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Abstract 
 

Recently many academic researchers have become interested in the retailers as part of the 
distribution channel. Today retailers have grown so influential, that sometimes they take 
the functions of the wholesalers. The retailers constitute the road for manufacturers to the 
end market.  Therefore, knowing retailers’ decision variables and assortment considerations 
is important for manufacturers when designing upon their marketing strategies. The study 
is conducted with focus on the Bulgarian office products retail industry. The purpose of 
the present research is to get a deeper understanding of retailers’ assortment criteria and 
analyze how the latter relates to market coverage strategy. Retailers’ assortment criteria 
concern decision variables such as profitability and sales, economic conditions, assortment 
considerations, consumer evaluation, marketing, supplier characteristics, competitive con-
siderations, distributive factors, tactical considerations. The meaning underlying the as-
sortment criteria is applied for arguing what market coverage strategy would best serve the 
Bulgarian retailers of office products. The research is performed employing qualitative me-
thod, in particular, in-depth semi- structured interviews providing the possibility for a 
broad discussion. 

The results of the study revealed some common patterns pertaining to four main inductive 
categories including product, brand positioning, promotion and distributor’s attributes. The 
patterns corresponding to the categories were further related to the market coverage strate-
gy alternatives, namely, intensive, selective and exclusive coverage strategy. The results of 
the study showed that the nature of the product requires considerable effort from the dis-
tributors’ side to persuade the retailers to become customers who are aware of the prod-
ucts’ attributes. In other words, the nature of the office products calls for certain know-
ledge and skills that the retailers have to gain in order to be successful as traders to their 
own customers and that can be best achieved if selective coverage strategy is employed. 
Further, the results of the study reveal that manufacturers of office products that would 
like to position their brands on the high quality dimension should pursue highly selective 
distribution as this creates a superior product image. The results of the study also show that 
greater selectivity is suitable since it guarantees that the retailers’ requirements related to 
promotion are met. Last, the authors suggest that higher degrees of selectivity is the most 
appropriate way for a manufacturer to follow the performance of distributors and thus, to 
ensure that the desired by the retailers distributor’s attributes are present. 
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1 Introduction 

The chapter introduces the reader to the researched problem and explains why it is of research interest. Fur-
ther, it includes the purpose and the research questions of the thesis as well as some key definitions. 

1.1 Background 

Years ago, artisans devoted time and efforts to elaborate each and every detail of their han-
dicrafts for ultimate perfection. Over time, products remained the essential source of com-
petitive advantage. Despite the products of the industrial age were produced in a way that 
the old artisans could not even imagine, the principle was the same- better products or 
lower prices than your competitors increases sales and profits. However, nowadays suc-
cessful companies have realized that concentrating only on the product can be a dangerous 
game. As a result, it is not surprising that companies started working towards product dif-
ferentiation as a new market approach. This novel way of delivering value to the customers 
included a combination of products and services. In this case, the channel management be-
comes crucial. A channel is the core of interaction between products and customers; it is 
the path a product or service takes from the manufacturer to the end user (Rolnicki, 1998). 

According to Friedman and Furey (2003), companies have a wide variety of options to 
choose from when connecting products with their customers-from direct sales forces to 
distributors, from direct mail to the Internet or a combination of several of those alterna-
tives. Each of these channels has certain unique advantages. Using a direct sales force is 
usually most appropriate for complex, high cost transactions where face-to- face interaction 
is expected. However, this option requires that the supplier has knowledge about the cus-
tomer and is responsible for all related customer support (Anderson & Narus, 2004). 
Therefore, a company cannot transfer any of the costs that are incurred to its distribution 
partners because there are no distribution partners (Carr, 2006). Indirect channels offer this 
possibility.  Distribution partners usually require less investment than direct sales force and 
they are often able to provide high-quality customer relationship management and support 
(Friedman &Furey, 2003).  Friedman and Furey (2003) argue that business partners and 
distributors can significantly increase local market penetration, thereby growing revenues 
and market share. Therefore, it is especially applicable when entering new foreign markets.  

