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Abstract  
In the Swedish Fast-moving consumer goods industry (FMCG), most suppliers sell their 

products through retailers. For a successful product-launch, retailer acceptance is essential. Up 

to ninety percent of all product-launches fail, thus retailers must choose wisely which products 

to accept. Failing product-launches cost large sums of money for both retailers and suppliers. 

A number of factors have been shown by previous research to affect the success of a product-

launch and retailer acceptance, but there are factors that have been previously ignored, such as 

inter-organizational relationships. 

 

The authors of this study have chosen to conduct a study regarding how retailer acceptance and 

relational factors affect the success of a product launch in the Swedish FMCG-industry. 

 

The focus of this study has been on the relationships of Swedish retailer ICA AB and three of 

its suppliers. ICA AB was chosen because it is the largest retailer on the Swedish market. 

 

This study shows that retailer acceptance is positively affected by mutual trust, commitment 

and the relationship itself between the supplier and the retailer. However, the importance of 

these factors varies depending on the size of supplier and type of product. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 
A report from Nielsen (2014), a global marketing research company, shows that out of 

thousands of product-launches only a handful become successful. More than 76 percent of all 

product-launches fail within the first year and these failures result in large costs for the 

companies. In the Nielsen Breakthrough Innovation Report (2014) 12 000 product-launches in 

Europe were studied, of which only ¼ of all products were still available for sale in store after 

the first year and only two thirds of the products achieved more than 10.000 products sold. 

However, a successful product-launch is not a random occasion, it is rather a result of 

companies challenging the everyday-norms. When launching a product, one often thinks of 

marketing as the key tool to success. In 2013, Swedish companies spent a total of 65 billion 

SEK on marketing (IRM, 2013). This is a substantial amount of money that is spent in order to 

reach the targeted customers, and indicates the firm belief in its effects on sales and the success 

of a product launch. Indeed, marketing can have a positive effect on the success of a product 

launch, and has been identified as one of the key drivers of success in a product launch by 

previous academic research (di Benedetto 1999; Cooper & Kleinschmidt, 1990; Calantone et 

al., 1996). However, there are other factors that need to be taken into consideration that neither 

the Nielsen report (2014) nor previous academic research considers. More specifically one 

needs to consider the cooperation between the different actors in the process of launching a 

product, such as producers, distributors and retailers. Furthermore there are several actors 

within each actor that contribute to a product-launch success, such as marketing-, management- 

, sales-department and space management. 

In the Fast-moving consumer goods industry (FMCG), many producers choose to sell their 

products through retailers. A prerequisite for a successful product launch in the retail-industry 

is retailer acceptance (Kaufman et al., 2006). As many product-launches fail, it is critical for 

the retailers to choose wisely which products to sell in order to ensure satisfactory levels of 

profitability (Hultink et al., 1999). To receive retailer acceptance, suppliers must create value 

for the retailer and understand their needs, thus increasing the need for close relationships 

between suppliers and buyers (Ibid.). The need for a close collaborative relationship thus not 

only stem from the suppliers viewpoint, but also from the retailer’s as they are both as exposed 
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to risks when introducing new products to the market (Lin & Chang, 2012). Venkatraman and 

Lee (2004) also focus on relationships in the retail industry and state that it is important to take 

a relational perspective when studying product-launches as they are the product of inter-firm 

cooperation and relationships. Both producers, suppliers and retailers share common goals for 

a product’s successful launch. As Venkatraman and Lee (2004) found: in order to fully 

understand a network, one cannot just simply focus on one role or actor, because each actor’s 

success depends on its ability to coordinate strategies with the other actors involved. It is the 

firm’s ability to harness the dependencies within the network that drive success (Ibid.). The 

retailer acceptance theory and the research by Venkatraman and Lee (2004) is useful in helping 

to explain why a product is accepted by the retailer, however it does not explain how relational 

factors affect the success of a product launch, as it merely explains one part of the whole 

process. 

There are a number of research firms and academic research papers that have addressed 

product-launches and the factors that determine whether the product launch is successful or not 

(Hultink & Schoormans, 1995; di Benetto, 1999; Eales, 2007; Fornari & Fornari, 2009; Nielsen, 

2014; Montoya-Weis, 1994). For instance, Hultink and Schoormans (1995) studied launch 

strategies and how the content of these strategies affected the success of the product launch. 

The authors studied the relative importance of the launch strategies’ price, promotion, 

competitive advantage and product assortment of product-launches up until the date of the 

actual launch and found that the responding managers could be grouped into two clusters. The 

first group focused on a pricing strategy for a smaller product assortment and a promotional 

campaign that was customer oriented. The second group used a skimming strategy and a small 

assortment range. Some research have also investigated the success of product-launches over a 

longer period. Di Benedetto (1999) also identified several strategic and tactical launch activities 

that contribute to a successful product launch, where a superior skill in market research, sales 

force, promotion, R&D and distribution were identified as keys when succeeding in a product 

launch. However, mentioned research as well as other academic research and research firms 

(Eales, 2007; Fornari & Fornari, 2009; Nielsen, 2014; Montoya-Weis, 1994) have investigated 

product-launches from a strategy or product perspective only.  

There is a research gap as existing relationship research fail to explain what it is that determines 

if a product is successful or not, and existing research on successful product-launches fail to 

see relationships as influencing factors. Furthermore, theories that do take a relational 

perspective, such as the retailer acceptance theory mentioned above, fail to distinguish the fact 
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that a relationship is more complex than being just a relationship between a supplier and a 

retailer. Fleisch and Tellkamp (2005) describe the basic supply chain in the FMCG market 

consisting of a producer, a distributor, the retailer and the end consumer, and in the process of 

a product launch it is not unusual for the supplier company to involve a third external actor into 

the process of the product launch, such as a shopper marketing agency or a company supplying 

product demonstrations in-store or other forms of marketing agencies (Shankar et al., 2011). 

This paints a somewhat more nuanced picture of the relationships in the retail setting but still 

fails to see the whole picture. Current research mentioned above, such as Lin and Chang (2012) 

and Venkatraman and Lee (2004) focus on different firms in a relationship, but the authors of 

this research argue that it is rather the individuals in the firms that build relationships and this 

can be done in many different ways, thus a relationship for instance towards a retailer can look 

different depending on the individuals involved. 

This study will contribute to further narrowing the gap in current research by explaining the 

relational aspects of a product launch and also what it is in these relationships that makes 

product-launches successful. The study will look at how different actors have worked together 

to build a rewarding and long lasting relationship in order to co-create value and ensure the 

long term existence of a product. In our thesis, we wish to investigate the successful cases of 

products that were launched three years ago and have survived on the highly competitive 

Swedish retail market to this date. When studying product-launches, it is of particular interest 

to study the retail-industry, as it is an industry that is governed by a vast amount of products, a 

fact that is shown by for example grocery stores such as ICA Maxi that offer approximately 

38.000 different products to customers (ICAgruppen Årsredovisning, 2013). The retail industry 

is also particularly interesting to study when it comes to the success of product-launches 

because the industry presents a number of challenges that are unique to that industry, such as 

the pressure from private label, space management, in-store visibility and consumer attention 

(Sorensen, 2009). 

The theory of retailer acceptance explains the importance of relationships when it comes to 

retailers accepting a product into their assortment range but the theory does not explain the role 

relationships play in determining whether a product launch will be successful or not. Therefore, 

the aim of this thesis is to investigate how retailer acceptance and relational factors affect the 

success of a product launch. In this thesis success will be defined by product sustainability, 

meaning that a product must have been introduced into the Swedish FMCG market and survived 

for three years or more and also achieved stable sales. 
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1.2 Research Question 
How does retailer acceptance affect the success of a product-launch in the Swedish FMCG-

industry? 
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2. Theory 
2.1 Relationship Marketing 
Morgan and Hunt (1994) describe an ongoing shift in the marketing strategy theory as a shift 

towards relationship marketing. This is a type of marketing that involves suppliers and retailers 

establishing relationships intended to increase the value of the marketing channel for both 

actors, maintaining these relationships and later also developing the relationship over time. The 

global competition of today has forced this change and the development of relationship 

marketing. Morgan and Hunt (1994) state that “to be an effective competitor (in the global 

economy) requires one to be a trusted cooperator (in some network)” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, 

pp. 20). This clarifies that the relationship theory is part of the network paradigm. In other 

words, competition in today’s society is not about competition between individual firms but 

rather competition between different networks of firms. It is the firms that manage to establish 

the best working networks with their trusted partners that are going to beat competition.  

 

Dwyer et al. (1987) argue that in order to understand how relationship theory works, one needs 

to separate one time transactions that only occur during a short period of time and that have a 

distinct ending to them, and relational exchange that is characterized by the opposite, namely 

exchange spanning over a long period of time and processing with no defined ending. This line 

of thought would also apply to new product releases, since a product release is not a onetime 

occurrence but rather an ongoing process. Therefore, it could be argued from a relationship 

theory point of view that a new product release and its success is a result of an ongoing supplier-

retailer relationship both from before the release of a new product and after the actual 

introduction. Morgan and Hunt (1994) argue that the level of cooperation and the success of 

relationship marketing, which we theorize will impact the success of a product release 

positively, is a result of two main constructs; relationship commitment and trust. The arguments 

put forth by Morgan and Hunt (1994) are that these two main constructs will influence the 

parties in a relationship to work extensively to (1) maintaining a good relationship with their 

respective partners (2) to not exercise short term opportunistic behavior, because they value the 

long term gains of a relationship higher and (3) will engage in activities with high risk more 

willingly because of their belief that their relationship partner will not act opportunistically 

towards them. In other words, “commitment and trust lead directly to cooperative behaviors 

that are conducive to relationship marketing success” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, pp. 22).  
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In addition to the two main constructs are a number of antecedent factors that are theorized to 

increase relationship commitment and trust, as described by Morgan and Hunt (1994). The 

antecedents that are most important to creating commitment and trust in the relationship, in the 

context of a product launch, are depicted in figure 1 and described below. Figure 1 shows how 

the antecedent factors influence the level of commitment and trust in a relationship positively, 

which in turn influence retailer acceptance. These relationship factors of relationship marketing 

incorporated into the theory of retailer acceptance is theorized by the authors to create product 

sustainability in the Swedish FMCG industry. 

Figure 1. 

 

2.2 Antecedents of Commitment and Trust 
Morgan and Hunt (1994) mentions a number of factors that influence the level of relationship 

commitment and trust. Anderson and Narus (1990) found that past communication influence 
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the level of trust positively, which was true for both parts in the investigated relationship. 

Communication refers to sharing of information that is both important and timely between two 

actors. Anderson and Narus (1990) investigated the manufacturer-supplier relationship, but 

there is no reason as to why the positive effects of past communication on trust would not be 

evident in the supplier-retailer relationship. In fact, communication is an important part of 

network theory and an important factor in the retailer acceptance theory, thus it is important to 

investigate its impact on relationship trust in new product releases. Webster (1991) states that 

a firm’s procurement strategy is perhaps one of the most important aspects in creating 

competitive advantage. Relationship partners that are perceived to give the most benefits will 

receive more commitment in order to maintain and later develop the relationship further (ibid). 

