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A Consumer Brand 
Guide to Success  
at Walmart

GETTING YOUR PRODUCTS ON  
WALMART SHELVES—AND KEEPING  
THEM THERE
Placing your product on Walmart shelves is an achievement worth 
celebrating. But if you think you can rest on your laurels and watch  
as your product becomes an overnight sensation, think again. 

Too many retail brands think the battle is over once they’ve claimed 
a coveted space on the shelf at Walmart Inc. But the reality couldn’t 
be further from the truth. Your competitors are desperate to claim 
this space for themselves, and Walmart is watching your performance 
closely to make sure you’re using its real estate wisely. 
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You’re better off treating those early days at Walmart like a debut.  
If your product gets off to a slow start, it could lead to greater scrutiny 
from the Walmart buyer you’re working with. Within weeks of making 
your Walmart debut, you could find your sales sluggish, your future 
sales potential dimming, your buyer support flagging, and your 
placement in Walmart stores on thin ice. 

The sell-in with Walmart gets a lot of attention, and deservedly so—just 
breaking in with the World’s Largest Retailer requires a strong sales 
and marketing strategy in its own right. But to turn that opportunity 
into sustained success, suppliers need to focus on the sell-through: 
As soon as your product is on Walmart shelves, how does that golden 
opportunity translate into sales performance for your brand?  
 
 

 
 JUST BREAKING IN WITH THE  

WORLD’S LARGEST RETAILER REQUIRES 
A STRONG SALES AND MARKETING 

STRATEGY IN ITS OWN RIGHT.
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The retail ecosystem at Walmart is different than what you’ll find at  
other retailers. The company culture, management style, and competitive 
landscape that make Walmart unique—and, it’s worth pointing out, 
successful, over the years—require unique approaches to strategy and 
support for when you’re trying to build and sustain your brand’s success. 
The value of the experience that comes with working with Walmart buyers 
can’t be understated: No matter how much internet research time you 
put in, nothing compares to working with partners who understand the 
ins and outs of communicating with Walmart buyers, and navigating the 
complex relationships that will be key to your company’s success with the 
World’s Largest Retailer. 

To build a platform for success at Walmart, retailers must take a 
comprehensive approach that accounts not only for their sell-in strategy, 
but also the sell-through elements that will position your products for 
success on Walmart shelves.  
 
Looking for a little guidance? We’re here to help.  
This eight-point playbook will give you the basic information 
and strategy tips you need to start planning for success  
as a Walmart supplier. 
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Creating a sell-in and sell-thru strategy  
to succeed in Walmart stores and online 

  
When we talk about creating a strategy for winning at Walmart,  
what we mean is having a channel strategy. As a company, you should  
ask yourself: How will a relationship with Walmart affect my business  
on a per-channel level?

Think of Walmart as the big leagues, in terms of retail selling 
opportunities. To compete in the big leagues, you need an 
infrastructure and a business strategy that can manage this increased 
scale. Organizations shouldn’t pursue business opportunities with 
Walmart unless they have the resources to manage distribution, supply 
chain management, marketing, and other operations on a scale that’s 
large enough to satisfy Walmart’s demands.  

4

1. STRATEGY 
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Don’t forget about selling on Walmart.com, and the extra demands 
created by eCommerce sales. Your selling strategy should account  
for how your products fit into the retail marketplace at a national level,  
and at different channels. What is your product’s unique selling point  
in comparison to your competition’s? How will your business operations 
adapt to selling on a national scale? 

If your company is an energy bar company, for example, Walmart 
buyers will want to see a product that brings something new to their 
inventory. Maybe it’s new flavors, or maybe it caters to a different 
audience and/or health interests. Your selling proposition needs  
to be established, and it needs to be executable while staying within 
other practical parameters, such as: Can production keep up with 
demand if your sales take off? Can your business afford to launch 
your product at a price point that’s competitive with that of other,  
more established brands?