In domestic and in international markets efficient channel management is a major prerequi-
site for successful performance of a marketing plan and is focused on the actions of all 
channel members (Etgar, 1978). According to Friedman and Furey (2003) a channel is in a 
way just another type of “product”.  A channel is offered to customers and to channel 
members to encourage them to do business and just like products, channels have to match 
customers’ requirements.  Each channel member has its own decision variables and criteria 
that affect the channel coordination and the performance of all actors (Jeuland & Shugan, 
1983). Therefore, knowing your channel members preferences and buying behavior is im-
portant when designing distribution strategy.  

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Recently many academic researchers have become interested in the retailers as part of the 
distribution channel. Wheeler and Hirsh (1999) argue that the modern business context is 
more complex than in the past.  Businesses today face issues of globalization, changing 
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technologies, changing conditions in the marketplace, shifting roles in the distribution 
channels. Today retailers have grown so influential, that sometimes they take the functions 
of the wholesalers (Hansen & Skytte, 1998). Nillson and Høst (1987) even refer to retailers 
as being the “road” for manufacturers to the end market.  Therefore, knowing retailers’ de-
cision variables and assortment considerations is important for manufacturers when de-
signing their strategies on how to best serve the retailers’ needs. Unfortunately, no research 
has been done focusing on how to use the gathered knowledge about retailers’ assortment 
criteria to select the number of intermediaries to meet retailers’ requirements that refers to 
deciding upon an appropriate market coverage strategy. This phenomenon intrigued us to 
investigate how the set of assortment criteria used by retailers can be related to a market 
coverage strategy.  

1.2.1 Why is the research conducted for the Bulgarian retail sector? 

In spite of the new and fragile political and economic conditions in Central and Eastern 
Europe, most of these countries have high potential for retailers ready to take a risk on a 
long-term investment. A retail market overview by Deloitte(2006), gives a great emphasis 
on several Central and Eastern European countries that are considered to have the highest 
growth in the region( See table 1-1) .   

 

Table 1-1 Retail volume and growth in selected countries in figures (Deloitte, 2006) 

 

 

Retail sales are growing at a substantial rate in most of these countries.  Recently, the rate 
of growth is the fastest and most dynamic in Romania, Bulgaria and Slovakia. The accep-
tance of these countries in the European Union makes the countries even more attractive 
for international companies. From these three countries, the authors decided to focus on 
Bulgaria due to their background and interest in the country’s business development.  

With 7.8 million inhabitants, Bulgaria is a sizeable market for international retailers and 
manufacturers to the retail sector (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2006). The re-
cent EU membership is a condition for a very dynamic development and provides numer-
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ous opportunities within retailing. A research by the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(2006) states that ‘as the pace of acquiring new markets increases, success in the retail race only goes to 
companies that make the right moves at the right times’. The growth in the retailing sector in Bulga-
ria is driven mainly by the constantly increasing number of retailing players to meet the ris-
ing living standards and expectations of Bulgarian consumers, but also by increasing variety 
in terms of the product assortments on offer (Euromonitor International, 2006). This fur-
ther attracted the authors to initiate the research in Bulgaria. 

1.2.2 Why the chosen industry is that of office products? 

In today’s digital era, one would expect many of the traditional office products would be-
come obsolete (M. Schentz, personal communication, 2007-09-10). Yet, the new millen-
nium has not led to the dawn of the paperless office, so many of the old favorites are still 
in demand (Young, 2000). According to Young (2000), the computer age has changed the 
way offices and workers operate, but the office products industry is one of the few to man-
age to keep pace. The product assortment has widened significantly and the same products 
are offered in newfangled formats. Thus, consumers search for product appeal with new 
colors and design that make a statement (Young, 2000). The fact that office products in-
dustry has not shrunk during the years but uncovered new paths for success, inspired the 
authors to concentrate on this industry for the researched problem. 