Therefore, we theorize that the higher the perceived benefits of a relationship in the process of 

a product launch, the greater the commitment. Lastly, shared values is mentioned as a factor 

affecting both relationship commitment and trust (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Retailers such as 

ICA work extensively with developing and maintaining product strategies for both their private 

label and their entire assortment range, in order to offer products to the end-consumer that 

follows corporate policy (ICA Annual Report, 2013). The aspect of shared values is 

investigated in order to determine its effect on relationship commitment and trust when retailers 

work with suppliers in a product launch. It is theorized that a shared set of values regarding 

products will impact the level of commitment positively and thus have a positive impact on the 

success of a product-launch. 

2.3 Commitment 
Relationship commitment can be defined as “an enduring desire to maintain a valued 

relationship” (Moorman et al., 1992, pp. 316). It is further theorized by Morgan and Hunt 

(1994) that an actor will identify and experience relationship commitment on part of their 

relationship partner, and that this experienced commitment is perceived to be one of the most 

important things in motivating the actor to engage in activities that maintain and also develop 

the relationship further. Berry and Parasuraman (1991) argue that in order to make a 

relationship sustainable, surviving in the long run there has to be a mutual level of commitment 

from both parties. However, it could be argued that due to the balance of negotiating power 

leaning towards the retailers and the importance of retailers choosing the right articles to offer 

in their assortment range, it is of greater importance for the supplier to signal relationship 

commitment towards the retailer.  Research shows that the importance of a relationship between 

the supplier and the retailer, increases the greater the bargaining power of the retailer is (Brown 
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et al., 1995). If the retailer is powerful, the use of mediated power from the part of the supplier 

will lower the retailer’s commitment to the relationship, thus decreasing the value of the market 

offering (Ibid). It could therefore be argued that in the process of a product launch it is of greater 

importance for the supplier to signal commitment towards the retailer than vice versa. Identified 

commitment from relationship partners is seen as a key in achieving one's own goals. However, 

the definition of commitment by Moorman et al. (1992) entices that maintaining commitment 

to a relationship is only seen as important by the actors if the relationship is valuable, in other 

words important in order to achieve one’s own goals. Therefore, we theorize that the 

commitment in a relationship is a key in the process of a product-launch that it is more important 

for the suppliers to signal relationship commitment towards the retailer and that commitment 

in a relationship is seen as a more important factor if the actors are more dependent on each 

other. 

2.4 Trust 
Trust is another important aspect in a cooperative relationship as trust is the basis for a strategic 

partnership (Spekman, 1988). The result of trust is that the partners in a relationship believe 

that the integrity of the actors will keep them from opportunistic acts that could lead to negative 

results for their partners, as well as the belief that the respective partners will engage in activities 

that lead to positive outcomes for both actors (Anderson & Narus, 1990). Indeed, since 

commitment to a relationship makes the actors exposed to betrayal, actors will only commit to 

relationships with actors with high integrity. Morgan and Hunt (1994) therefore theorize that 

trust influences the level of relationship commitment positively, and that both trust and 

relationship commitment will influence the level of cooperation positively. In the process of a 

product launch, trust is especially important as trust is central in order to achieve 

interorganizational cooperative problem solving and to maintain an ongoing dialogue between 

the partners (Schurr & Ozanne, 1985). Furthermore, the absence of trust will lead to less 

commitment from both parties in a relationship and shift the relationship exchange from being 

one of continuous and ongoing transactions towards short term transactions (Morgan & Hunt, 

1996), a fact that we theorize will impact the success of new product-launches negatively.  

2.5 Retailer acceptance 
The theory of relationship marketing described above, focus on the main constructs of trust and 

commitment as central to building and maintaining a relationship. The key aspect of the theory 

is that a well-established relationship will increase the value of the marketing channel for both 
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actors. The relationship between a supplier and retailer is also central to the theory of retailer 

acceptance and Kaufman et al. (2006) state that these relationships have become more 

collaborative in the recent years. One of the reasons for this increased importance of 

relationships when it comes to retailer acceptance, is the importance of a good product 

assortment strategy. Research shows that, apart from location and price, the consumers’ 

perception of a retail store’s assortment is the key in determining patronage in the retail industry 

(Krafft & Mantrala, 2010). This has led to a drastic increase in the number of stock keeping 

units (SKU’s) for a typical supermarket from around 6000 products in the 1980s (Krafft & 

Mantrala, 2010) to just below 40.000 today (ICAgruppen Årsredovisning, 2013). Thus, retailer 

acceptance does not only have implications for suppliers, but also more importantly the retailers 

themselves (Kaufman et al., 2006). Retailers are forced into an ultimatum regarding what 

products to stack in their shelves, mostly due to lack of shelf-space and the high failure rates 

when introducing new products (Lin & Chang, 2012). As Lin and Chang (2012) explain; “how 

and why the retailer chooses a new product is a concern for both parties”. Lin and Chang 

(2012) further states that, due to retailers focus on the product assortment strategy, suppliers 

must put emphasis on the implications of a relationship with them and what value their products 

can add before starting negotiations. Thus, it can be argued that the key for suppliers is to focus 

on developing category and assortment strategies in line with that of the retailer, which further 

increases the importance of a well-established relationship.  

 

According to the retailer acceptance theory, value can be created for the retailer once the 

supplier understands the retailer’s needs, thus leading to a more likely acceptance of new 

products. As Grundvåg et al. (2008) stated; the retailers understand better the consumers’ needs, 

and this will help the supplier develop new products that are relevant to the market. These ideas 

stem from Vargo and Lusch’s (2004) service-dominant logic, which states that the objective of 

modern “service-centered” marketing is to develop customized offerings that meet specific 

customer needs. In other words, consumers are not interested in the products themselves, but 

what the products can do for them. Consumers want solutions to their perceived problems and 

needs (Sawney, 2006). As Vargo and Lusch (2004) state: the S-D logic is “customer-centric”, 

it implies that the firm must collaborate with its customers since value is co-created together 

with the customer. Hence in a retail-setting, the suppliers must work together with the retailers 

in order to understand their strategies, which are based on the needs of the end-consumer and 

thus create value both for themselves as well as the retailers and in the end the end-consumers. 

Further, Enz and Lambert (2011) state that there is an increasing understanding that 
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involvement of all different business functions in cross-functional and cross-firm teams will 

lead to profitable relationships between firms.  

 

Drawing on the stated theories above, it is theorized that the key to creating value in the retail 

marketing channel is to establish and maintain a close collaborative supplier-retailer 

relationship in order to enable the actors to co-create a valuable product offering for the end-

consumer. Further, Lin and Chang (2012), based upon Kaufman et al.’s (2006) work, found 

that relationship factors serve as stronger indicators for retailer adoption than non-relationship 

factors. New product success depends largely on both tangible as well as intangible factors, as 

retailers must take both into account when accepting new products. 

 

As was mentioned in the introduction, introducing new products involves risks for both 

suppliers and retailers, thus emphasizing close collaborative relationships (Kaufman 2002). As 

for relationship marketing; trust and commitment are central to the theory of retailer acceptance 

when discussing relationships, as is communication and dependence (Ibid). Trust leads to 

coordination of strategies between actors and commitment to sustainability of the relationship. 

Dependence refers to if a firm is reliant on another firm to achieve its goals, thus making a 

retailer more prone to accept a new product if they rely on the supplier for further success 

(Kaufman et al., 2006). Communication is the key since it is the source from which a supplier 

may learn about its customers’ needs and goals, and vice-versa (Ibid).   

 

Lastly, Kaufman et al. (2006) results show that the relationship between the supplier and retailer 

will have a larger impact on retailer acceptance if the products’ attractiveness is modest. 

Moreover, Kaufman et al.’s (2006) work show that the embeddedness of supplier-retailer 

relationships have a large influence on retailer acceptance. It is in other words of interest for 

both the retailer and supplier to engage in long-term relationships. (Ibid). 

 

As has been discussed above, commitment and trust lead to better communication, which in 

turn leads to a close relationship in which value co-creation is made possible. Within a 

relationship built on commitment and trust it is possible to achieve a combined category and 

product assortment strategy, which will lead to new products that are more relevant to the 

market and thus more likely retailer acceptance. Thus, there is a need for investigating the 

relational aspects of retailer acceptance and how it affects product sustainability. Table 1 shows 

the main constructs from the theory section. 
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Table 1. 
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3. Method 
3.1 Research Design 
In this paper the authors have chosen to operationalize the research through explorative 

qualitative case studies. The study is divided into three case studies, each consisting of a deeper 

analysis of each supplier-retailer relationship and the empirical evidence will be analyzed 

continuously for each case. The reason for dividing the empirical and analytical part into three 

case studies is for comparative purposes. As the three suppliers’ studied differ in size, from 

“Small” to “Large” and “Very Large”, it makes for an interesting comparison of how the size 

of the suppliers affects the relationship between the supplier and the retailer. In this study, no 

firm that could be identified as “medium”-sized was interviewed, thus creating a gap in size 

between the firms. By dividing the study into three cases, after analyzing each case one can 

compare the findings between the three different relationships, thus evolving the findings and 

moreover increasing the probability of practical implementation. 

 

As Perry (1998) state, case study research is often used to describe contemporary areas such as 

inter-organizational relationships. By conducting several case studies, the authors of this study 

may use the collected data to perform cross-analysis and compare the findings (Ibid). Random 

sampling is not necessary, rather the cases shown should be “typical cases” that provide the 

researchers with the most information possible (Ibid). As depicted below in paragraph 3.3, the 

three cases chosen were typical cases depicting successful product-launches. This study depicts 

the process of product-launches from both the retailer’s and the supplier’s perspective. One 

could argue that by performing case studies on several different retailers and suppliers, one 

would easier generalize the findings, but on the contrary, this study emphasizes that even the 

relationships within organizations create differences that provide key insights in how inter-

organizational relationships affect product-launches.  

 

Since the sample in this study is small in size and non-representative of the total population, 

the aim of this thesis is not to generalize the findings. Therefore, a qualitative approach has 

been applied since the aim is to develop a deeper understanding of the phenomenon on how 

retailer acceptance affects the success of a product launch. This is in line with what Ghauri and 

Grønhaug (2010) stated; that a qualitative approach is appropriate when the aim is to provide 

insights on a certain theoretical problem. 
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The data gathered in this thesis will not be analyzed statistically as the authors already know 

that the sample is not representative of the population. Instead, the purpose of this research is 

to take an exploratory approach in order to investigate the stated research question. According 

to Saunders et al. (2009): An exploratory approach is particularly useful if the aim is to develop 

a deeper understanding of a particular problem, as when the researcher is unsure of what the 

problem really is. Since the research problem in this thesis is unexplored, the authors must 

develop an understanding of the phenomenon. In order to develop this understanding, the 

authors considered case-studies the most appropriate method. The data for this thesis is gathered 

through unstructured in-depth interviews based on a number of topics derived from the 

theoretical background of the thesis, since it is deemed most appropriate when conducting 

exploratory research, as suggested by Saunders et al. (2009).  

