirical data 
show clearly that for retailers, agreements are always bear in their mind and considered 
as the foundation of all the following business activities. 
 
Lee and Whang (2000), and Lotfi et al. (2013) categorized capacity information and 
performance metrics into other information. The result of case studies shows that 
both Company A and E stated that they give feedback from customers regarding to 
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product quality to suppliers, while Company C claimed that they give suppliers the 
feedback of their performance. Furthermore, Company A also asks for sales advices 
from suppliers. These two types of information are absent in the theoretical framework. 
Only the performance metrics of suppliers is categorized into other information by Lee 
and Whang (2000), and Lotfi et al. (2013). Thus, the authors feel it is necessary to 
create two new categories of feedback information and sales advices. 
 
Table 22: Analysis types of information between a retailer and its supplier 

 
 
Out of five case companies, only Company D stated that they need to exchange package 
information with suppliers. It is not included and discussed in the theoretical 
framework. Since Company D has its own brand but does not produce any product, it 
has to send empty packages with its logo on to suppliers and exchange related 
information with them. Thus, the industry Company D is in could be one possible 
explanation to why only them mentioned package information. It is a normal 
phenomenon that retailers in supermarket industry have their own brand products, but 
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only has them filled by suppliers rather than producing them. Thus, the authors consider 
package information as a universal types of information needs to be exchanged between 
retailers who are in supermarket industry and their supplier.  
 
To sum up, Table 22 illustrates all eleven types of information presented in theoretical 
framework were all mentioned or slightly mentioned by the case companies. Thus, the 
authors consider these eleven types of information as the information exchanged 
between a retailer and its supplier. However, the interviewees’ view of the type of 
information could be restricted during the interview. Thus, there is a possibility for 
other types of information that are not stated by the interviewees, and then not included 
in this thesis. 

5.2 Benefits of information exchange 
Based on the case studies, which were presented in the previous chapter, there are 9 
different benefits of information exchange between a retailer and its supplier established 
(Table 23). All retailers consider the main benefits they can get from exchanging 
information with suppliers are better coordination and planning of business activities as 
well as increasing customer satisfaction. Other benefits such as increasing sales and 
profit, better recognize relationships with suppliers were also identified. Only some 
retailers mentioned benefits such as increasing visibility, and better tracing and tracking. 
The benefits least mentioned by case companies are quicker response to the market 
change, earlier time to the market for new products and early problem solution. Table 
24 is provided to present the comparison between theoretical framework and empirical 
finding, regarding the benefits with information exchange. 
 
Table 23: Benefits with information exchange between a retailer and its supplier 

 
 
All the case companies consider the main benefit they can get from information 
exchange is better coordination and planning of their businesses activities, especially to 
make better decisions. For example, Company A needs information such as the 
production schedule, follow-up product price, and estimated delivery time from the 
supplier to set and adjust its own purchasing and sales plan; Company B mentioned to 
have a better coordination of activities, they need to match numbers with suppliers. 
Company C has more control of inventory activities through sharing sales forecast with 
its suppliers; and Company D exchanges information with suppliers regarding the order 
conditions to better manage the inventory. Lastly, Company E mentioned that sharing 
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information regarding big marketing campaigns with their suppliers, enables both 
parties to plan accordingly. The better coordination and planning of business activities 
is also presented in the theoretical framework as a benefit in a general customer-supplier 
or a customer-manufacturer interface (Gavirneni et al., 1999; Cachon & Fisher, 2000; 
Lee et al., 2000). Still it is clear that in a retailer-supplier interface and from the 
retailer’s perspective, exchanging information leads to better coordination and planning 
of their businesses.  
 
Two out of five companies (A and D) see a benefit with information exchange with 
their suppliers is increasing visibility. Company A claimed that they need to get more 
information in order to better understand different market trends, thus, to plan 
accordingly and formulate future operations. While Company D remarked that the 
development of technique, using different communication and information channels 
enable them to create new business ideas, such as offering new individual customer 
orders or creating new products. Increasing visibility is presented in the theoretical 
framework in a general customer-supplier interface, and the results show clearly that it 
is also a benefit from retailer’s perspective (Fiala, 2005; Li etal., 2001; Yu et al., 2001; 
Lee & Whang, 2004; Bagchi & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004; Lee & Oakes, 1996). 
 