Young (2000) discusses that customers have several choices when it comes to buying basic 
office supplies. The options include ordering via the Internet, purchasing through a local 
superstore, using a catalog, buying from local office products and books store, or a combi-
nation of the above methods. Which path the customers take will depend on their needs 
and requirements. Of course, customers are still looking for low price but today's economy 
has made that a less stringent requirement. Nowadays it is common that higher demand is 
placed on quick, reliable delivery service and quality over price. Thus, choosing the right 
distributors and aligning your business with them is essential. Retailers should consider 
how their business operates and how potential distributors can meet their demands. In 
turn, they will be able to meet the demands of consumers and the marketplace they serve 
(Young, 2000).  All these make the office products industry relevant for the researched 
problem, as it is essential for the authors to use an industry characterized by different types 
of retail traders, thus having various assortment criteria but still being dependant on dis-
tributors.  

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of the present research is to get a deeper understanding of retailers’ assortment criteria 
and analyze how the latter relates to market coverage strategy. 

1.3.1 Perspective 

The present research focuses on the importance of assortment criteria from the perspective 
of the retailers.  The authors believe that the viewpoint of the retailers’ can provide manu-
facturers with knowledge to design the most appropriate market coverage strategy to serve 
the channel partners’ needs.  
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1.4 Research Questions 

The authors want in particular to answer the following questions: 

• What buying preferences emerge out of the retailers’ assortment criteria? 

• How can the assortment criteria be used to suggest a market coverage strategy? 

• What is the most appropriate market coverage strategy to best serve the retailers’ 
needs depending on their assortment criteria? 

1.5 Definitions 

 

� Manufacturer  The producer or originator of the prod-
uct or service being sold (Stern, El-
Ansary, Anderson & Coughlan, 2001). 

� Distributor, industrial and 
consumer products  

 

� Supplier 

 

 

 

A company that purchases products from 
a manufacturer and resells them directly 
to another business (Rolnicki, 1998). 

Any organization that supplies services or 
goods to the customer. Also known as a 
contractor, seller, subcontractor, or ven-
dor (Wideman, 2002). 

� Retailer   

 

 

A company that purchases a product or 
service from a distributor and resells 
them to any user or consumers (Rolnicki, 
1998). 

 
 

� Assortment 

 

 

 The composite of products offered for a 
sale by a firm or business unit. All the 
products of an assortment have certain 
common characteristics; otherwise, they 
would not belong to one and the same 
assortment (Nilsson & Høst, 1987) 

 

The terms ‘manufacturer’ and ‘producer’ is used interchangeably throughout the thesis.  

The terms ‘supplier’ and ‘distributor’ will be used interchangeably throughout the thesis. 

Since in its definition ‘retailer’ is referred to as ‘reseller’, the two terms are used interchan-
geably throughout the thesis.  

The term ‘office products’ refers to general office supplies (pens, paper, adhesives, staplers, 
etc.) and does not include electronics.  
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2 Frame of reference 

 

The chapter presents to the reader basic understanding of the concept of channel distribution and members as 
well as their behavior in the channel.   The authors focus more deeply on relevant theories within retailers’ 
assortment criteria and marketing coverage strategy, which later provide the basis for the design of the inter-
view guide and for analysis of the empirical data respectively. Further, argumentation for the choice of theory 
is disclosed.  

2.1 Channels of Distribution 

The authors of this research believe that it is important to present to the reader a basic un-
derstanding of the concept of channel distribution and channel members as well as their 
behavior in the channel. The theories below provide an overview of the complex decisions 
in a distribution channel design and thus concern the number of intermediaries involved.  

Marketing channels are sets of interdependent organizations involved in the process of 
making a product or service available for use or consumption (Kotler & Armstrong, 2006). 
The idea behind the channel in the distribution area is that a channel concept highlights the 
efficiency and effectiveness aspects of distributing goods and services (Wilders, 2006). 
Each of the elements in these channels has their own specific needs, which the manufac-
turer must take into consideration, along with those of the end customer (Stem, El-Ansary, 
& Coughlan, 2006).    