 

As this study explores a phenomenon that is unknown to the authors, it is considered unfit to 

use a deductive approach where a theoretical standpoint is developed before the data is 

collected, as described by Saunders et al. (2009). In this thesis, we aim to conduct in-depth 

interviews in order to explore how relationships between the retailer and supplier may affect 

the success of a new product launch and the empirical data gathered will later be analyzed 

through the use of the presented theoretical background. Thus, as a result of the exploratory 

aspect of this thesis, an inductive approach will be used. As Saunders et al. (2009) describe, an 

inductive approach is appropriate to use when the aim of the study is to collect data as a first 

step, after which theory is either developed or further elaborated.  

3.3 Data Collection of Primary Data 
The Swedish retail company ICA AB has a market share of 50,7 percent in the grocery retailing 

segment in Sweden (Dagligvarukartan, 2014) and over 1300 stores across the country, making 

it the largest actor, thus constituting an interesting case study for trying to explain relational 

aspects behind product-launches. The size of the retail company ICA AB entails that a 

successful product launch most likely also results in a successful product launch overall due to 

the high level of distribution across the country and the value of the overall sales. Moreover, 

ICA provides the researchers with interesting case studies and more importantly the ability to 

compare them since they have a large number of relationships with different suppliers. By 

gaining access to ICA, the authors of this study have in turn gained access to other important 

players on the Swedish retail-market and therefore been able to incorporate them into the study. 

By first gaining the trust and commitment from ICA to participate in this study, the commitment 
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from ICA’s suppliers increased tremendously. This shows the importance of relationships 

between actors and more importantly the industry’s interest in this research phenomenon. 

Without the support and commitment of such actors as those that have been included in this 

thesis, the integrity of the study would have been hard to maintain. Furthermore, the authors of 

this study would have found it difficult to perform the study without gaining access to actors of 

such size as those that have been involved in this thesis.  

 

The data regarding the relational aspects of a successful product launch was collected through 

in-depth interviews with several category managers at ICA, the corresponding key account 

manager (KAM) at the supplier company in question, and one in-depth interview was carried 

out with one ICA Maxi store owner, the largest store profile of ICA. At first the ICA 

headquarters was contacted in order to ensure their participation in the study. The category 

managers were asked to nominate products that were introduced 3-5 years ago and still 

available for sale and that are considered successful according to ICA’s own internal 

measurements. The category managers was also asked to contact their respective KAM at each 

supplier to ask them to participate in the study and later provide contact information to the 

authors. This procedure further strengthens the reliability of the research as the choice of 

products are based on factual figures as well as the category manager’s experience, and the 

interviewees at the suppliers’ are picked by the category managers at the retailer ensuring that 

the relational aspect of a product launch is correctly portrayed. Furthermore regarding the 

reliability of this study, since in-depth interviews were conducted with representatives for all 

actors involved in the supply-chain of a product launch, subjective error or bias were to be 

expected, as interviewees provided information based on their own subjective observations. 

Therefore, the gathered information had to be treated from an objective perspective (Saunders 

et al., 2009). In order to lower the chances for subjective bias or error, the study focused on 

product-launches that took place between three and five years ago so that no current or 

unforeseen factors could bias the gathered information.  

 

In order to gain access to the information needed for conducting the research, the authors sent 

a document to the intended interviewees stating the purpose and potential gains for all parties 

involved. This was to limit the possibility of failing to gain access to information, as Saunders 

et al. (2009) state that a lack of perceived value, from the organization’s point of view, is a 

frequent reason for researchers not being able to conduct their research properly.  
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The interviews were held at the respective company’s headquarters with both the authors 

present. Also the interviews were conducted in accordance to the guide to in-depth interviews 

developed by Pathfinder International (2006). At first an interview protocol was developed, 

stating each author's role in the interview and how the interviews should be conducted. The 

protocol stated that the interviewees were to be given a consensus form prior to the interview, 

and that during the interview one author would take a leading role while the other recorded the 

interview, took notes and asked follow up questions if needed. An interview guide was 

developed listing the themed questions guiding the interview, this guide was different for each 

group of interviewees. The protocol and interview guide ensure consistency in the interviews 

and thus enhance the reliability of the study. In total, the authors conducted seven interviews 

with three representatives from ICA’s headquarters, three different suppliers and one ICA Maxi 

Supermarket owner as shown in Table 2.  

Table 2. 

 

As shown in “Table 2” The first interview was conducted with “ICA A”, who is a Category-

manager for ICA AB and is responsible for most of “Supplier 1’s” products sold at ICA. As a 

Category-manager, “ICA A” has the overall responsibility for the products sold within a certain 

amount of product-categories, and are responsible for the relationship with approximately 70 

different suppliers. “ICA A” is responsible for the assortment that ICA AB offers the stores to 
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purchase centrally, but the stores are not forced to stock these goods and may choose their own 

assortment. “ICA A’s” responsibilities range from analyzing the product-assortment in order to 

create profitability for the stores as well as ensuring that the stores have the best assortment to 

answer customer demand. Interview 2 was conducted with “KAM A” who is a Key Account 

Manager at Supplier 1. “KAM A” is responsible for the relationship with all of the major 

retailers in Sweden and for the entire product range of Supplier 1. Supplier 1 was a relatively 

small actor at the time of the launch of Product A but has seen rapid growth in the last years. 

ICA used to make up a much larger part of Supplier 1’s income, but is still Supplier 1’s largest 

customer. Interview 3 was conducted with “ICA B” who is a Category Manager at ICA AB 

responsible for the relationship with “Supplier 2” regarding one of the supplier’s largest product 

categories. Interview 4 was conducted with “KAM B”, who is a Key Account Manager at 

Supplier 2 and responsible for the relations with ICA AB. KAM B is responsible for a large 

product portfolio within a variety of product categories. Interview 5 was conducted with ICA 

C who is a category manager at ICA and responsible for a large number of Supplier 3’s 

products. Interview 6 was conducted with “KAM C” who is a Key Account Manager for 

“Supplier 3”. “KAM C” is exclusively responsible for the relationship with ICA AB and works 

with the full range of products of “Supplier 3”. The last interview was conducted with “ICA 

D”. ICA D has extensive experience in the retail business and has worked at two of the major 

retailers in Sweden, both in store and at the central HQ’s. During the time at ICA HQ ICA D 

was responsible for the Kvantum profile. ICA D’s experience from working in store and as well 

at a central level, and having worked at two different retailers, has resulted in a wide perspective 

on the business. ICA D has also been a member of the board of directors at ICA. 

 

As seen above, in this study the authors aim to explain a phenomenon within the Swedish retail-

industry by interviewing executives within one particular supply-chain, hence external validity, 

or generalizability, may be difficult to achieve. Therefore, the aim of the study is not to 

generalize the findings but to explain the phenomenon within a particular setting. Research 

design is the key to ensuring validity to research (Saunders et al., 2009). When discussing 

validity, one often talks about causal relationships, that one variable affects another. The risk 

with ensuring validity is often that outside factors can affect the results, for example that people 

interviewed may be biased (Saunders et al., 2009). In order to minimize this risk, the authors 

conducted a low number of interviews, that may affect the reliability of the study, but since the 

authors conducted in-depth interviews with representatives for all actors involved in the product 

launch, the authors still believe the reliability to be high.  
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3.3.1 Operationalization 

The interview protocol was designed in accordance to what is customary for unstructured 

interviews used for case studies. The interviewee was first asked to provide their perception of 

how a product launch is conducted from their own experience in order to fully capture the 

interviewees’ perception and not the researchers (Perry, 1998). The rest of the interview 

protocol was based on themes stemming from the theoretical background of the research, in 

other words relationship marketing, trust, commitment and retailer acceptance. The interviewee 

was asked to describe these themes through a starting open ended question. Some probe 

questions were prepared under each theme in case the interviewee did not touch upon these 

aspects in the first unstructured part of the interview (Ibid). Also at some points the authors 

asked unprepared follow up questions in order to get the interviewee to further elaborate on 

some answers. The categorization from each of the aspects of the theory was operationalized 

into questions as follows in table 3 below.  

 

Table 3. 
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3.3.2 Secondary data 

The primary data used in the case studies gathered from the interviews were supplemented by 

secondary data in the form of sales figures for the respective products investigated. The sales 

figures are used to confirm the subjective aspects of what the category managers consider a 

successful product launch, which further improves the reliability of the study. The sales figures 

were provided by the category managers and show the actual sales as number of products sold 

per week throughout all the ICA stores in Sweden going back to the launch of the product up 

until the date of the conducted interview. The sales figures show number of items sold for all 

ICA-stores in Sweden. The sales figures were included to show the products sustainability and 

the fact that they were provided by ICA enhances the reliability. If the sales figures would have 

been provided by a third-party or supplier, reliability could have been lower due to biases.  

3.4 Analyzing the results 
When analyzing the data, the recorded interviews were first transcribed and complemented by 

the side notes taken during the interview in order to emphasize parts where the respondent was 

particularly enthusiastic or otherwise dedicated to the question, which Saunders et al. (2009) 

state is particularly important. In order to save time we used Saunders et al. (2009) time 

reducing alternatives as we only transcribed those parts of the interview that were germane to 

our research. The interviews were transcribed separately by each of the two authors, after which 

the two transcriptions were cross-checked and joined together to form a comprehensive 

empirical evidence. The interview questions were based on the theoretical framework but no 

theory was developed beforehand due to the exploratory nature of the research. This procedure 

allowed the authors to analyze the findings, using existing theory of how trust, commitment 

and co-creation affect the success of a product launch, while at the same time ensuring that the 

information provided by the respondents was relevant. The authors followed the layout of the 

theory section when analyzing the results, further simplified by the fact that the empirical 

evidence followed the same layout. This procedure is deemed by the authors to increase the 

clarity of the study and make it more accessible to the reader.  

3.5 Ethical Aspects of Conducting the Interviews 
There are a number of factors regarding ethics which must be addressed when conducting 

research. As Saunders et al. (2009) state; privacy of participants, voluntary participation, right 

to withdraw from participation, confidentiality of information and anonymity of individuals are 
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all important aspects that need to be fulfilled and expressed for research to be conducted 

ethically.  

 

For this thesis to be conducted, the authors relied on gaining access to both primary and 

secondary data, some of which are regarded sensitive. The authors therefore signed a disclosure 

agreement in order to ensure the anonymity of the interviewed individuals and organizations. 

As Saunders et al. (2009) state, the key stage where researchers need to consider ethical issues 

is when seeking access. Moreover, the interviewees were given a contract to sign stating that 

their participation was voluntary and that they were given the right to withdraw from 

participation of the thesis at any point during the process, this in order to ensure informed 

consent. This also helps establishing trust and commitment from the part of both interviewees 

and interviewers.  