Two out of five companies, Company B and Company C, see a benefit in better tracing 
and tracking the deliveries. For both companies it is necessary that the supplier provide 
this information so that they are able to follow the orders step by step and answer 
customer questions. This benefits is stated by Bagchi & Skjøtt-Larsen (2004) in a 
general customer-supplier interface, and the results show it is also a benefit retailers can 
get from information exchange. 
 
The benefit of responding to the market change quicker is stated by Company A. As 
already mentioned, the market is changing constantly so it is important to serve the 
customer according to the market change. Company A needs to have the knowledge 
about the right customer demand, thus, to provide the right products. In the theoretical 
framework Lee & Whang (2004) and Jauhari (2009) argued that in a general customer-
supplier interface, a quicker response to other supply chain partners’ request can be 
achieved through information exchange. However here, the results from case studies 
more emphasize on a quicker response to market change.  
 
The next benefit is that new products can be put on market earlier. Company A stated 
this benefit and further explained that achieving this benefit requires both themselves 
and suppliers to exchange customer demand and production plan. This benefit is also 
stated in the theoretical framework in a general customer-supplier interface, and 
discussed by Lee & Whang (2004) and Lotfi et al. (2013).  
 
Only Company D noticed the benefit of early problem detection. Company D further 
explained that with the help of general meeting, they are able to detect problems and 
find solutions. This benefit is stated in the theoretical framework as well in a general 
customer-supplier interface (Lee & Whang, 2004; Jauhari, 2009; Grabot et al., 2010; 
Lotfi et al., 2013). Although only one case company mentioned this benefit, the authors 
still consider that this is a benefit retailers can get from information exchange, because 
other interviewees may not think about this during the interviews.  
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Table 24: Analysis benefits with information exchange between a retailer and its 
supplier 

 
 
Another main benefit of information exchange with suppliers is the increasing customer 
satisfaction. All case companies see the improvement and increasing in customer 
satisfaction as very important. It is one of their main goals, because they are the final 
actor in the supply chain, who hand over products to end customers. In the theoretical 
framework, increasing customer satisfaction is grouped into the category of increasing 
productivity, organizational efficiency and improved services, and only stated that 
delivery information from the manufacturer is necessary for the downstream members 
to answer the questions from their customers (Mourtzis, 2011; Yang & Maxwell, 2011; 
Lee & Whang, 2004; Bagchi & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004; Lotfi et al. 2013). Since all 
interviewees emphasized on it heavily, the authors decided to take this benefit as a 
separate category. Now with a closer look at the retailer-supplier interface and from the 
retailer’s perspective, it is clear that retailers need correct and real-time information 
from suppliers to answer customer questions to increase customer satisfaction. And this 
increasing satisfaction refers to different aspects. For example, Company A focuses on 
increasing customer satisfaction regarding product quality. Company B more 
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concentrates on that every actor in the retail chain needs to be good informed to be able 
to answer customer questions, or at least to find the responsible person. Company C 
focuses on increasing customer satisfaction by providing the right products. Company D 
stated that they need to be up-to-date with all information to satiesfy the customer. 
Company E mentioned that the exchange of product information with the suppliers 
support them to inform customers deeply about the item of interest.  
 
Four out of five companies (B, C, D and E) see their benefit of information exchange 
more in general: increasing sales and profit. For example, Company B stated that 
factors such as a smooth flow of information and a good established retailer-supplier 
relationship, leads to a company’s main goal: increasing sales and profit. Company C 
sees that a well developed communication with the suppliers about order and product 
information helps to provide right products to right customers, which in turn leads to 
higher customer satisfaction and soncumption. Company D and E, focus more on a 
general way that, as long as a retailer is up-to-date with all product information that the 
customer need, the sales and profit can be increased. The theoretical framework only 
concentrated on the cost reduction of inventory management, which will in turn increase 
profit (Lee et al., 2000; Lee & Whang, 2000; Lotfi et al., 2013). Thus, the authors 
developed this new category of benefit.  
 