Every channel is influenced by macro environmental forces that are beyond the control of 
the producer (Rolnicki, 1998).  According to Rolnicki( 1998) the macroeconomic variables 
can be consumer buying behavior,  economic, political and legal factors , technological 
changes, international macro influences and channel members preferences. It is essential to 
consider these factors when designing the channel of distribution. 

2.1.1 Channel Members 

Distribution channels have a number of levels (see Figure 2-1). Kotler (1994) characterizes 
the simplest level that of direct channels when no intermediaries are engaged in the 
process, as the ‘zero-level’ channel. Channels where only one intermediary is involved can 
be referred to as ‘one level’ channels. Such intermediary is usually a retailer for consumer 
goods or a distributor for industrial goods.  In small local markets, a common method of 
distribution is to use ‘one’ -and ‘zero’-level channels. If global markets are concerned, man-
ufacturers usually include a ‘second’ level such as a wholesaler or distributor who resells to 
local retailers.  Channel of consumer goods and channels of business goods can use alterna-
tives in their distribution. However, in the present research we are focused only on the 
consumer goods channel.  
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Figure 2-1 Possible levels of complexity of distribution channels (Kotler, 1991)  

2.2 Organizational buying behavior 

Webster and Wind (1972) state that organizational buying is a decision-making process ex-
ecuted by individuals, in interaction with other people, in the context of a formal organiza-
tion. Understanding buyer behavior can facilitate the manufacturer to analyze available in-
formation about the market, recognize the need for additional information and use it to de-
sign market strategy.  Usually models of organizational buying behavior are used to arrive 
at a comprehensive overview of the buying decision process as well as assortment decisions 
of different organizations without distinguishing among them (Sheth, 1973).  However, 
Nillson and Høst (1987) notice that one should take into account that significant differenc-
es exist among industrial i.e., manufacturers organization, public authorities and reseller or-
ganizations. As we can differentiate between these organizations, one should expect that 
clear distinction exist also in their buying behavior.  

2.2.1 Retailer buying behavior  

Several factors justify the need for regarding retailer buying behavior as a special case of 
organizational buying behavior. Sheth(1981) argues that a “retailer is more like a consumer 
in what he buys, and more like a producer in how he buys his merchandise”( cited in Han-
sen & Skytte, 1987). Further, retailers buy mainly finished products, but sell more than that 
i.e. shopping experience (Davies, 1993). Nilsson and Høst (1987) contend that retailer-
buying behavior can concern both buying decision and assortment decisions (see Figure 2-
2).  

 

Figure 2-2 Buying Versus Assortment Decisions (Nilsson & Høst, 1987) 
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Assortment decisions constitute a more comprehensive group than buying decisions.  Buy-
ing decisions involve mainly products, which the buyer intends to use, and sometimes 
products to resell. It deals with the question whether new products should be accepted or 
rejected. Constituting a more extensive group, assortment decisions concern products that 
are bought for reselling – both, new and old.  

2.2.2 Assortment decisions 

Most of the researches on retailers’ assortment criteria identify and take into consideration 
various criteria. Nilsson and Høst (1987) identify 349 assortment decision criteria men-
tioned in previous studies. They gather the most common among these criteria, systemize 
them and create a framework of ten main categories and twenty-five subcategories (see ta-
ble 2-1). Nilsson and Høst do not rank the criteria as it depends upon various situational 
factors and, thus, it is not possible to rank the criteria after importance. As the framework 
captures most of the significant requirements, it is reasonable to be used as one of the main 
theories and seems to best suit the purpose of the research.   