3.6 The structure of the empirical and analytical part 
As stated, the study is divided into three cases and each case will be presented empirically and 

analyzed continuously. In the beginning of each case the reader will be presented with a short 

description and a graph showing the sales figures for the investigated products from the date of 

the release up until the date of publication of the paper (except for product 3 where sales figures 

for the first months were unavailable). These graphs are presented to further emphasize the 

products sustainability in the volatile retail market. A comparative analysis will follow after the 

three cases have been presented. 
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4. Empirical Data & Analysis 
4.1 The process of a product launch according to category managers 
From the perspective of “ICA A”, the process of a product launch starts with a supplier 

presenting a new product at various stages of the product development. The majority of 

products about to be launched are only communicated electronically through an internal system 

(roughly 70%). Some products are communicated through meetings between the retailer and 

supplier, where the reason for the product’s existence and a plan for how the product will create 

value for the category and thus the retailer, is presented. The supplier also has to explain how 

the supplier will make the product succeed in the market. According to “ICA A”, the process 

of a product launch consists of four stages, after the presentation the first step for the category 

manager is to choose whether or not to accept the product. This process includes analyzing the 

products presented at each product introduction window according to ICA’s strategic plan for 

the category. According to “ICA A”, “only a relatively small amount of the announced products 

gets accepted and further processed… In the category that Product A is in, only about 20% of 

the announced products made it to the store shelf”. In accordance with “ICA A”, “ICA C” 

states that; “it is of no use to accept lots of products if there is no plan for how the products will 

fit in the category. A new product has to add more to the category than the existing product 

that is removed, otherwise it will not be accepted”. It is more difficult to be accepted if the 

category is already well developed and easier to be accepted, if the product expands a category 

or creates a new one. 

 

“ICA A” says that some suppliers are more pro-active than others, meaning that they in some 

cases present products even at the earliest stages of development. As a category manager, “ICA 

A” says that “I prefer this procedure as it usually leads to better thought out products… but 

this only works if it involves suppliers that one has greater trust in and that you know will do a 

good job”. This kind of relationship requires commitment from the category manager since he 

or she is responsible for a large amount of suppliers, it is not possible to develop and commit 

to such a close relationship to all of the suppliers. However, “ICA C” states th at if a product is 

launched by a large supplier it is more likely to be accepted even if the product is not as 

innovative or does not fit the strategic plan for the category as well, since the backing in 

marketing and sales efforts will make it more likely to succeed. 
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If “ICA A” accepts the product, the purchasing-department will start negotiating the price so 

that the desired profit margin and sales price, set by “ICA A”, can be achieved. If the 

purchasing-department comes to terms with the supplier, the next step is for the Space-

management team to decide if the product can be accepted due to space issues, and if it is 

accepted, where and how the product is to be sold in the stores. All in all the process is around 

three months long and could be described as a funnel. 

 

Lastly, “ICA A” states that “if a product is successful or not… I usually give a product one 

year but I think it varies… If a product performs poorly, I update the supplier and give them a 

chance to fix it”. If a product performs poorly and there are many other substitute products, 

“ICA A” will remove the product earlier. In accordance, “ICA C” states that; “products that 

sell below expectations and that does not add other value in form of assortment range extension 

or innovative solutions are often removed”. “ICA A” also state that “generally the relationship 

with the supplier does not affect how much time a product gets… it is rather merciless in that 

regard”. 

4.2 Case 1 
The product investigated in this case was released in 2011 and the first of its kind in the 

category. It was a result of a collaborative effort between ICA and the supplier and is now the 

fifth most sold product in the category. Product A has won prizes and is deemed a complete 

success by the responsible category manager at ICA.  

Figure 2. 
(The total sales figures for product 1 in all ICA stores as number of items per week from the date of launch.) 
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4.2.1 Retailer Acceptance 

“ICA A” states that the relationship with “Supplier 1” is an excellent example of a collaborative 

and fruitful relationship and that their relationship is closer than normal. One of the reasons for 

this close relationship is “Supplier 1’s” competence, but “ICA A” also believes that it is more 

important to have a close relationship with suppliers that have a portfolio with more niched 

products since it is harder to find other suppliers that can provide similar products. Another 

important aspect is that a close relationship between supplier and retailer will lead to a higher 

success-rate of product-launches and lower risk which in turn leads to retailer acceptance 

according to “ICA A”. This is due to a better understanding of the customers’ demands and 

jointly developed goals for a product launch. If both parties better understand each other’s needs 

and wants they may easier find ways to satisfy those needs. As “ICA A” stated during the 

interview: “knowledge is the key”. 

 

“ICA A” further believes the best way to introduce a new product is to be honest and as 

proactive as possible early in the development process. It is important to get input and guidance 

early in the process in order to co-create a valuable product offering, since “ICA A” believes 

that this leads to a higher chance of success, which in turn leads to higher levels of commitment 

and trust from the retailer, and retailer acceptance. 

 

“ICA A” states that the key to building a long term relationship is that one can see the positive 

effects of the relationship and that ICA sees that the supplier is successful in its undertakings. 

This is also essential in order for a supplier to receive retailer acceptance. The relationship and 

retailer acceptance is important for a product launch, but according to “ICA A”: ICA will also 

have to ensure that a new product create value for them, which it does either if the product is 

the first of its kind in the category, or of the profitability of the product is higher than the existing 

products. ICA will also assess the supplier’s ability to achieve high levels of store coverage. 

The relationship towards the retailer HQ is important but since all ICA stores are franchises and 

the owners decide their own assortment range “ICA A” believes that “To get the retailers 

acceptance is one thing but it does not stop there… a product can only create value if the 

supplier organization has a well-developed sales organization in the Swedish market and is 

able to convince the stores to purchase their products… I cannot remember ever accepting a 

product that does not have this sales’ support”.  
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“Supplier 1” says that if they aim to launch a new product that is a line extension in an existing 

category, and they feel confident that it complements the category in a good way, they most 

often approach ICA later in the process with already developed products. However, when 

“Supplier 1” develops a new concept they strive to approach the customer very early in the 

process. As “KAM A” states; “as for this product (Product 1)... we involved, especially ICA, 

at a very early stage and worked together to decide what type of material should be used, what 

size should the product be… so that we had consensus that we were on the right track”. By 

involving the retailer at an early stage, even though they cannot guarantee anything, it creates 

a unified strategy between the two parties which in turn may lead to a higher chance of retailer 

acceptance. The key components to achieve a successful product launch, according to “KAM 

A” is “...a product that is somewhat unique, that contribute to its category and most importantly 

brings value to the retailers”. The best way to do this is if the supplier can identify problems 

in a category and provide products that work as a solution to this problem. “KAM A” further 

states that “I really do think it is important, as a supplier, to try to build a relationship with the 

customer so that we can work together at an early stage and have a discussion… because we 

do not have the whole picture, and they do not have it but together we can perhaps reach it”. 

 

4.2.2 Commitment 

“Supplier 1” shows great commitment and is eager to get input from ICA in early stages of 

development as ICA is their main customer. “ICA A” states that the fact that “Supplier 1” is 

quick to respond to the needs of ICA and has shown competence in the past, has resulted in a 

closer relationship than what would normally be the case, as they have gained trust from ICA 

through this kind of commitment shown in the past. “Supplier 1” further show commitment to 

the relationship, not only by extensive communication with ICA, but also by committing to 

projects. “ICA A” mentions that one of the major strengths of “Supplier 1” is that “if I request 

a certain product from Supplier 1 I trust in them to commit to the project and I trust that they 

will perform what is asked for”. “KAM A” believes that knowledge is the key to creating 

commitment from the retailer. The Supplier has to understand trends, the market, what the 

products contribution to the category is and where to sell the product in-store. In “KAM A’s” 

own words, “we have to know why we do it, what to do and how we should do it, regarding 

producing and launching a product”.  

 

These statements show some support for Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) theory that relationship 

partners will identify relationship commitment on part of their relationship partner. Morgan and 
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Hunt (1994) state that the perceived high levels of commitment is one of the most important 

factors in motivating the other partner to maintain and develop the relationship, and the 

interviews show that the commitment that “Supplier 1” show through early communication and 

commitment to projects has led to a closer relationship than usual. “Supplier 1” also experiences 

commitment from the retailer since they decide to sometimes engage in early communication 

and also approach the supplier with product ideas. The result of this shown commitment and of 

“Supplier 1’s” competence in production and the products they sell, is that “ICA A” has 

“Supplier 1” top of mind and often approaches the supplier with input of special demands from 

its customers before other suppliers gain this knowledge, resulting in a first mover advantage 

for “Supplier 1”. The product investigated in this case is a result of such a cooperative effort as 

“ICA A” approached “Supplier 1” with a recent demand for a special product, and “Supplier 

1” developed a product to meet this demand quickly. During the whole development process 

“ICA A” and “Supplier 1” engaged in extensive communication to co-create the product in 

order to meet the end customer’s demand. 

 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) theorize that the level of communication will have a positive impact 

on the level of trust in a relationship. However, in this case, communication is rather mentioned 

as a factor influencing the level of commitment in the relationship, which in turn influences the 

level of trust positively. Therefore, there seems not to be a direct relationship between 

communication and trust, but rather that open and honest communication leads to commitment 

to a project at first, and that trust is built over time as suppliers continue to show commitment 

and competence.   

 

4.2.3 Trust 

“Supplier 1” has according to “ICA A” several unique products in its assortment and is quick 

to answer demand from retail-stores. “ICA A” states that this is one of the reasons for why 

“Supplier 1” has gained trust, as they produce products that demand special knowledge, a 

knowledge none or only a few other suppliers have. Not only does “Supplier 1” hold special 

competence regarding products and production but the supplier is also “a very capable supplier 

that has shown through the years that they succeed in their product-launches and do a good 

job” according to “ICA A”. This is one of the main reasons for why the relationship between 

“ICA A” and “Supplier 1” is mentioned as especially close and efficient. “KAM A” believes 

that one of the keys to building such a relationship is “to build mutual trust and really always 

stand for what one says, and in some cases say no instead of doing something poorly… I believe 
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in honesty and sincerity. Openness is also important in price negotiations… if one is 

transparent it leads to good discussions and thus good results”. “KAM A” says that they, as a 

supplier, receive lots of requests from their customers on products that their customers in turn 

ask for. The reason is, according to “KAM A” that “it has to do with the relationship and 

credibility, the level of trust”. “ICA A” further says that “I invest more time in the relationship 

with the suppliers I feel I get more out of… I would say that this is something that suppliers 

gain if I see that they do a good job and I can trust that they get products out on the market”. 

“ICA A” says that “Supplier 1’s” competence “...creates trust and a security for me to continue 

to commit and invest effort in the relationship and the products from that supplier”.  

 

Based on the above mentioned statements one can argue that the statement made by Morgan 

and Hunt (1994), that trust in a relationship influences the level of relationship commitment 

positively, holds true in this case. However, Morgan and Hunt (1994) state that this increased 

commitment stems from the trust a relationship partner has that the other partner will not act 

opportunistically, of which we find no support in this case. It could be argued that “Supplier 

1’s” tendency to only accept projects that the supplier feels competent to pull of successfully is 

some sort of refrain from opportunistic acts, but it is more likely that this is rather connected to 

“Supplier 1’s” wish to maintain the perception of competence, which leads to trust from the 

retailer. In other words, it is the trust in the supplier’s competence that leads to commitment 

from the retailer. According to “ICA A”, a substantial risk with introducing new products, is 

the fact that in most cases introducing a new product means removing another product from the 

shelves. The products removed may sometimes be somewhat profitable products, meaning that 

if the newly launched product fails, the risk is that the retailer lose income from both. High 

competence shown through past successful product launches thus, in the eyes of the retailer, 

leads to higher trust in the actor’s competence to pull off a successful product launch, which in 

turn leads to greater commitment due to the lower risk of failure. 