The five case companies A, B, D and E see a benefit with information exchange as 
better recognizing relationships with suppliers. Company A stated that through 
information exchange, they can decide whether they should build or dissolve the long-
term relationships with certain suppliers. Company B and E, more benefit from 
information exchange to create new relationships. While Company D stated that they 
can strengthen their relationships with suppliers through a consistent information 
exchange. It is clearly shown from the empirical findings that evaluating current 
relationships, building new relationships, and strengthening current relationships are all 
considered by retailers. However, in the theoretical framework, only the last aspect is 
stated (Lotfi et al., 2013; Lee & Whang, 2004; Bagchi & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004; Marshall 
& Bly, 2004). Thus, the authors developed this category and used the term of 
‘recognizing relationships’ to emphasize all the different aspects from retailer’s 
perspective.  
 
As Table 24 illustrated, four benefits that stated in the theoretical framework were not 
mentioned by any case company, which are: improving in forecasting, reducing of the 
bullwhip effect, reduced cycle time from order to delivery, and optimized capacity 
utilization. One possible explanation for this is that the interviewees do not perceive 
these benefits as important as others; or they cannot recognize these benefits from daily 
business operations. Thus, the authors consider that from the retailer’s perspective, 
these four benefits cannot be obtained from information exchange with suppliers.  

5.3 Challenges in information exchange 
Considering the challenges in information exchange between retailer and its supplier, 
eight challenges were identified from the five case studies and are illustrated in Table 
25. Among them, all case companies consider trust issues and leaking of information, 
investment and technical issues as the main challenges. Incorrect data are stated by four 
case companies except Company C, thus, following as the second main challenge. The 
next two challenges that each stated by two case companies are law regulations and 
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power issues. The last challenge that stated only by Company B is managers’ awareness 
of information exchange. At the end, the comparison between theoretical framework 
and empirical finding, regarding the challenges with information exchange is presented 
in Table 26 at the end of this section. 
 
Table 25: Challenges with information exchange between a retailer and its supplier 

 
 
All case companies have stated trust issues and leaking of information as one of the 
main challenges with exchanging information with supplier. It is not surprising that all 
case companies stated their concerns about supplier leaking confidential information 
such as sales data, sales forecasts to their competitors when explaining trust issues. It 
goes in line with the theoretical framework that, the confidentiality of information 
always goes with trust issues and can be understood as an expression of it (Vlachos & 
Bourlakis, 2006; Ebrahim-Khanjari et al. 2012; Kumar, 1996). Furthermore, not all case 
companies have realized that they need to put efforts in building trust with suppliers; or 
they do not have a positive attitude towards it even if they have had the awareness. 
Company A considers it is important for both, them and suppliers, to make sacrifices if 
they want to build trust and work as long-term partners, thus, tends to give second 
chance to suppliers; while on the other side, Company C tends to relive the partnership 
with suppliers if they leak their information to other retailers. It is inevitable for retailers 
to engage with suppliers and, thus, exchange information with them, and trust is the 
foundation of information exchange. Thus, the results show clearly that trust issue and 
leaking of information is the main challenge for retailers.   
 