Table 2-1 Assortment decision criteria (Nilsson & Høst, 1987) 

 

 

2.2.2.1 Profitability and Sales 

In most of the researches that Nilsson and Høst (1987) mention, profitability and sales 
plays a great significance for the resellers’ assortment decision. Profitability and sales con-
cern overall profitability, rate of turnover and sales potential.  According to Johnson (1976) 
this criteria is of extreme importance as resellers need to be sure that the product has the 
potential to increase their overall trading position and that they can make a profit on that 
deal. Nilsson (1980) argues that profitability is highly dependent on sales volume (cited in 
Nillson and Høst, 1987). Sales volume is dependent upon consumer acceptance of the 
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products, as well as upon manufacturers’ reputation and marketing program.  Low sales vo-
lume, negative sales trends and low level of consumer demand is the main reason for dele-
tion of old products (Grashof, 1970).  

2.2.2.2 Economic Conditions  

According to Bauer (1980), the price of the product is important as it influences demand 
and sales volume and determines the gross margin of the retailer (cited in Nilsson and 
Høst, 1987).  Nilsson and Høst(1987) continue Bauers’s (1980) observation by arguing that 
the price is of  central importance only if it is remarkably low or high.  A very high price 
can reject the product without any other consideration, while a very low price can make the 
product desired by the reseller. Johnson (1976) claims that the price is a major criteria and 
if it is not right in buyer’s terms it has low chance of acceptance. However, a product will 
not be listed simply because it has a very competitive price. Retailers are appreciating a 
product price that represents value for money for the consumer and that is in line with 
other products in the sector. 

Swinnen( 1983)  discusses other economic criteria such as quantity discounts, advertising 
allowances, introduction rebates etc (cited in Nilsson and Høst, 1987). As long as the eco-
nomic conditions are considered normal for the industry they do not have a significant im-
pact on the reseller’s decision.  However, if they differ in a positive way from what is 
common, this can lead to the acceptance of a product that is less satisfactory in other as-
pects.  

Johnson (1976) sums up that significance of the economic conditions varies with impor-
tance of the launch- the greater the retailer’s reluctance to the acceptance of the product, 
the better the economic conditions should be.  

2.2.2.3 Assortment considerations 

As mentioned by several studies resellers face the problem of a growing assortment and ef-
forts aiming at keeping the assortments within reasonable boundaries is a significant factor 
in decision making (Nilsson & Høst, 1987). According to Johnson (1976), the reasons for 
an arising problem in this situation are cost considerations together with storage capacity 
complications in the retail outlets. Yet, it is claimed that many of the resellers use those rea-
sons so that they are able to reject certain new offers. Different principles are employed by 
resellers when it comes to assortment ranges decisions. Normally, resellers are restrictive 
towards new products acceptance and usually they give priority to those that already exist 
in the assortment. What is more, they follow the sales performance of the newly accepted 
products in order to be able to exclude them from the assortment if there is a negative 
trend. So, generally speaking resellers are skeptical towards new product offerings. Howev-
er, it is important to mention that the decision to accept a new product depends on the 
product character and mainly on the product’s degree of newness. Products that are not 
that innovative in nature but rather line extensions and imitations of other products are 
rarely of any interest. Of course exceptions occur if the new offering has other advantages 
such as lower price, stronger marketing program or reliable delivery.  

As discussed by Nilsson and Høst (1987) resellers are more inclined to accept a new prod-
uct if it offers major improvements compared to existing products, for example new use or 
packaging. Furthermore, the retailers are willing to accept new products that offer the con-
sumer something new in any respect, such as convenience. That might be essential since 
those latest offerings make the assortment appealing to the customer. Exactly as the resel-
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ler compares the degree of newness of a certain product with that of the existing ones, he 
compares all its other characteristics to the characteristics of the current products already in 
the assortment.  

2.2.2.4 Consumer evaluation 

Another factor concerning the assortment criteria is the customers’ product perception and 
their willingness to purchase it.  This includes the product’s consumer value, the consum-
er’s need for the product and the consumer’s satisfaction (Nilsson & Høst, 1987).  Swinnen 
(1983) states that there exists other supplemental criteria that include the  price, packaging 
and product’s physical and psychological characteristics (cited in Nilsson and Høst, 
1987).Physical characteristics concern quality and function, while psychological is the prod-
uct’s degree of newness. Nillson and Høst (1987) found out that if a product were unique, 
decision makers would never be indifferent towards it. In that sense, new features are al-
ways important in the evaluation of the product.  