5

WALMART BUYERS DON’T WANT TO SEE  
A BUSINESS STRATEGY FULL OF HOLES.  

https://www.investopedia.com/articles/personal-finance/011815/how-walmart-model-wins-everyday-low-prices.asp
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Walmart buyers don’t want to see a business strategy full of holes.  
This includes developing a comprehensive strategy as it pertains to the 
sell-in. How will you position your products to customers? What kind of 
data will you use to support your retail efforts?

The buyer you work with will want answers to these questions. A 
compelling product isn’t enough: They want to know that your brand 
has the strategy and depth of knowledge needed to successfully 
leverage an opportunity to sell at Walmart. And along with that 
strategy, they want assurances that you have the funding and resources 
needed to execute your strategy as presented.

In other words, they don’t want to see any signs of weakness in your 
strategy. Buyers are looking for a “sure thing.” Your strategy needs to 
leave that impression.
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Laying the foundation for successful execution  

  
Selling your strategy to a Walmart buyer is a significant undertaking  
on its own. But it doesn’t compare to the hard work of actually 
launching and managing a new retail initiative.

Anyone can promise the moon when there’s a business opportunity on 
the line. But that opportunity will vanish into thin air if you haven’t laid 
the groundwork to deliver on your promises. It all starts with having the 
operational expertise in place to turn your strategy into action. 
 
 
 

7

2. OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCE
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Launching your product at Walmart will require the 
development or expansion of many different operational 
tasks for your organization. Before presenting a sell-in 
strategy to a buyer, you need to have the expertise required 
to make sure these tasks are approached in the right way.  
 
Essential operational tasks include: 
  

 Ordering and electronic data interchange (EDI) 
  This is an important part of tracking products and packages, 

managing shipping and supply chains, and communicating clearly 
and efficiently with Walmart stores and Walmart.com  
when receiving orders from stores. When it comes to working  
with Walmart Inc., EDI is essential technology. 
 
Item creation/DataSync 
This facilitates the seamless sharing of essential information 
throughout a supply chain, including with distributors and retail 
partners. Item creation and DataSync need to be set up according  
to Walmart’s preferences. 
 
Item maintenance 
This involves a number of different processes as they relate to 
inventory management, including tracking product quantities 
across multiple retail locations. 
 
Product specs 
This includes ensuring products meet packaging guidelines and 
other established specifications. This is important for your own 
quality assurance and branding, but also to ensure that Walmart 
receives the items it’s expecting. 
 
 

8
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  Case pack requirements 
Ensure inventory will be packaged and delivered to Walmart 
according to agreed-upon case pack requirements. A pack of  
36 units of a cosmetic item, for example, should always contain  
exactly 36 units 
 
Item support and enhanced content 
Provide high-quality images, product descriptions, and other  
content and copy to support the marketing and sale of your 
products—particularly on Walmart.com. 

Remember: It’s not enough to create an operational framework that 
works for your business. You also need tools and solutions that integrate 
with Walmart’s existing platforms and technology. Product specs, 
images, content, and other elements need to be optimized for Walmart.
com. A proper setup is necessary to make sure your retail brand can 
integrate seamlessly with Walmart’s retail systems.

Operations and infrastructure aren’t the sexiest parts of retail,  
but they’re critical components of a successful Walmart strategy.
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How to market and promote your products after launch
  
Omnichannel support has become an all-encompassing digital and 
online plan for building your brand and your selling channels. Whether 
it’s through your own retail website or retail partners like Amazon  
and Walmart.com, your products need the right kind of support to  
be successful.

It’s important to understand how these different channels work 
together, especially in an era of commerce in which customers are 
bouncing from channel to channel on an ever-winding path-to-purchase. 
Product listings should be updated and optimized for Walmart.com, 
even when the product is only available in stores—Walmart still wants 
customers to be able to find the item online, before they visit a store  
to make a purchase.

10

3. OMNICHANNEL SUPPORT
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Your brand can also support sell-through at Walmart stores through 
a mix of marketing content aimed at engaging your target audience. 
Excellent written content, compelling images and video, engaging 
social media content, and other omnichannel marketing strategies will 
help you leverage digital channels to boost your sales performance and 
encourage long-term retail growth.