All case companies stated huge investment as one of the main challenges with 
information exchange.  Among them, Company A, C and D more focus on the 
investment of setting up and the follow-up maintenance of information systems. 
Furthermore, Company C and D also consider if their suppliers can afford this 
investment, because they can only fully enjoy the benefits when their suppliers have a 
joint system. These two aspects of investment of information system are in line with 
previous research, in which Clark and Hammond (1997), Chong and Pervan (2001) and 
Khurana et al. (2011) argued that the costs of implementing a joint information system 
with members bring barriers to information exchange. Apart from this, Company B and 
E tend to focus on the investment of training employees properly, which is discussed by 
Motiwalla and Thompson (2012). Thus, the results show clearly that from retailer’s 
perspective, huge investment is one of their main concerns of information exchange. 
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Technical issues are another challenge that also stated by all the case companies. First 
of all, these five case companies tend to focus on different aspects under technical 
issues. Company A concentrates on the follow-up technical problems after the 
information system setup; Company B and C focus on the technical problems come 
with different system or technical standards that implemented by themselves and 
suppliers; Company D sees their problems in being up-to-date with the new technology; 
and Company E faces problems with fully utilizing their existing information system. 
Secondly, for all case companies, although IT infrastructure is not a big problem 
anymore, the empirical findings show clearly that retailers still face technical issues 
more or less and it is still a challenge for them to exchange information. In relation to 
the theoretical framework, the challenge of technical issues is presented from different 
aspects as well. Lee and Whang (2000) discussed the using of various types of systems 
and standards; Songer et al. (2001), Stephenson & Blaza (2001), and Weippert et al. 
(2002) indicated the lack of practice experience for new technology. Thus, it is clearly 
shown that the results derived from case studies are in line with the theoretical 
framework. 
 
Four out of five companies, Company A, B, D and E, mentioned that they encounter 
difficulty when using the data received from suppliers effectively. It supports the 
theoretical framework that, failing to use the information in an effective way brings 
challenges for companies to exchange information (Lee & Wang, 2000; Lotfi et al., 
2013; Ives, Torrey, & Gordon, 2000; Yu et al. 2001). Further, the interviewees made it 
clear the negative effect brought by using incorrect data. Company A complained about 
the low efficiency of exchanging sales data that counted by different unit. The other 
three case companies B, D and E also stated their of sharing incorrect data, which 
makes the further information flow more complicated. Moreover, passing incorrect data 
could affect retailer-supplier relationship strongly in a negative way. However, the 
accuracy of data is existing but only slightly mentioned in the theoretical framework. 
Thus, the authors further developed this category by adding incorrect data into it.  
 
The three case companies B, D and E, mentioned the complexity of the supply chain as 
one of the challenges they face when exchanging information with suppliers. This 
challenge is absent in the theoretical framework, thus, the authors developed this new 
category. According to interviewees, the complexity refers to the phenomenon of many 
actors in a retail supply chain, which stretches and complicates the information flow. 
Company D struggled to exchange information in a more general way when many other 
actors such as other retailers, suppliers, and manufacturers are involved in the supply 
chain. While Company B and E not only struggle with the high amount of different 
actors, but also the complexity of their own companies in terms of many different 
departments and the high number of employees. Thus, to sum up, both aspects of 
complexity make retailers feel difficult to exchange the right information with the right 
responsible person. 
 
Power issues and law regulations are absent in the theoretical framework as well, thus, 
the authors developed these two categories. Firstly, Company B, D and E face the 
challenge of power issues. Company B described the relationship between a retailer and 
its supplier as “dependent from each other”. While Company D tends to use its more 
powerful position than supplier to negotiate better conditions, because it has a market 
share of more than 25%, thus, its suppliers want to have a piece of the cake. On the 
contrary, Company E is in a less powerful position, which means they depend on the 
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suppliers more than the suppliers depend on them. Company E claimed that they have to 
convince suppliers especially the powerful ones to sell their products through Company 
E’s online retail shop. Therefore, it is clearly shown that the relative power of a retailer 
and its supplier affect the information exchange between them. Moreover, both of them 
can be in a more powerful position and tend to make use of it. 
 
Secondly, law regulations are a significant factor of managing information exchange. 
The redundant and complex regulations tend to slow down the whole information flow 
and extent the processes. However, both retailers and suppliers have to obey it and 
cannot change it.  Company B for example, struggles with the invoices and bills, 
because they have to wait for an acceptance from suppliers before they can invoice the 
products. Company D complained that customers ask questions they cannot answer, 
such as the product descriptions that are regulated by the government.  
 
