
How Buyers Can  
Create Win-Win  
Supplier Relationships

Quick & Dirty Guides



When you think “supplier relationship 
management”, the last thing that usually 
comes to mind is “quick and dirty,”
no matter how much you wish that were the case. The fact of the matter is that relationships 
take time to build, no matter who you’re building them with. Trying to maintain and improve 
relationships with your suppliers can present hurdles for them and for you. 

In this guide, you’ll get fast, actionable tips on how to ensure collaboration success 
with the people who truly make your business tick: your suppliers.



1
ACCEPT THAT RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT IS A CRITICAL PART  
OF PROCUREMENT

Let’s start by establishing a premise: procurement’s job extends past the purchase order, and into 
the relationship management with the supplier. Why? By establishing a trusting and considerate 
relationship with your suppliers from day one, you gain a leg-up on future needs for flexibility and 
adaptation. Simply put, suppliers who understand your business needs, and feel like strategic 
business partners are going to be more inclined to help you innovate. 

If you haven’t already, start thinking of your suppliers as valued business partners, not just 
transactions on a screen. When you think of a valued business partner, what sort of ideas come to 
mind? You probably think of someone who is mission-critical to the success of your organization. 
The reality is, without great supplier relationships, your business will miss out on key opportunities: 
not just for savings but for innovation as well. It’s time to start thinking of your suppliers like the 
partners they could be to you.

2
REDUCE FRICTION IN THE SUPPLIER EXPERIENCE

To you, your e-procurement solution is straightforward and user friendly (we hope). To your 
suppliers, well, they might need some help. With any new relationship, change management is key. 
Specifically, when inviting a new supplier to conduct business with you, it’s important to be realistic 
about onboarding. How long will it take for them to onboard to your solution? Do you have a 
baseline to compare it to? Does your solution offer support for supplier onboarding? These are all 
questions you should consider when thinking about your expectations for supplier onboarding. 

After all, what good are eager, capable suppliers if your procurement technology isn’t supplier-
friendly? This critical step, if missed, can end in lack of supplier data management and failure to 
comply with contracts. Instead of forcing your suppliers to use a solution that doesn’t provide them 
any value, try to put yourself in their shoes.

QUICK:

Start by identifying your key suppliers, 
and invite them to be a part of strategic 
discussions. You’ll thank yourself later.

DIRTY:

When you’re really ready to shine, 
consider getting a full process in place for 
engaging key suppliers with the people 
creating strategy and moving the business 
forward. The engagement should extend 
beyond a supply chain arrangement, and 
through product development.

QUICK:

Today you can offer support for  
suppliers learning to use your procure- 
to-pay solution. Send out a brief email 
to 10 suppliers and ask them what their 
three biggest questions are about how to 
use your solution. Take note and check 
with your provider to see if you can  
share user tips and tricks to improve  
their experience.

DIRTY:

When you’re really ready to shine, 
evaluate how user-friendly your  
procure-to-pay solution really is. Can  
your suppliers realistically derive value 
from it? Maybe it’s time to consider a  
new solution.

"Talking to your suppliers can help provide visibility 
into hidden supply chain risks that procurement 
otherwise doesn't have the same insight into."

—Dawn Tiura, SIG

Tradeshift's Supplier adoption rate is 5x faster the industry average.
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3
PICK UP THE PHONE

With all of technology’s triumphs, we see a fair number of tribulations, especially when it comes to 
interpersonal interaction. (Have you ever tried to settle a miscommunication through a text 
message? Didn’t work so well, did it?) Keeping communication pathways as human as possible 
helps to avoid miscommunications, and it also helps to build relationships. When you’re getting 
started with a new supplier, talk to them! You might be surprised about what you have in common. 

This doesn’t mean you can’t use technology to engage your whole supply base, however. It’s 
common to only focus on the top one percent of spend in terms of suppliers, but even just basic 
collaboration with the remaining 99% will help you build an innovative partnership.

4
COME TOGETHER– MAKE PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT A COLLABORATIVE 
EFFORT WITH YOUR SUPPLIERS

You know that recurring nightmare: you realize you forgot to show up to a class for an entire 
semester, and wake up on the morning of the final exam not having a clue about the material. 
Don’t make that nightmare come true for your suppliers. 

Deep down, does anyone really like surprises? Certainly not when it comes to performance 
management.  Too often scorecard initiatives lack one critical piece - your suppliers’ input. To build 
stronger relationships, performance management needs to be a collaborative effort between you 
and your supplier.  Make sure suppliers have a clear understanding of evaluation criteria, ask for 
suggestions on additional metrics to include and pull their feedback regularly.

QUICK:

Today, you can give your top suppliers a 
quick phone call instead of emailing them.

DIRTY:

When you’re really ready to shine, do 
this: use technology, whether it’s an email 
program, or a customer-relationship 
management tool to keep your other 
suppliers in the loop. Be creative, they’ll 
appreciate it.

QUICK:

During supplier onboarding, ensure new 
suppliers understand your performance 
management process and the criteria 
used to evaluate them.

DIRTY:

When you’re really ready to shine, review 
the challenges your suppliers face when 
trying to achieve their benchmarks. In 
some cases, you may be able to help 
them, which will benefit both of you.

”Getting to know the company behind the brands is 
huge– get supplier executives involved and educated 
on your organization’s mission and the possibilities 
there. Procurement walks out of the process too early. 
Don’t let things disintegrate when the deal is done.” 

—Joanna Martinez, Supply Chain Advisors

“Effective supply relationships increase the flow of 
information between procurement and a suppliers, 
so procurement has an understanding of ‘unofficial’ 
events that signal risk. Being a good customer will 
make your suppliers want to take care of you!”

—Kelly Barner, Buyers Meeting Point magazine



ABOUT TRADESHIFT

Founded in 2010, Tradeshift is the world’s 
largest business commerce platform that 
connects buyers and sellers. Tradeshift 
connects over 1.5 million companies across 
190 countries, is on track to process over  
half a trillion USD in transaction value, and 
has a marketplace containing 28 million  
SKUs. It offers solutions for procure to pay, 
supplier engagement and financial services, 
and enables companies and partners to  
build custom or commercial apps on its 
business commerce platform. Tradeshift is 
headquartered in San Francisco, with  
offices in Copenhagen, New York, London, 
Paris, Suzhou, Tokyo, Munich, Frankfurt, 
Sydney, Bucharest, Oslo, Stockholm,  
and Kuala Lumpur.

READY TO SHINE?

Here are some resources to help you  
dive deeper into the topic of Supplier  
Relationship Management:

• How Supplier Experience Can Define 
Procurement Success

• Building Procurement Agility With 
Collaborative Supplier Management

To learn more call +1-800-381-3585  
or email sales@tradeshift.com

https://tradeshift.com/resources/panel-supplier-experience-can-define-procurement-success/
https://tradeshift.com/resources/panel-supplier-experience-can-define-procurement-success/
https://tradeshift.com/resources/building-procurement-agility-with-collaborative-supplier-management/
https://tradeshift.com/resources/building-procurement-agility-with-collaborative-supplier-management/