 

“ICA A” also says that “I value the relationship with Supplier 1 and particularly like the fact 

that they show trust towards me when they approach me early with an idea for a product… It 

is a mutual form of trust since we could steal their idea but I also approach them with ideas 

that we could perhaps do ourselves”, indicating that, in the process of a product launch, a high 

level of trust is important in maintaining communication between the partners, as was theorized 

in this paper based on the reasoning by Schurr & Ozanne (1985). However, the findings in this 

case also indicates that a high level of trust results in open and honest communication more 
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early on in the process of a product launch, which is mentioned as important by “ICA A”. 

“KAM A” states that “when it comes to our larger product-launches I also try to involve our 

customers as early as possible in the process… There are never any guarantees but if we do 

this we can get signals early on regarding their attitude and level of trust in the products 

potential”. This procedure is something that “KAM A” tries to implement in all relations but 

“... some relationships are better than others and here ICA has been very committed to us as 

well”. This statement indicates that communication early in the process would also allow the 

supplier to get the retailers’ input and thus be able to tailor the product to fit more to the retailers’ 

product assortment strategy, which is mentioned as important by Lin and Chang (2012) and 

which we theorize is the key to gaining retailer acceptance.   

 

Based on the above mentioned statements, we argue that the supplier’s trust in the retailer is 

important for establishing communication early on in the process of a product launch. 

According to the retailer acceptance theory and the reasoning by Grundvåg et al. (2008), value 

can only be created for the retailer if the supplier understands the retailer’s needs. The retailer 

in turn, understand better the needs of the end-consumer, information that is essential for the 

supplier in order to develop products that are relevant to the market. Thus, it seems in this case 

that trust is the basis for achieving a close collaborative relationship and the kind of 

communication needed for co-creating a product that adds value for both relationship partners. 

In this case, the reason for the successful product launch was that the two actors co-created 

value through their relationship and in the end were able to offer a product that had value for 

the end-consumer, and the basis for this was the supplier’s trust in the retailer’s integrity and 

the retailers trust in the supplier’s competence and commitment. 

 

Moreover, it should be mentioned that “KAM A” states, to further clarify, that the supplier 

believes that a close relationship is more important when launching a completely or relatively 

new or unique product. “KAM A” also said during the interview that; “Supplier 1 has a 

responsibility towards the market. Special treatment for one retailer is not possible, the rest of 

the retailers have to get the same possibilities”. “KAM A” also mentions that there are other 

ways to make a product successful and valuable for a category. Supplier 1 and the salesforce 

may sometimes conduct investigations and experiments regarding a product’s assigned 

category, and “KAM A” mentions cases where a product that is located to a new category 

increases in sales. These findings can then be presented and discussed together with ICA and a 
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conclusion can be made whether the product should be placed somewhere else in the store or 

not.  

 

The statement made by “KAM A” is contradictory to the findings of Kaufman et al. (2006) that 

a close relationship is more important when the product’s attractiveness is modest. In this case, 

it rather seems that a close relationship is more important if the product creates a new niche or 

a new category. Such a product requires a closer collaboration between the actors as the risks 

are higher, and thus trust between the relationship partners is more important. A brand new or 

unique product requires a more extensive communication to co-create the product to fit the end-

consumers’ needs and thus the retailer’s input is more important. The authors have seen that a 

close collaborative relationship built on trust is the basis for achieving such communication. 

 

Finally, the aspect of time should also be discussed in the process of a product launch related 

to trust. “KAM A” states that how long it takes before a product launch can be deemed 

successful varies. If the product is a line-extension product launched into a somewhat saturated 

category, one has to be more patient and the sales incline is slower, as it may take up to one and 

a half years for sales to stable, whereas if the product is new one can usually tell if the product 

launch is successful or not in approximately six months. “KAM A” states that it is “in a way 

easier to launch a product at Coop or Axfood since the ICA stores are operated by independent 

retailers… it is important to have a salesforce that process all ICA stores. It takes longer to 

determine a product's success at ICA because it takes longer to reach satisfactory levels of 

distribution”. For all products, timing is essential for a product launch to succeed, as although 

trends may exist, consumer behavior may not. These statements show that the supplier-retailer 

relationship may be more important for determining if a product launch is successful or not if 

the retailer is made up by independent stores. It could be argued that it is more important to co-

create a valuable product offering and to include the retailer in the launch process in the case 

of ICA since it takes longer to see the positive results. Thus, it could be argued that trust is a 

more important factor in this case as the positive effects take longer to show and patience is a 

factor.   

4.3 Case 2  
The product investigated in this case is a product that was launched five years ago in a category 

which had not seen innovation for a while, finding a new niche and driving the category 

forward. Figure 3 below shows the sales figures, per month, from launch to today.  
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Figure 3. 

 

4.3.1 Retailer Acceptance 

The relationship between “Supplier 2” and ICA can be described as close, as “KAM B” 

describes it; “The relationship with ICA is close as they are our biggest customer”. Everything 

is built on trust. If a supplier has shown that it can achieve success in the past it will create trust 

and commitment that may build long and sustainable relationships. Grundvåg et al. (2008) 

stated that value can be created once the supplier understands the retailer’s needs, and as “KAM 

B” states “If you do your homework and study the category, suggest the right products to launch 

and remove, and foremost show innovativeness in products, a relationship may grow 

sustainable”. Thus it can be said that a clear understanding of each party’s perception of value 

and strategy is important for developing a sustainable relationship. According to “KAM B”, it 

is more important to have a good relationship with a retailer when it comes to launches of 

certain products or in certain categories. One example is if the product launch creates a 

completely new product category or segment as it is difficult to predict the outcome of such a 

launch. Therefore it is important that the retailer has trust in the supplier in order for the supplier 

to reach retailer acceptance. 

 

When it comes to launching new products, “ICA B” states that; “Even though nine out of ten 

products don’t last longer than a year, they may still have contributed with something… for 

example; if you have a series of products: A,B & C and then decide to launch product D and it 

only manages to sell one tenth of what the others products do, it may still contribute and create 

value for the series as a whole”. “ICA B” goes on by stating that “Line-extensions and new 
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product designs create customer awareness and interest in a category, thus prolonging its life-

expectancy”. Moreover, the supplier’s ability to create interest in a category is a sign for the 

retailer that the supplier is committed to the relationship and in turn the supplier may gain the 

retailer’s trust. As have been argued in the theoretical framework of this thesis, trust in turn 

leads to retailer acceptance. As Morgan and Hunt (1994) found commitment and trust to lead 

to cooperative behaviors the authors have through this study found cooperation to be the key to 

a successful product launch, these two factors play an important part in explaining the process 

of a product launch and moreover retailer acceptance. 

 

Another important factor influencing the relationship between a retailer and a supplier is 

innovation. As “ICA B” states “Constant innovation is key to staying in business, but larger 

suppliers often lack this”. This is in line with what “KAM B” states “innovation is the key, if a 

product is not innovative it will be very difficult to achieve success”. However, not only 

innovation itself is important but also communication, as innovations often steam from the 

communication between the retailer and supplier. As Morgan and Hunt (1994) state 

communication will have a positive impact on the level of trust in a relationship, and in turn 

allowing the supplier to reaching retailer acceptance. Thus communication is found to be an 

important antecedent for achieving retailer acceptance. 

 

Larger suppliers such as “Supplier 2” often spend a large amount of money when launching 

new products, so even though a launched product lacks in innovation it succeeds more often 

due to the shear amount of resources put in. With smaller suppliers however, the risk is often 

greater according to “ICA B” as they do not have the financial muscles: “Bigger actors take 

bigger responsibilities due to more resources”. Risks, according to Kaufman (2002), create 

incentives for close collaborative relationships, thus it is more important to develop these types 

of relationships with smaller suppliers. With larger suppliers on the other hand, ICA may 

provide and gain feedback for future product-launches and thus the risks decrease as the two 

parties may align their strategies. Aligned strategies stem from shared values, which according 

to Morgan and Hunt (1994) are factors that affect both relationship commitment and trust, and 

as these two factors have been found to influence retailer acceptance positively cooperation 

serves as a key to successful product launches. Moreover, there are other reasons for aligning 

product launch strategies as there are risks involved. According to “ICA B” “a risk is that a 

new product may fail to succeed, thus taking space from another product that may have sold 

better”. Therefore it is preferred that a supplier approaches the retailer at an early stage in 
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development, allowing the retailer to provide feedback. This implies that a close relationship 

with open-communication is important in relation to product launches and as Lin and Chang 

(2012) found, relationship factors are important indicators for retailer acceptance, which is of 

utmost importance when a supplier wants to launch a new product.   

 

According to “ICA B”, “ICA often has closer relationships with dominating suppliers since 

you may work together with the so called Category-captains to drive a category forward”. Such 

is the relationship with “Supplier 2”. As “Supplier 2” is leading in many segments and is unique 

in size, the supplier can make things happen. Thus ICA and “Supplier 2” often meet to discuss 

future plans for certain product categories. If a dominating supplier in a category does not do 

anything to drive a category forward, it will collapse. Some categories do not require close 

collaborations between suppliers and retailers as they continue to expand by themselves due to 

trends and such. As was stated, driving a category forward is important from the retailer’s 

perspective, and even though product-launches themselves are important for driving a category 

forward, “ICA B” states that “You must make sure that something happens between the 

launches, such as marketing campaigns in order to lift a product segment. Happenings create 

value”. As Morgan and Hunt (1994) state; the perceived value of a relationship will influence 

commitment positively. It may therefore be argued that creating happenings in a category, will 

influence retailer commitment and in turn retailer acceptance positively. 

 

4.3.2 Commitment 

A typical product launch takes somewhere in the range of one and a half years. The first step is 

for the innovations department to design and test a new product, which is done in close 

collaboration with the marketing department of Supplier 2. “KAM B” states that the relatively 

long period of time makes it important for “Supplier 2 to work proactively and closely together 

with ICA in order to determine what the end-consumer will demand in the future”. To ensure a 

successful product “Supplier 2” therefore initiates meetings twice a year with ICA in order to 

discuss future strategies for each actor. During these meetings future product demands are a big 

part of the discussion. These meetings are a sign of both parties’ commitment to each other. As 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) found, experienced commitment is one of the most important factors 

in motivating an actor to engage in activities to maintain and develop a relationship. Moreover, 

Berry & Parasuraman (1991) stated that there has to be mutual commitment in a relationship, 

but in this case the findings suggest it depends on the setting. This means that it depends on the 

type of product launch and products involved. As “KAM B” states “it is easier to get the retailer 
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to show commitment if the supplier presents a product that creates a whole new segment or 

category”. If one can convince ICA that the product will further develop a category or create a 

new inspiring category, or if ICA has the same ideas internally, commitment will be higher 

from the retailer. Commitment from the retailer is of uttermost importance according to “KAM 

B” because “if it (the product launch) is to be truly successful, ICA has to contribute with ideas 

and input regarding the proposed product and their internal resources”. “KAM B” further 

states that this is one of the most important ways in how “Supplier 2” and ICA work together 

in order to ensure a success and create value for both actors. During the meetings held twice a 

year where the supplier and retailer coordinate future strategies (as mentioned above) ICA often 

provide input and suggestions either on the proposed product or a completely new one. “KAM 

B” also mentions that “sometimes ICA will inquire us (Supplier 2) if we can create a new 

product but most often they will propose ideas on how to create in-store visibility and when a 

product should be launched in order to be a success”. These meetings form the most visible 

sign of “Supplier 2’s” and ICA’s commitment towards each other. 