Table 26: Analysis challenges with information exchange between a retailer and its 

supplier 

 
 
Managers’ awareness is another challenge with information exchange but absent in 
theoretical framework. Thus, the authors created this new category. Although it is only 
mentioned by Company B, it is still a very interesting one. Company B pointed out that 
it is hard to exchange information with supplier if the managers, both in terms of 
retailers and suppliers, do not take it seriously. One possible explanation to managers do 
not see the value of information exchange could be: they tend to more focus on the 
business operations itself and, thus, ignore the supportive operations, which in this case, 
is information exchange. If the managers aware of the value of information exchange, 
other supply chain partners and its own employees tend to pay more attention to it.  
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6  Conclusion 
This chapter presents a final summary of this thesis, in order to fulfil the research 
purpose and answer the research questions.  
 
The purpose of this thesis was to investigate the type of information, benefits and 
challenges with information exchange between a retailer and its suppliers from a 
retailer’s perspective. To fulfil the research purpose, three research questions were 
proposed, a literature review was carried out and several case studies were conducted. 
To answer the research questions, the authors developed Table 22, Table 24, and Table 
26 by combining some categories from theoretical framework, restructuring and 
separating some others, and creating new ones. The case studies were conducted only 
from the retailer’s perspective in a retailer-supplier interface. While the literature review 
mainly focused on a general customer’s or a general supplier’s perspective in a general 
customer-supplier interface.  
 
RQ I: What types of information are to be exchanged between a retailer and its 

supplier? 

The following five types of information were both mentioned by the case companies 
and discussed in the theoretical framework: (1) order information, (2) delivery 
information, (3) inventory information, (4) product information, (5) sales data, (6) sales 
forecast, and (7) production plan. Due to the fact the more than one case company 
addressed product details and production plan separately, the authors considered it is 
necessary to separate them as (4) product information, and (7) production plan, although 
they were put in one category in the theoretical framework. The following types from 
(8) to (11) are only slightly discussed or absent in the theoretical framework. 
Espescially, the (8) agreements were not stated in the theoretical framework at all while 
others were slightly or partly discussed. The authors decided to delete the category in 
the theoretical framework named ‘other information’ and replace it with the following 
additional categories: (8) the agreements, (9) the feedback, and (10) sales advices, 
which were emphasized by case companies. This decision was made due to the fact that 
firstly, none of the case companies mentioned either capacity information or service 
performance, which are categorized under ‘other information’ in the theoretical 
framework. Secondly, the name of ‘other information’ is too broad and is not clear 
enough to understand. In other words, every type of information can be in fact 
categorized as ‘other information’. The last type (11) package information was 
mentioned by one company, however, the authors still see it as a rather interesting and 
important type. Thus, the answer to RQ I is: order information, delivery information, 
inventory information, product information, sales data, sales forecast, production plan, 
agreements, feedback, and sales advices (Table 22). 
 
RQ II: What benefits can a retailer obtain from information exchange with its supplier? 
All benefits of the information exchange that were mentioned in the case companies 
were discussed or slightly discussed in the theoretical framework to some degree. 
However, the authors developed some categories under the consideration that some of 
them are rather broad in the theoretical framework and not fit the empirical findings 
perfectly. The following benefits derived from case studies are in line with the 
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theoretical framework: (1) better coordination and planning of business activities, (2) 
increasing visibility, (3) better tracing and tracking, (4) quicker response to the market 
change, (5) earlier time to market for new products, and (6) early problem detection. 
The following categories from (7) to (10) are benefits absent in the empirical findings 
but stated in theoretical framework. They are: (7) improvement in forecast, (8) reduction 
of the bullwhip effect, (9) reduced cycle time from order to delivery, and (10) optimized 
capacity utilization. Additionally, there are several benefits that were further adopted 
and developed by the authors, which are: (11) increasing customer satisfaction, (12) 
increasing sales and profit, and finally (13) better recognize relationships with suppliers 
(Table 24).  
 