For example, a digital marketing strategy could include geo-targeted 
mobile and display ads to consumers near Walmart locations that 
are carrying your new product. Unless your product rollout is taking 
place on a national scale—which only happens in rare cases—the 
locations where you’re debuting on Walmart shelves serve as a shining 
opportunity to take advantage of location-based targeting. Use social 
media to create sponsored posts targeted to people in those areas who 
also follow Walmart’s social accounts—this combines location-based 
information with valuable contextual data, helping you reach a targeted 
audience to increase customer awareness of your product availability.
 

YOUR BRAND CAN ALSO SUPPORT 
SELL-THROUGH AT WALMART STORES 

THROUGH A MIX OF MARKETING 
CONTENT AIMED AT ENGAGING YOUR 

TARGET AUDIENCE. 
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In-store signage and other in-store marketing can also be effective at 
gaining attention for your products, especially when you’re launching 
a new product or coming to consumers as an unknown brand. 
Depending on the type of product you offer, in-store demos and/or 
point-of-sale product displays are two types of in-store marketing that 
can increase in-store engagement as your digital marketing strategies 
build awareness online.

In the early days of your product launch, make a point of visiting store 
locations to watch how customers interact with your products. If your 
products aren’t getting noticed, or aren’t prompting consumers to stop 
and look, it’s a clear sign you need to change up your marketing and 
promotions strategy. Walmart buyers also appreciate suppliers who visit 
stores and seek to understand how customers interact with products. 
This firsthand knowledge will prove valuable for when you’re making 
changes that will optimize your product marketing strategy.
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Making the appropriate business adjustments  
to provide better service to Walmart customers
  
The importance of knowing and understanding your Walmart 
customers can’t be overstated. But customer preferences and shopping 
habits are subject to change over time. CPG brands need to be ready 
for these changing tides, and capable of making adaptations to their 
strategy to improve sales and keep up with customers so they don’t 
abandon their products.

This change can be driven by a number of different factors.  
New technology and shopping experiences are shaping customer 
expectations in a way that may force brands to make changes on the 
fly, and provide more responsive service based on customer feedback—
including stated feedback and implied, behavioral  
data points.

13

4. ABILITY TO ADAPT
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But Walmart’s own strategy shifts can also push suppliers to 
make business adjustments. If Walmart updates its supply chain 
management tools, your business needs to do the same. The same 
goes for things like case pack requirements and Walmart.com 
content—if you show a resistance or an inability to change, you could 
prompt Walmart buyers to reassess the value you offer the company. 

Whether your product mix, your packaging, your overall branding, 
or even your entire business model requires changes, small retail 
brands can actually be at an advantage in this regard. Unlike larger, 
more established brands, an agile company can often implement fast, 
responsive changes that satisfy Walmart buyers and demonstrate 
a willingness to adapt on the fly. That’s not to say larger brands 
can’t adjust on the fly well, but it does normally take longer due to 
stakeholders and corporate processes.

IF WALMART UPDATES ITS SUPPLY CHAIN 
MANAGEMENT TOOLS, YOUR BUSINESS 

NEEDS TO DO THE SAME. 

https://www.krunchbox.com/how-walmart-collaborates-with-its-vendors
https://www.krunchbox.com/how-walmart-collaborates-with-its-vendors
https://www.krunchbox.com/how-walmart-collaborates-with-its-vendors
https://www.krunchbox.com/how-walmart-collaborates-with-its-vendors
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Keep in mind that when these moments of change present themselves, 
you’re not merely trying to bring yourself back into alignment with 
Walmart’s preferences. You’re also facing off with your competitors. The 
ability to shift quickly can be a boon to your efforts to win over market 
share and entrench your position on Walmart shelves. And when facing 
off with bigger, deeper-pocketed brands,  your ability to be responsive 
can help you win the battle with speed rather than force.