 

4.3.3 Trust 

ICA and “Supplier 2” meet twice a year to plan for the future and discuss product strategies. 

These meetings give room for co-creation as ICA may suggest which type of products are 

demanded by the customers as well as discuss when certain products should be launched. 

Furthermore “KAM B” coordinates the product launch with the “Category specialists” who are 

responsible for analyzing the financial and strategic implications a launch of a new product may 

have. This means that “Supplier 2” may suggest that ICA should remove one of their own 

products to make room for a new, but also that ICA should remove a competitor’s product. ICA 

has such a trust for “Supplier 2’s” knowledge in their product categories that “Supplier 2” 

comes off as credible in these situations. This is a good example of how trust in a business 

partner can create a fruitful relationship, and is also a sign of its importance as emphasized by 

Spekman (1988) and Morgan and Hunt (1994, 1996). 

 

As was previously described, commitment to a relationship makes an actor exposed to betrayal 

(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). In the case of the relationship between ICA and “Supplier 2”, this is 

true in the sense of their yearly strategic meetings where they discuss future product strategies. 

Trust in the retailer from the perspective of the supplier is here essential, as by sharing their 

launch strategies, “Supplier 2” exposes them to ICA who in theory could “steal” them. What 

31 
 



keep actors from doing this is their integrity, as well as the mutual trust between two actors in 

a relationship. 

 

In the process of a product launch, when presenting a new product, “KAM B” communicates 

to ICA the supplier’s ideas regarding the product; why it was created and how the supplier 

believes the product will perform in the market. In this aspect, trust is necessary as it makes 

ICA more inclined to believe in what the supplier states. As Lin and Chang (2012) stated; 

suppliers must emphasize what implications and what value a relationship can create for a 

retailer if they are to gain retailer acceptance.  

 

4.4 Case 3 
The product investigated in this case was introduced in 2011 in a category that suffered from 

low margins and low profitability. The product was part of a new product range that created a 

new niche, which allowed for higher margins and price, thus increasing the value of the 

category as a whole. 

Figure 4. 

 

Note: The sales figures for Product 2 were not available from the date of the product launch. 

Product 2 was launched late fall 2010 and the sales figures start from early spring 2011. 
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4.4.1 Retailer Acceptance 

According to “ICA C” “Supplier 3 is very good at building and maintaining relationships. They 

work really hard internally with their relationship building towards the retailer and it feels 

special when you meet them, they are very good at listening to ideas and open in their 

communication and they make us as customers feel content”. “Supplier 3” works with 

educating their employees in how to build and maintain relationship and their strengths 

according to “ICA C” are that they listen well, provide constant feedback and involve the 

retailer in many decisions when it is necessary. ”ICA C” states that this special competence 

makes a difference because “no matter how professional one tries to be, when a decision has 

to be made regarding whom to collaborate with, “Supplier 3” will most often be top of mind 

because they are easy to cooperate with and have shown decisiveness before”. 

 

The result of “Supplier 3’s” relationship capabilities is a close collaborative relationship 

towards the retailer. Twice a year “Supplier 3” meets with ICA AB to have a “Category 

walkthrough”. During these meetings both parties discuss future plans for the product 

categories, intended future strategies as well as reflect back on previous trends and product-

launches. These meetings allow both parties to gain knowledge, share thoughts on future goals 

and be transparent with each other. By aligning their goals, “Supplier 3” and ICA may better 

cooperate in order to increase the likelihood of successful product-launches in the future. More 

importantly, “Supplier 3” can approach the retailer with an idea of a new product at an early 

stage. By gaining the retailers acceptance or input early on in development, the supplier may 

better prepare for the coming product launch. A good example of this approach is the launch 

process of product 3, as explained by “KAM C”. Around 2011, “Supplier 3” noticed that there 

was a lack of profitability in one of the categories they were involved in. This was mainly due 

to a high amount of “mid-range”-products, and a lack of premium-segmented products. As 

“KAM C” stated “even though sales were steady, we did not meet our intended goals”. Due to 

this, “Supplier 3” decided to launch a new range of products targeted towards the premium 

segment. Regarding the product selected for this case, “Supplier 3” approached ICA at an early 

stage of the development process. “KAM C” discussed “Supplier 3’s” ideas for how the product 

would further develop the category and add value both for the retailer and the supplier. 

 

Kaufman et al. (2006) theorize that communication is the key to retailer acceptance, as it allows 

the supplier to gain knowledge regarding the retailers goals and the end-consumers’ needs. It is 

further theorized by Lin and Chang (2012) that in order to gain retailer acceptance the supplier 
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must develop products in line with the retailer's assortment strategies and communicate what 

implications the relationship and the new product will have for the retailer and what value it 

will add. In other words, in order to get retailer acceptance the supplier must understand the 

retailer’s needs, and in order to understand the retailers needs the supplier must establish a 

collaborative relationship where value can be co-created. “Supplier 3’s” competence in 

relationship management ensures such a fruitful relationship and the product investigated in 

this case was successful due to the focus of creating value for the whole category, and in the 

end the retailer. The focus on value added for both parts in the relationship, increases the 

commitment from the retailer, as is further elaborated below.  

 

4.4.2 Commitment 

ICA C states that the supplier is most at risk when introducing a new product, due to investment 

cost in new products. ICA always has the choice of saying no to a product, and later accepting 

it if it has proven to be successful in other sales channels. The retailer is not without risk though, 

as “ICA C” states that there are internal costs when adding a new product. In order to minimize 

the risk of the product launch in this case, “Supplier 3” wanted ICA’s input on the matter, 

through the kind of meetings described above, in order to ensure ICA’s commitment in the 

product launch. According to “KAM C” the result of ICA showing commitment is that “we can 

invest time and money into preparing the product launch with less risk if we start from the 

beginning and involve ICA early on, which is why we have these category meetings where we 

dig deeper into the strategy for the category and present our case and the solutions to the 

problems”. According to “KAM C” this is the reason of how they managed to develop a 

successful launch strategy and not only increase their own sales as well as the retailers’, but 

also drive the category as a whole forward. It must be noted that other retailers in the Swedish 

market failed to see the importance of this product launch and thus did not support it as ICA 

did, therefore not gaining as much value as ICA did. Thus, this example shows the importance 

of trust and commitment between supplier and retailer and how by gaining both the supplier 

may easier receive retailer acceptance. 

 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) theorize that communication in a relationship will have a positive 

impact on the level of trust and that the perceived benefits of a relationship will increase the 

level of commitment. Based on the information in this case it is difficult to separate the aspects 

of trust and commitment, but there are indications that parts of the theories of Morgan and Hunt 

(1994) holds true in this case. In accordance with the theory of retailer acceptance, the fact that 
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“Supplier 3” put emphasis on how the intended product would increase the value of the entire 

category and increase the profitability, lead to a greater commitment from the retailer, as 

predicted by Morgan and Hunt (1994). However, it is unclear whether the level of 

communication increased the level of trust. In this case, the respondents rather mentioned 

communication as a factor in increasing the level of commitment from the retailer. “ICA C” 

says that they look at the profitability of a new product in comparison to the mean of the 

category when a new product is being proposed. The supplier made the case that the new 

product would increase the value of the category by introducing a product that added value for 

the end customer thus warranting a higher sales price and relatively higher margins. According 

to “ICA C” “a supplier is more likely to receive my commitment and positive attention when 

working in this way. The most important thing is that the new product add some form of value 

to the category, either by increasing the profitability or adding other value such as adding 

inspiration to the category for the end consumer”. Thus, it seems that open and honest 

communication regarding what value a product can create for the retailer, leads to a higher level 

of retailer commitment rather than trust.  

 

Further evidence for this is that “ICA C” says that “Supplier 3” has also shown commitment to 

projects or product-launches by close communication early on in the process and also through 

their sales force that is good at introducing the new products to the stores. “ICA C” further 

states that in order to create commitment from the retailer the supplier has to be “open minded 

and ready to latch on to the retailer’s ideas. Some suppliers set a marketing plan and stick to 

it leaving no room for doing projects together”. Such companies receive less commitment. 

Retailer commitment is important when launching a new product, especially in the beginning 

of the launch process.  

 

4.4.3 Trust 

One of the most important aspects “ICA C” considers when a supplier proposes a new product, 

is if it will sell. “ICA C” says that “even if it is a profitable product, it will not add profitability 

to the category if it does not sell, we therefore look at what the product adds to the category. I 

also consider my plan for the category and if the new product does not follow the plan then it 

will most often not be accepted”. Therefore it is important for the supplier to involve “ICA C” 

earlier in the process, especially if the supplier is relatively small, so that the proposed product 

follows “ICA C”’s plan for the category and so the supplier can get feedback on the product. 

The best suppliers that ”ICA C” has a closer relationship with are often provided with feedback 
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on the plan for how to develop the category and the future of the category, which will keep 

these suppliers up to date and give them a better opportunity for developing products in line 

with ICA’s strategy. ”ICA C” states that Private Label will most often be consulted regarding 

new products first because of the high target figures, but some suppliers, like “Supplier 3” are 

also top of mind when it comes to special requests. ”ICA C” believes that “Supplier 3” has 

received more input on ideas than other suppliers because of their decisiveness and that they 

are fast moving. This has resulted in, according to “ICA C”, that “Supplier 3” is one of the 

suppliers that they have a closer relationship with and that they are often involved earlier on in 

the process of a product launch than other suppliers, due to the trust that their competence and 

decisiveness brings. Even though there are a number of supply companies that ”ICA C” has a 

close relationship with, Supplier 3 will sometimes be approached by ”ICA C” regarding special 

projects because “I trust that they will do a good job, they have shown before that they can 

work together with us on valuable projects. There is a great deal of sharing which always 

results in valuable outcomes”. 

 

According to “KAM C” “in order to make a product launch successful, one must innovate and 

offer something new to the consumers... Usually, one says that if a product has not succeeded 

within 10 weeks of a launch, it will not succeed in the future”. What the supplier has done to 

earn ICA’s trust, according to “Supplier 3”, is that the supplier has shown that it can deliver 

and create value for the category as a whole. ICA has trust in “Supplier 3” as they are confident 

in their current and future strategies. This stems from what “KAM C” believes to be that ICA 

and “Supplier 3” share similar consumers with similar preferences, thus making the parties 

product strategies align. This creates incentives for cooperation as ICA is the largest customer 

of “Supplier 3”. Conclusively, according to “KAM C” “the key component to a successful 

product launch is a clear plan for implementation as well as a clear set of goals for the launch”. 

These must be in line with what the retailer has intended, otherwise it is difficult to succeed. 