2.2.2.5 Marketing 

As discussed by Montgomery (1975) suppliers play an important role when launching new 
products and can have a great influence on buying decisions if employing strong marketing 
campaigns. According to Grashof (1968), one of the first and most important criteria when 
deciding upon product acceptance is the promotional program of the supplier. If a well-
designed promotional program supports the new product, the effect upon both, the retailer 
as well as the end consumer is significant. This is largely because retailers are satisfied by 
guaranteed advertising programs rather than programs dependent upon distribution. 

Nilsson and Høst (1987) argue that both the introductory campaign as well as the continual 
marketing should be comprehensive so that the products could receive initial recognition as 
well as strong market position. The suppliers’ introductory market campaign is considered 
a crucial criterion in new product decisions. However, the initial efforts that are made in 
that direction should be undertaken on a large scale only if they are expected to be fol-
lowed by effective, continual marketing efforts. 

2.2.2.6 Supplier characteristics 

Assortment decisions are influenced to great extent by the presentation of the supplier 
concerning the product (Nilsson & Høst, 1987). Johnson (1976) notes that bigger suppliers 
of major brands are usually guaranteed very attentive consideration of their product.  

According to Montgomery (1975) the four or five most known suppliers are sure of getting 
their product accepted, given that the product is satisfactory in terms of marketing and 
newness. On the contrary, unknown suppliers have small chances of being accepted unless 
the product they are offering is unique and with heavy advertising campaign. The retailers 
scrutinize suppliers’ that have an uncertain reputation in detail.  

Swinnen( 1983) argues that reliability is an important factor in the decision process (cited in 
Nilsson and Høst, 1987). Reliability can be measured by the size of the supplier as this is 
connected to the marketing ability and the market research that the supplier can afford to 
carry out. Further, another variable is the sales volumes of the supplier’s current products 
as this indicates the prospects of the products. The author mentions that other factors re-
lated to the supplier’s performance can be the supplier’s service packages, management and 
product policy.  
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According to Borden (1968) previous experience with other products from this supplier 
will definitely exert an influence on the retailer (cited in Nilsson and Høst, 1987).  Positive 
experience can include success with another product from this supplier accompanied by 
good advertising and promotion support, high reputation of the product brand and compe-
tence of the sales representatives.  Further, Johnson (1976) contends that retailers prefer 
suppliers that are known to have established backup services to the trade like improved dis-
tribution and invoicing that can limit the administrative problems of the retailers accompa-
nied with the acceptance of a new product line (cited in Nilsson and Høst, 1987).   

2.2.2.7 Competitive Considerations 

Nilsson and Høst (1987) argue that resellers in their assortment decisions take into consid-
eration the assortment and buying decisions of their competitors. The competitors are as-
sumed to have an indirect influence over to the extent to which end customers are influ-
enced by the competitive action and what is of main interest here is actually the consumer 
demand. However, Nilsson and Høst state that information on sales volume and prices of 
competitors is more important than information about composition of competitors’ as-
sortment.  

2.2.2.8 Distributive Factors  

As stated by Bowersox (1969) physical distribution is comprised of those business activities 
concerned with transporting finished inventory or raw material assortments in order for 
them to arrive at the chosen place, when needed, and in usable condition.  As discussed by 
the author, the product has little value until placed in a context, which will provide the op-
portunity to enjoy the physical and psychological attributes related to possession. If a firm 
does not constantly meet the requirements of time and place closure, it will not be able to 
sell. On the other hand, if a firm does not efficiently meet the requirements of time and 
place closure, profits and return-on-investment can be jeopardized. As a result, require-
ments for the physical handling of the goods during transport and in the stores seem to be 
quite important when choosing a supplier (Montgomery, 1975). 