Larger brands may have an intimidation factor, but some buyers 
actually prefer working with smaller brands that can quickly implement 
changes and strategy shifts based on new sales parameters or shifting 
customer behaviors. If you’re a newcomer to your category, don’t dig in 
your heels every time you’re asked to adapt your strategy. Instead, use 
these opportunities to your advantage, showcasing the agility that will 
make you a valued Walmart Inc. partner. 
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Using data to expand your depth of retail knowledge
  
A huge component of successful retail strategy, particularly for 
consumer product companies, is having access to data analytics tools, 
and understanding how to use them to drive actionable insights.

Analytics can help inform your understanding of your products’ 
respective in-store performance, as well as the gap between your 
brand’s current position and its potential as a category thought leader. 
This data can also inform your brand’s sales stories, helping you identify 
effective marketing strategies that will deepen customer relationships 
and continue sales growth.
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5. ANALYTICAL EXPERTISE
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Where your relationship with Walmart is concerned, analytics can also 
help build the case for your current success, as well as future growth 
potential—both of which matter to your Walmart buyer. Keep in mind, 
too, that your own analytic insights need to be complemented by close 
attention to the metrics that matter most to Walmart. Your brand’s 
success needs to be demonstrated through the data points that matter 
most to Walmart buyers. Even if your internal analytics presents a 
positive prognosis for your brand’s fortunes in Walmart stores, you also 
need Walmart’s numbers to agree.

Four of Walmart’s most closely watched metrics are:

  Sales 
In the simplest terms, Walmart wants to see your sales volume 
hitting its forecasted marks, and growing over time. You don’t need 
an analytics tool to evaluate this metric, but it remains of critical 
importance to your Walmart buyer. Walmart is a volume seller, and 
higher-volume sales will always bode well for your business. 
 
Inventory 
How much of your product inventory is Walmart holding at any given 
time? Although Walmart never wants products to be out of stock, 
the goal is to minimize on-hand inventory by selling as quickly as 
possible. Walmart wants to see your product’s inventory staying low 
and minimizing the space it occupies, while also turning over due to 
a high sales volume.
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  In-stock percentage 
Walmart wants suppliers to aim for a 98.5 percent in-stock rate, 
which means that your product is almost always on the shelf and 
available for purchase. If it’s not on the shelf, it can’t be sold, and 
that’s bad news for your brand. 

  On-time, in-full (OTIF) 
Walmart’s on-time, in-full mandate is critical for suppliers to 
understand and account for in their shipping strategy, since a  
failure to meet minimum standards can lead to chargeback 
penalties. Walmart wants suppliers to deliver requested orders to 
their distribution centers within one day of the order’s placement. 
The simplest calculation of OTIF is to divide the number of cases 
received on time by the total number of cases ordered. As a general 
rule of thumb, Walmart wants suppliers to deliver orders on time and 
in full at least 95 percent of the time, or receive penalties for missing 
the mark. 

You can use your own analytics-driven insights to improve your own 
operations and even make a case for success to your Walmart buyer. 
But regardless of what those analytics say, don’t forget to prioritize the 
metrics Walmart holds most dear.

https://www.boldretail.com/hubfs/Content%20(SBM)/OTIF%20FY20%20Minimum%20Communication%20-%20March%202018.pdf
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Putting your selling plan into action
  
Creating a strategy is one thing, but if you can’t execute that plan, 
you’re in deep trouble—and then it’s only a matter of time before 
Walmart buyers are onto your company’s compromised position.

The ability to efficiently execute sell-in and sell-through strategies is 
critical to your success at Walmart. From a sales perspective, this means 
providing sales support, account management, and other services that 
will optimize the launch of a product. Whether you’re managing these 
tasks on your own or outsourcing plan execution to an experienced 
partner, you need the expertise and resources in place to put a selling 
plan into action. 
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6. EXECUTION!
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But executing a selling plan is an end-to-end process—or it should be, 
if you’re developing a comprehensive strategy to support long-term 
success at Walmart Inc. Don’t forget about operations, marketing, 
promotions, and analytics when executing your strategy upon your 
product launch. 