 

From the statements gathered in the interviews and accounted for above, it is argued that the 

supplier in this case has gained the retailer's trust through competence and ability, and that they 

have shown in the past that they are successful in their undertakings when launching new 

products. Further, according to the supplier, the key to achieving a successful product launch is 

to develop product and launch strategies that are aligned with the retailers. As the theory of 

retailer acceptance state: the key for suppliers is to focus on developing category strategies in 

line with the retailers (Lin & Chang, 2012). From the information gathered in this case, it is 
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argued that a set of shared values regarding product and category strategies leads to greater 

retailer commitment, as theorized by Morgan and Hunt (1994). Extensive communication also 

affects the level of commitment positively and the high level of commitment, in turn, leads to 

a more developed launch strategy and an even further developed product offering. The result is 

a product offering of higher value to the end-consumer than may have otherwise been, 

indicating aspects of value co-creation in accordance to the consumer-centric aspect of the SD-

logic. As a summary, trust is gained through successful product launches, which in turn are 

more likely if the supplier focus on co-creating valuable product offerings together with the 

retailer. Therefore, it is argued that trust is built over a longer period of time, achieved by 

showing the positive results of the relationship on product launches.  

 

It should be mentioned that in the vast majority of products launches ICA is not involved at all, 

according to “ICA C”. ICA has a closer strategic relationship with some suppliers that the 

category manager expects to be “category captains” leading the process of evolving the 

category. Some smaller actors are also chosen to be strategic partners if they have shown to be 

successful in product-launches before and if they add value to the category and ICA, through 

special knowledge or other competitive advantages. Also, some suppliers are better at listening 

to ideas than others. According to “ICA C” “it all depends on what type of relationship you 

want to build. If we collaborate with smaller suppliers it is more important to have a close and 

open relationship as smaller suppliers might not have the same capability of backing a product 

launch with marketing and a sales team”. Further on, “ICA C” says that “the supplier may ask 

us what we think of a certain idea or if we think it is a good idea to launch another brand in a 

category. I will either say that it is, which implies that we at ICA are positive and will take an 

active part in the launch process, or I will say that I won’t stop them from carrying out the 

initiative but that they will not get the same backing in terms of space management and so on. 

Very few products are actually stopped from being launched by ICA”.  

 

These statements indicate that it might be more important for smaller suppliers to maintain a 

close, collaborative relationship with the retailer than it is for larger suppliers or category 

captains. It was theorized in the theory section that it would be of greater importance for the 

supplier to signal commitment to the relationship towards the retailer. There are no such 

indications in the interviews conducted. However, it seems that the retailer will show less 

commitment towards smaller suppliers unless they have previously shown competence and 

successfulness in their product launches. It could therefore be argued that, for smaller suppliers, 
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it is more important to involve the retailer early in the process to be able to adapt the product to 

the retailer's assortment strategy and in order to gain their knowledge regarding the end-

consumers’ needs, thus being able to co-create a valuable product offering, which increases the 

likelihood of a successful product launch. This, in turn, increases the level of trust in the supplier 

from the retailer, further increasing the embeddedness of the relationship and may allow the 

supplier to become a trusted strategic partner. 

 

4.5 Interview with an ICA Maxi store owner 
“ICA D” begins by stating, regarding the stores’ role in a product launch, that “first and 

foremost suppliers must not think of the store as a distribution channel but rather see it as the 

marketplace it actually is, otherwise it is extremely hard to succeed”. “ICA D” means that 

suppliers have to work actively with selling products in-store and not just focus on negotiating 

space centrally. ”ICA D” continues by saying that “second, suppliers must offer a good product 

and a well thought through launch plan. The product has to earn its place on the shelf, the new 

product has to be better than the products currently occupying the space”. 

 

”ICA D” says that stores in general used to follow planograms on an ad hoc basis, but that they 

are getting better at implementing new shelf layouts based on the revision windows for new 

products communicated by ICA. ”ICA D” says that “we still sometimes use the help of suppliers 

when implementing new planograms, especially for larger restructures”. Each planogram is 

often uniquely tailored to each stores assortment and the stores are supported by ICA centrally 

when doing this. When rearranging according to the new planograms there is no room for extra 

space for the suppliers that decide to help, however “ICA D” says that this creates “… a good 

relationship between the supplier and the person responsible for the category in the store if the 

supplier shows commitment… we become more positive to the supplier and towards doing 

special events or experiments”. ”ICA D” further says that “… what I just mentioned is 

particularly important for new product launches. If the supplier has a good relationship with 

the store it is easier to push for implementing new planograms where the supplier’s new 

products are included”. This shows the importance of further expanding the relationship to not 

only building a good relationship towards ICA centrally but also towards the stores. If the 

supplier shows commitment in the relationship towards the store, it makes it possible for a new 

product to achieve a wide distribution quicker, increasing the possibility for a successful 
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product launch to show quicker, which will further strengthen ICA HQ’s trust in the supplier’s 

capabilities.  

 

Regarding what determines if a product is to be removed varies. If there is a smaller change in 

the product assortment with just a few new types of already existing products one simply 

removes the products that sell the least, which differs locally. If it is a more comprehensive 

change, like an introduction of a new category “we reduce the space for the traditional products 

or sometimes whole categories. Here we consider whether a category is increasing or 

decreasing in value, and the ones that are decreasing in value may get reduced space”. This 

shows the importance of being responsive and having a close relationship towards ICA for the 

supplier. If the supplier becomes complacent and does not have a close relationship with ICA, 

they may discover the relative poor performance of the category too late. If the category in 

which the supplier is active is reduced in space it could be more difficult to regain that space, 

rather than working on maintaining the space. The work of Supplier 3 is a good example, where 

the relationship with ICA made it possible for quick action in a category in decline and the close 

collaborative efforts resulted in new products that developed the category and turned the decline 

into a positive development. 

 

There are also other ways to be included in a store’s assortment range other than negotiating 

for space with ICA centrally. If a product is accepted into ICA’s central assortment range, stores 

sometimes order products on their own if customers demand them. This is done without any 

further analysis, as “ICA D” states: “if a customer asks for a product and it is available at ICA, 

we order it, it is important to make the customer happy”. ”ICA D” also tells us that, if a supplier 

manages to get coverage at 50% of the ICA Maxi stores in the region, “we have as a rule to 

conduct a central negotiation with that supplier and the Maxi stores, which makes it possible 

for the supplier to be accepted into all the Maxi stores in that region and then we are talking 

about very large volumes. If you are a new or smaller supplier this is a good way to drive 

volume”. To achieve this, it is important that a product creates interest in the category and drives 

it forward, it cannot be another “me too” product. The personal relationship between the 

supplier’s sales, ICA and the responsible person in-store is very important in achieving this, 

since this is the only way for the store to be made available of the qualities and benefits of the 

product. ”ICA D” says that “we still see a great need for in-store merchandising. I believe that 

the role of the supplier salesperson has changed from negotiating price towards more building 
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relationships and convincing the stores why the product is important for them to have in the 

assortment range”. 

4.6 Comparing the cases 
The study of the three cases analyzed in this thesis have come to show differences in how factors 

such as trust, commitment and the relationship affect the success of a product launch. Regarding 

relationships, it has been shown that the size of the supplier and the products involved in the 

product launches affect how a relationships develops. As in the case with “Supplier 1”, “ICA 

A” believes it to be more important to have a close relationship with suppliers who produce 

niched products since in such market segments there are few reliable suppliers. This can be 

compared to what “ICA B”, in relation to “Supplier 2” stated that ICA more often has close 

relationships with dominating suppliers in certain product categories. These dominating 

suppliers have the ability to drive the category forward. The relationship between ICA and 

Supplier 3 has also shown to be a close, collaborative relationship, hence it can be said that the 

development of close relationships is not only determined by the size of the supplier, but even 

more by the suppliers ability to show competence and expertise within certain product 

categories. Collaborative relationships are important in the process of a product launch due to 

it being necessary for the actors to align strategies, this since no actor has all the available 

information about, for example, customer preferences etc. In all of the three cases, it has been 

shown that ICA and the suppliers provide each other with feedback and discuss together in 

order to successfully launch new products, since there are risks involved for both parties, even 

though it is concluded by many of the respondents that ICA are substantially less at risk. It 

should be added that many of the product releases at ICA are not the result of a close 

relationship. However, the cases analyzed in this paper were particularly successful ones. Thus, 

it seems that a close relationship increases the likelihood of a success, and that this is a better 

determinant than the size of the supplier. It could be argued though, that the supplier is less 

dependent on the relationship with the retailer for a success if the supplier is large. The 

interviews show that the smaller suppliers are more reliant on the kind of two-way 

communication in order to co-create a valuable product offering, whereas the largest supplier 

is less dependent on ICA for a successful product and more dependent on ICA regarding 

category information in order to determine where to concentrate most focus.  

 

All three cases have shown that for a product launch to be successful, the supplier needs to be 

proactive and approach the retailer at an early stage in the launch process, as an early retailer 
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acceptance may lead to the supplier being better able to develop a successful product launch 

strategy.  As there are risks with product launches it can be argued, based on our findings, that 

retailers rely less on the relationship with large suppliers as they know they have the financial 

muscle to make a product sustainable, but on the other hand it has been shown that innovation 

is as important, which the larger suppliers have been found to lack. This could be due to the 

fact that the risks of an unsuccessful product launch have a larger impact on smaller suppliers, 

as they rely more on the relationship with ICA for profit, and that it is more important for the 

smaller suppliers to maintain the trust gained through successful product launches. Also, 

smaller suppliers have less financial capabilities to drive sales through conventional marketing 

and may rely more on the value co-creating aspects of the relationship in order to achieve a 

successful product launch.  

 

Through the study of the three cases, it has been shown that commitment influences the success 

of a product launch positively. The findings suggest that it is of particular importance for both 

the supplier and the retailer to show commitment at an early stage. Berry & Parasuraman (1991) 

stated that there has to be a mutual level of commitment from both parties in a relationship, in 

order to be sustainable. Based on our findings we argue that this differs from case to case, as 

both retailers and supplier have access to limited resources and it is thus impossible to give the 

same amount of commitment to all business partners. Also it is not necessary with a large 

amount of commitment when it comes to all product-launches, some launches regarding for 

example line-extensions does not require any particular commitment from the retailer. Rather, 

it is important with commitment during launches of products in completely new segments or 

product categories.  

 

As was mentioned by “ICA A”, “Supplier 1” has shown to be quick to respond to the wishes of 

ICA, therefore making the supplier trustworthy. Commitment from both retailer and supplier at 

an early stage may also help lower the risk of lost time and money since it will create a better 

understanding of needs and wants. Competence and knowledge in how to launch new products 

have been found to be important for suppliers in gaining the retailer’s commitment. The 

retailer’s commitment has in turn been found to be of high importance for the suppliers, since 

the retailer can provide input regarding product launches. Usually the retailer has closer 

relationship with the so called “category captains”, the large suppliers who help drive the 

categories forward, hence it is they who receive the most commitment from the retailer. On the 

other hand, as stated by “ICA C”, some smaller suppliers may receive more commitment from 
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the retailer if they have special knowledge in certain categories that others lack, these may 

therefore be chosen as strategic partners. What seems to be evident is that for commitment to 

take place, knowledge, competence and a long-term perception are the main keys.  