It has been discussed at the begining that some studies argued that downstream supply 
chain members may not be benefited from information exchange as much as the 
upstream members. However, after conducting these nine interviews, the authors still 
identified thirteen benefits that a retailer can obtain from information exchange with its 
supplier. Therefore, this is not entirely the case for retailers in a retailer-supplier 
interface. Thus, the answer to RQ II is: increasing visibility, better coordination and 
planning of business activities, quicker response to the market change, earlier time to 
market for new products, better tracing and tracking, early problem detection, increasing 
customer satisfaction, increasing sales and profit, and better recognize relationships 
with suppliers. 
 
RQ III:  What challenges may a retailer face from information exchange with its 

supplier? 

Taking a closer look at the empirical findings and the theoretical framework, it is clear 
that the challenges are quite similar. Four challenges mentioned by the case companies 
are stated in the theoretical framework as well, which are: (1) trust issues and leaking of 
information, (2) huge investment, (3) technical issues, and (4) failing to use 
information. Additionally, there are several challenges that were stated by case 
companies but absent in the theoretical framework, thus, the authors created the 
following categories: (6) complexity, (7) power issues, (8) law regulations, and (9) 
managers’ awareness. Only one challenge, which is (5) aligning incentives of different 
partners, is stated in the theoretical framework but not mentioned by the case 
companies. Thus, the answer to RQ III is: trust issues and leaking of information, huge 
investments, technical issues, failing to use data, complexity, power issues, law 
regulations, and managers’ awareness (Table 26). 
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7 Discussion 
The last chapter starts with a general discussion about other interesting aspects about 
the topic, followed by the theoretical and managerial implications. The authors would 
like to point out the limitations they encountered and give suggestions for future 
research.  

7.1 General discussion  
There are some interesting aspects of information exchange that the authors would like 
to discuss. The first one would be the differences of the views and interpretations from 
each interviewee. For example, Company D sees trust as a challenge with information 
exchange. However, they still see a positive side of it - trust is in fact a support for them 
to develop their relationships with the suppliers. Power issue would provide another 
example. It is very interesting for the authors to notice that how power is balanced for 
the different case companies. Company D is so powerful that they can ‘blackmail’ their 
suppliers to reach better conditions, or even to break up the relationship and build a new 
one with another supplier. While Company E on the other hand is so depended on its 
suppliers that they need to make many efforts to maintain the relationships. And this 
less powerful position for Company E is in fact a stronger position for the suppliers, 
who would see this as a benefit that they can take advantage from (like Company D).  
 
Another aspect is how retailers can balance getting benefits with facing challenges. 
Information exchange is exactly the same as the old saying about ‘two sides of a coin’, 
that there is always challenges come together with benefits. Finding the right balance is 
important and rather tricky for retailers, thus, they need to think thoroughly about which 
side they take more important. For example, not only one interviewee has mentioned 
‘making sacrifices’ to maintain the relationship they have with supplier. The ‘sacrifices’ 
refers to information being leaked by supplier, taking risks for supplier, etc. And the 
reason why they would like to maintain this relationship is that they can be benefited 
from it. Thus, they would like to make this sacrifice to gain a bigger benefit in the future.  
 
Last not but least, the authors would like to point out that the interviewees’ view of 
information exchange is different, and their opinions have influence on their answers 
and the outcomes. Additionally, it is important to mention that the interviewees may not 
consider mentionining other types of information, or benefits and challenges with the 
information exchange at the moment of interviews. In other words, there is a possibility 
that there are other types, benefits and challenges, which were not mentioned by the 
interviewees at all. 