The infrastructure required for working with Walmart must be 
implemented and tested to ensure there are no hiccups in operations. 
Marketing strategy must be helmed by professionals capable of 
managing social media, display ads, digital content, and in-store 
signage and promotions all at once. Consider whether you might  
need additional partners or vendors to help you execute in-store 
promotional plans.

Lastly, make sure your analytics solution is connected to data 
acquisition channels that will offer valuable insights regarding  
your performance—consider not just sales analytics, which will come 
from datasets supplied by Walmart, but also analytics regarding supply 
chain management and other aspects of operations. These may not 
directly affect your performance and relationship with Walmart, but 
they will impact the profit margin you’re able to create through this 
retail relationship. 
 
These may not directly affect your performance and relationship with 
Walmart, but they will impact the profit margin you’re able to create 
through this retail relationship.

DON’T FORGET ABOUT OPERATIONS, 
MARKETING, PROMOTIONS, AND 

ANALYTICS WHEN EXECUTING YOUR 
STRATEGY UPON YOUR PRODUCT LAUNCH. 
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Developing strong lines of communication  
with Walmart points-of-contact
  
When attempting to build retail success at Walmart, your most 
important relationship is with its buyers. However, they’re extremely 
busy people. They receive an enormous number of emails every day,  
in addition to phone calls from suppliers—and that doesn’t even 
take into account the communications taking place internally, within 
Walmart itself.

A buyer’s time should be respected. Retail suppliers need to understand 
when and how to communicate with buyers as well as replenishment 
managers so that you may support their roles and your own brand 
ambitions without creating strains in your relationship. 
 
 

21

7. TIMELY & EFFECTIVE 
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Suppliers should always practice careful consideration in choosing 
when and how to approach buyers. Do you need to send three emails 
today, or can you consolidate all your information into one? Are you 
generating a performance report that features the metrics they care 
about most? Are you distilling information so that the buyer only has to 
read or hear the key takeaways?

The strength of your buyer relationship can exist independently of 
your product’s performance. Ultimately, of course, you’ll be judged by 
this performance, and it will determine your brand’s fate in Walmart 
stores. But in the short term, it’s useful to have a buyer who wants you 
to succeed. If they feel like you’re providing value, following the rules 
set forth for suppliers, and being thoughtful in how you approach the 
relationship, it could earn you a longer leash—which is no small thing, 
especially if your product hits some bumps early on.

By contrast, if your buyer hates dealing with you, it could motivate them 
to cut ties with your business. After all, time is money—and if you’re 
wasting a bunch of their time, you could be counteracting whatever 
performance successes your product is enjoying.

THE STRENGTH OF YOUR  
BUYER RELATIONSHIP CAN EXIST 

INDEPENDENTLY OF YOUR  
PRODUCT’S PERFORMANCE. 
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A common mistake among suppliers is that they approach buyers too 
casually, deciding to handle communication on the fly. What ends up 
happening, more often than not, is that this reckless approach hurts 
the brand’s reputation among Walmart decision makers. An even worse 
error is attempting to curry favor with buyers by offering gifts or other 
incentives. Walmart’s company culture views gifts or special treatment 
of any kind as bribes, and bans buyers from taking them. Offering a gift 
puts buyers in an uncomfortable situation, and could easily jeopardize 
your standing with Walmart as a whole. It’s important to know this  
rule, as well as others, before you unknowingly make a damaging  
error in judgment.

Because of the complexities of dealing with Walmart buyers, experts 
strongly recommend that you enlist the help of professionals who have 
plenty of face-to-face experience with Walmart buyers and employees. 
If you don’t possess this kind of expertise within your company, seek out 
a partner like Arena who can help you customize your communications 
to accommodate Walmart’s preferred style.
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Planning for your retail future with Walmart
  
When you’re preparing to launch your products at Walmart, it’s easy 
to narrow your focus to the near future, and to making sure that your 
product launch gets off to a successful start. Make no mistake: Those 
early days and weeks are crucial to your brand. Your future at Walmart 
depends on a successful debut, and long-term real estate at Walmart is 
never guaranteed.