 

Regarding trust, as was learnt from the study of Supplier 1, the supplier has gained trust from 

ICA due to the fact that they produce products that few other suppliers can produce, hence 

Supplier 1 has competence and knowledge that others lack. This competence makes the retailer 

committed to invest in the relationship, which is true in all three cases. Thus, it can be derived 

from this study that competence and knowledge lead to increased trust in the supplier from the 

retailer’s perspective. This competence must be shown through continuous product launches in 

order for the retailer to develop trust in the supplier.  

 

What has also been found is that it is important with mutual trust, because mutual trust will lead 

to open communication and transparency which both retailer and supplier need in order to 

cooperate. This communication stems from trust being established early on in the process of a 

product launch. In all three cases, it has been found that delicate information is passed back and 

forth between the parties, hence trust is the key to ensuring the integrity of the business 

relationship.  

 

What has been found is that it is more important for smaller suppliers to have close relationships 

governed by trust, as they do not have the same financial strength as large suppliers. However, 

this study shows that a retailer will have less trust in a small supplier unless they he shown 

competence in the past, since it may increase the likelihood that a small supplier becomes a 

strategic partner of a retailer. Moreover, this display of previous achievements indicate that 

trust is built over a long period of time, and has to be earned by the supplier from the retailer. 
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5. Concluding discussion 
The aim of this thesis was to investigate how retailer acceptance and relational factors affect 

the success of a product-launch in the Swedish FMCG-industry. The empirical data gathered 

from qualitative interviews and the following analysis has shown that there are a number of 

factors that affect the success of a product-launch and the involved actors’ ability to create 

product sustainability. The data shows that when suppliers emphasize the benefits of the 

prospected product-launch and also the benefits of a cooperative relationship with them, it 

influences the level of commitment from the retailer positively. There is also evidence for the 

theorized relationship between the antecedent factor of shared values and the level of 

commitment, as a shared category and product assortment strategy leads to greater commitment 

from the retailer. However, shared values do not seem to affect the level of trust directly. There 

is evidence, though, for an indirect relationship between both the perceived benefits of a 

relationship and shared values, as those antecedent factors lead to greater commitment and 

greater commitment leads to a more honest and also extensive communication. Further, 

communication of the mentioned sort leads to greater trust in the relationship from both parties. 

Therefore, it can be said that suppliers that are willing to discuss and perhaps conform to the 

strategies of the retailer and that also emphasizes the perceived benefits of the relationship and 

product receive greater commitment, which in turn lead to more extensive communication and 

thus, indirectly, a higher level of trust. 

 

It should be mentioned though, that the findings of this thesis shows a difficulty in separating 

the factors of trust and commitment and their effect on the relationship. For instance, the 

respondents do not explicitly mention the fact that communication increases the level of trust, 

but rather that it increases the level of commitment. They do, however, mention that aligning 

strategies and discussing the effect a product-launch will have on a category and its profitability 

lead to a better sustainability for the products and thus a higher success rate. For a product-

launch to be truly successful, a supplier needs to approach the retailer at an early stage in the 

development of a product-launch, because the supplier might not possess all the knowledge that 

the retailer has about the market demand. If both retailer and supplier agree at an early stage 

about what to introduce to the market in the future, then they may better cooperate and ensure 

that the value created is beneficial for both parties, and more importantly the market itself. A 

higher success rate and well thought through products gradually lead to higher levels of trust in 
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the supplier from the retailer, thus it is argued that there is a connection between the antecedent 

factor of communication and the level of trust, even though it may be less direct that theorized.  

 

In summary, if the supplier approaches the retailer at an early stage in the product-launch 

process and communicate to the retailer the benefits of the product and relationship, discuss 

and align strategies, thus achieving a shared set of values, the communication will lead to 

greater levels of commitment and a co-created product that have value. This is argued by the 

respondents to lead to a higher success rate, which in turn lead to greater trust in the supplier. 

In the end, high levels of trust and commitment further improves the communication between 

the relationship parties, which in turn lead to a close collaborative relationship built on two-

way communication in which value co-creation is made possible, and thus the supplier has 

gained retailer acceptance.  

 

The analysis has shown that the relationships may develop differently depending on the size of 

the supplier and the products involved in the product-launch. Based on the analysis of the three 

cases, it seems as it is more important for the retailer to develop a close relationship with 

suppliers who are active in niche market segments where special knowledge and competence 

is required. It is also more important to develop a close relationship with dominating suppliers 

in product categories, as they have the ability to further develop a category. The success of a 

product-launch, rely less on relational factors if the supplier is very large, singe the retailer can 

trust that the supplier have the necessary capital in order for a launch to become successful. 

Smaller suppliers have less financial capabilities and the risks of an unsuccessful product-

launch affect a small supplier to a greater extent. Moreover smaller suppliers may have less 

experience in product-launches and therefore have larger needs for cooperation and co-creation 

together with the supplier in order to successfully launch a new product. Commitment has 

shown to be important in all cases, since it is the foundation for a relationship where co-creation 

of value is possible. However, retailer commitment is more important for smaller suppliers as 

they have less means to make a product successful and rely more on the co-creating process. 

Thus, smaller suppliers will have to focus more on building the relational aspects in order to 

achieve retailer acceptance, which will increase the success rate of future product-launches. On 

the same note, trust is more important in the relationship between the retailer and a small 

supplier, due to the lesser financial ability of the supplier and the greater financial risk of an 

unsuccessful product-launch for the supplier.  
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5.1 Theoretical Contribution 
The current research regarding retailer acceptance only explain how relational factors 

influence a retailers decision regarding what products to accept into the product range, but fail 

to recognize the role relational factors play in determining the success of a product launch and 

the acceptance of the supplier as a valued relationship partner. This research indicates that the 

antecedent factors; perceived benefits, shared values and communication, positively affect the 

level of trust and commitment in the relationship. In turn, high levels of trust and commitment 

further enhance the level of cooperation and communication and lay the foundation for a 

relationship where a valuable product offering can be co-created. More importantly, this 

research indicates that relational aspects explain how a relationship can develop to the point 

where retailer acceptance is not about actual products, but rather the supplier as a relationship 

partner. A supplier that has gained retailer acceptance, through working extensively with their 

relationship building capabilities, may become a valued strategic partner and top of mind 

when it comes to requests and receiving special insight from the retailer. A relationship 

between the retailer and a supplier that has gained retailer acceptance, according to this 

research, leads to a greater chance for success in product-launches.  

5.2 Managerial Implications 
There are a number of practical implications that can be generated from this research. First of 

all, relational aspects are of lesser importance if the supplier is large and/or if the product is 

generic or simply a line extension or seasonal. This said, it is not unimportant for larger 

suppliers to focus on developing the relationship and gaining the retailers trust and 

commitment. Smaller suppliers need to focus, to a greater extent than larger suppliers, on 

communicating the benefits of the product to the category and thus the retailer, and should 

also focus on discussing category strategies in order to be able to present products that fit the 

retailers preferred strategy. To summarize, in order for the supplier to gain retailer acceptance 

as a relationship partner, and not only for individual products, these steps should be 

considered: 

 

• Approach the retailer at an early stage in the product development process. This is 

especially important if the product creates a new category or expands an existing 

category. This will allow the supplier to gain input regarding the retailer’s thoughts 

and in the best case increase the value of the product offering, which increases the 

level of commitment from the retailer. 
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• Focus on honest and open communication. Discuss, develop and align category and 

assortment strategies with the retailer. 

• Communicate the value the intended product will add; this could include higher 

product profitability, category expansion or a new niche that adds value to the 

customers. 

• If a new product is to be launched at ICA, make sure that the organization has the 

ability to achieve satisfactory levels of distribution throughout the ICA stores. This is 

a prerequisite for gaining retailer acceptance of a product and increases the probability 

for success, which in the end may lead to retailer acceptance of the supplier as a 

business partner. 

• Keep up to date on the products performance early on, and develop an action plan for 

sales enhancing activities. This will increase the level of trust from the retailer that 

further increases the level of commitment to the relationship. 

• Take an interest in the entire category, or categories, that the supplier is active in. 

Activities or product-launches that increase the value of the entire category and not 

only the suppliers assortment offering increases the perceived competence of the 

supplier, which leads to further trust in the supplier and commitment to the 

relationship. This will allow the supplier to gain retailer acceptance and become a 

valued relationship partner.   
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6. Limitations & Future Research  
The aim of this thesis was essentially to investigate how retailer acceptance and relational 

factors affect the success of a product-launch in the Swedish FMCG-industry. Therefore the 

authors needed to gain information from all actors involved, both retailers, suppliers as well as 

other important actors involved. This aim led to the authors conducting interviews with three 

representatives from the retailer ICA’s headquarters, one ICA Maxi store owner as well as 

interviews with representatives from three different suppliers. As these actors are only part of 

one particular supply-chain, it is not possible to generalize the findings as representative for the 

Swedish retail-industry as a whole. Another important factor which limits the generalizability 

of the findings is the differences in ownership and operations within different retailers, ranging 

from co-operations to franchises, but as the aim was not to generalize this is not of particular 

importance.  

 

This is a qualitative explorative case study, thus it is not possible to generalize the findings or 

confirm them statistically. Future research could benefit from this study by applying the 

findings in statistical quantitative research. By gathering data from a larger number of 

respondents, the connection between the relational factors and product-launch success could be 

statistically analyzed.  

 

The researchers of this study chose to study only the retail-industry for several reasons, first 

and foremost due to its importance for many stakeholders and the authors’ interest, but also due 

to convenience sampling. This due to the authors’ vast network of contacts within the industry. 

The method applied in this study could be applied to another situational context, namely by 

analyzing another retailer and its supplier relationships.  
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Appendixes 

Appendix I – Interview guide 
 

1) Background questions 

1.1 Can you tell us a little about yourself, who you are, your career and what you 

currently are working with? 

1.2 What is your role in a product-launch? 

1.3 How do you determine whether or not a product-launch has been a success? How 

do you measure this? What is the time-frame? 

 

2) Product-launch 

2.1 Can you please draw for us how you perceive the process of a product-launch. 

What actors are involved, how they interact, the information-flow etc.? 

2.2 How does a typical product-launch work? 

2.3 Based on your experience with working within a retail-company, how would you 

act if you worked for a supplier (or vice-versa)? What key-components must be met in 

order to achieve success? 

 

3) Retailer acceptance 

3.1 Please describe your relationship with the supplier/retailer. 

3.2 How close do you regard this relationship? 

3.3 How do you create a sustainable relationship? 

3.4 Do you think a good relationship is more important regarding certain products or 

companies? 

 

      4) ”Commitment” 

4.1 If we discuss engagement, how important is this for you in a relationship? How do 

you measure the level of engagement? Are certain suppliers/retailers more engaged 

than others? How is this engagement shown? 
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       5) ”Trust” 

5.1 Could you tell us how you secure that a supplier/retailer creates value even for 

you? Can you trust that the supplier/retailer works in order to create value for both 

parties? 

5.2 What are the risks with a product-launch and with whom does the risk lie? 

(Retailer or supplier?) 

 

       6) Co-Creation 

6.1 Can you explain how you work in order to ensure a succesful product-launch, 

together with other actors or independently? 

 

       7) Concluding questions 

7.1 Is there something you would like to add that you feel has been missed in this 

interview? 

7.2 The next step is now to analyze the information given by you and others. We may 

send you a copy of the thesis when it is finished, if you are interested? 
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