7.2 Theoretical and Managerial Implications 
Firstly, this thesis contributes to theory by partly filling the research gap. It was pointed 
out that the existing research regarding types of information, benefits and challenges 
with information exchange have only focused on a general customer-supplier interface, 
but not on a retailer-supplier interface with a specific retailers’ perspective. Thus, the 
overall topic and the results of this thesis partly filled the above research gaps to some 
degree.  
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Secondly, throughout this thesis it became apparent that, it is necessary to understand 
the retailers’ view towards information exchange with suppliers in order to ensure a 
smooth information flow. Thus, as for managerial implication, the results of what 
benefits retailers can get from information exchange contribute to the enhancement of 
managers’ awareness of information exchange. Further more importantly, the results of 
this thesis also enable other members that involved in the retail supply chain to better 
understand the thoughts of retailers, who are also their partners, in order to build a more 
collaborative relationship and achieve a win-win situation. Managers could benefit from 
those benefits and challenges that are absent in the theory. Some of these categories 
were not mentioned by all case companies or even only mentioned by one case 
company. Thus, other case companies could pay additional attention to these categories 
in order to learn from them.  

7.3 Limitations 
This thesis has some limitations and the authors would like to mention and discuss. First 
of all, an abductive approach and a case study strategy were applied appropriately for 
this thesis. However, the range of previous research may not be wide enough. The 
authors concentrated only on the specific area and the most referred and related 
research, there may still be other research that related to this field and may contribute to 
the theoretical framework. 
 
Secondly, the integrity and wideness of empirical data was also restricted. Only nine 
interviews from five case companies were conducted. The authors were not able to 
conduct the desired amount of interviews in order to collect more empirical data and 
have a more distinct view of the research field. Furthermore, the geographical diversity 
of case companies also limits the transferability of this thesis. Three of the case 
companies are from Germany and the other two are from China. Although there is no 
limitation of home countries of case companies, the authors wished to conduct 
interviews with Swedish companies. However, due to the language barrier, the authors 
encountered difficulties when collecting empirical data from Sweden, because many 
respondents of Swedish companies preferred to do the interview in Swedish.  
 
Thirdly, all interviews were conducted in the authors’ mother languages, German or 
Chinese. Although the authors tried their best to not lose any information during the 
translation process, the credibility would be further enhanced if the translated 
transcriptions could be checked by professional and qualified translators. Additionally, 
all case companies are from different retail sectors that are rather different from each 
other. Although this thesis focuses on the general retailer-supplier interface with a 
specific retailers’ perspective, more than one case companies from each retail sector 
could enhance the transferability.  

7.4 Future Research 
As discussed above, the authors were not able to convert all their ideas. Thus, the 
authors would like to use the chance to give suggestions for future research. Other 
previous theoretical attributes that related to information exchange in customer-supplier 
interface should be further explored. The authors suggest that the further research could 
be focused on the following aspect:  
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1. The future research could study the information exchange between a retailer and 
its supplier in one specific retail sector, such as grocery sector, automobile 
sector, cloth sector and so on.  

2. The business models of traditional and online retailer are rather different, thus, 
the future research could study them separately in order to detect the similarity 
and difference regarding information exchange with suppliers.  

3. Besides of separating retail industry by different sectors, the future research 
could also be done by focusing only on product retail industry or service retail 
industry. The differences between these two are rather clear, for example, there 
is no inventory for service retailers. From own experiences, the authors know 
that service retailers still exchange a huge amount of information with suppliers 
despite the differences. Thus, it would be interesting to investigate in this 
research area.   

4. The phenomenon of retailers opening numerous of retail shops nationally or 
even globally makes it necessary to look closer at the inter-organizational 
communication. As far as the authors know, some retailers allow their retail 
shops to have their own suppliers, while some others do not. Thus, it would be 
interesting to look from the retail shop’s view and investigate the information 
exchange with both internal suppliers and external suppliers.  

5. Due to the interdependency of retailers and suppliers, it is essential to investigate 
suppliers’ attitude towards information exchange with retailers. Thus, to further 
smoothen information flow and build collaboration between each other.  

6. Last not but least, the authors would like to point out that many retailers are 
struggling with the right management of the complexity. Two interviewees 
claimed that it is hard to deal with the information exchange with the high 
amount of supplier. Thus, the authors see a chance for the future research to find 
a solution to this problem. 
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