But it’s a mistake to ignore long-term strategy development entirely. 
Even though early results weigh heavily on your fate, you should 
start creating a strategy for long-term sales growth well before your 
product debut at Walmart Inc. Don’t be surprised if buyers drill you with 
questions about long-term strategy when you first try to get  
your products on store shelves. Buyers don’t want to commit time, 
shelf space and other resources to a brand that can’t maintain a certain 
trajectory over time. A bold vision for growth is required.

24

8. A BOLD VISION FOR GROWTH
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This plan can take many different forms, depending on your current 
state of affairs, your existing resources and bandwidth, and your 
company’s future plans. You may want to consider developing an 
innovation pipeline, for example, to invest resources in creating future 
opportunities. Maybe your energy bar will need additional flavors to 
increase market share over time—or maybe your signature green 
cleaning product is intended to be a springboard that builds interest 
in a broader line of green cleaning solutions, all of which need further 
development before they’re ready to launch.

An innovation pipeline is as valid a strategy for growth as it is to simply 
increase your manufacturing rate to produce and sell products at a 
higher volume. And if the strategy looks right to buyers, they won’t 
have a problem with this approach—but they will want to see signs that 
you’re capable of pulling it off. The successful launch of one product is 
a good sign that this success can be replicated, but you’ll need to make 
this case in the form of a tangible, executable long-term plan.

By understanding where you want to go, you’ll be better able to 
conceptualize current Walmart retail activity within the context 
of pursuing those goals. This will improve your company’s selling 
efficiency while providing a necessary long-term focal point for 
your retail business.

THIS WILL IMPROVE YOUR COMPANY’S 
SELLING EFFICIENCY WHILE PROVIDING 
A NECESSARY LONG-TERM FOCAL POINT 

FOR YOUR RETAIL BUSINESS.
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For consumer brands, few retail opportunities shine as brightly as 
having your products carried by Walmart Inc. Despite the rise of online 
retail giants like Amazon, Walmart remains the highest-volume retailer 
in the world, and its in-store retail sales volume can’t be touched by  
its competitors.

Its buyers are also among the most skilled and efficient in the business. 
They have a deep understanding of the categories they represent, 
are well-acquainted with the business model Walmart uses to 
evaluate products and sales performance, and continually optimize 
store operations to increase profit margins and improve customer 
satisfaction.

For most brands, Walmart isn’t the first business they’ve partnered 
with to sell their products. But past experiences with other retailers 
don’t necessarily apply to Walmart. The unique company culture that 
built Walmart into the World’s Largest Retailer also sets it apart from 
other companies when it comes to how it does business. As a supplier, 
working with Walmart is going to be more nuanced and complicated 
than it was to work with other companies you’ve worked with in the 
past. A deep understanding of Walmart’s company culture and its 
way of doing business is essential to navigating its retail space and the 
important relationships within it.

THE RIGHT PARTNER CAN MAKE ALL  
THE DIFFERENCE WHEN IT COMES  
TO GETTING YOUR PRODUCT ONTO 

WALMART SHELVES.
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Having a playbook for success is an excellent first step, but it’s hard to 
make up for a lack of firsthand experience. With Walmart, your brand 
only gets one shot at a first impression. It might be time to find a 
trusted partner that can use its Walmart expertise to give your brand  
its best shot at success. 
 
The right partner can make all the difference when it comes to getting 
your product onto Walmart shelves.

CONTACT US TODAY TO FIND OUT HOW ARENA’S 
EXPERIENCED WALMART TEAM CAN POSITION 
YOUR BRAND FOR SUCCESS.

LET’S TALK
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ABOUT ARENA
Arena is a retail strategy and execution company representing clients 
from across the country and around the globe to retailers throughout 
North America. Whether your need is help navigating and driving 
business with the World’s Largest Retailer or a comprehensive U.S.  
go-to-market strategy and execution, we have the resources and 
relentless attitude needed to win at retail.

https://www.linkedin.com/company/arena-group.co/