2.2.2.9 Tactical Considerations 

Nilsson and Høst (1987) discuss that the question of whether resellers take tactical issues 
into consideration in their choice of suppliers is closely related to the degree of concentra-
tion and integration in the trade. This is an issue that should be paid attention since in cer-
tain cases the markets are dominated by several strong retailers whose business may consti-
tute a large proportion of all the sales within this market. In a case that retailers have a 
strong position over their suppliers, they have the capability of undertaking tactical actions 
against suppliers. Tactical measures are most often directed towards big as well as market-
dominating suppliers. 

2.2.2.10 Salesman Presentation 

Montgomery (1974) argues that another factor that affects the assortment decisions as well 
as the choice of a supplier is the performance of the salesmen. The way that information is 
provided by the supplier’ s representative concerning products, new features, prospective 
play a significant role in the decision making. As defined by Harich and LaBahn (1998) one 
this can be referred to as one of the important performance dimensions of a salesperson, 
namely, the communication effectiveness. It is described by the authors as how well the sa-
lesperson is perceived as being able to provide meaningful, accurate, and timely informa-
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tion and the formal and informal sharing of information has been identified as a key con-
struct in the channels literature. 

2.3 Market Coverage Strategy 

Market coverage, also referred to as distribution intensity is defined as the number of in-
termediaries used by a manufacturer within its trade areas (Stern et al., 2006). Most often 
market coverage theory is used by researchers in determining the number of retailers that 
can best serve consumers’ requirements in a certain market. However, as mentioned before 
retailers act more like customers in their buying behavior. Therefore, the chosen theory is 
applicable to fulfilling the purpose of the study.  

Although that deciding upon the number of intermediaries might seem quite straightfor-
ward, it is essential for the manufacturer to choose carefully the correct market coverage 
strategy because that certainly determines the company’s future market position. As Stuart 
(2006) argues, distribution intensity should be consistent with the level of activity of the 
channel (push vs. pull), the segmentation approach, the nature of the products distributed 
(bought vs. sold), the size as well as the characteristics of the target market, and the re-
quirements of various channel partners for a sound business proposition.  There are three 
basic distribution intensity strategies that a manufacturer can employ, namely, intensive, selec-
tive and exclusive (Figure 2-3). 

 

 

Figure 2-3 Distribution Intensity Strategies (Stuart, 2006a) 

 

2.3.1 Intensive Coverage Strategy 

As stated by Stuart (2006a) intensive distribution exists when a manufacturer sells products 
or services through all or most of the possible channel distributors that provide a particular 
category of product in a given market. Intensive distribution is much more prevalent in to-
day’s market and products and services that not long ago were distributed on an exclusive 
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or selective basis are now being pushed to the limits of intense distribution (Stuart, 2006a). 
Stern et al. (2006) states that increasing distribution intensity leads to increases in the sales 
level but that holds true only for convenience goods. 

Stuart (2006b) explains that intensive distribution is more appropriate when employing the 
‘pull’ market and channel strategy or in other words, when the level of activity of the chan-
nel is regarded as ‘passive’. The channel partner’s functionality is limited to fulfillment of 
the customer and end user demand. Stern et al. (2006) explains that intensive distribution 
leads to lackluster sales support and defection of channel members. Stuart (2006a) further 
clarifies that an intensive distribution approach gives manufacturers the highest probability 
of selling their products or services but only after the required investments in demand gen-
eration are made. Thus, large scale investments of this type must be consistent with an ap-
proach to the market that assures the product will be available and, therefore, easily ob-
tained. The intensive model of distribution is consistent with the undifferentiated approach 
to market segmentation. Intense and pervasive demand generation, mass commercialization 
and near ubiquitous product availability are the aims of this distribution intensity strategy 
(Stuart, 2006a). However, Stern et al.(2006) argues that the higher the intensity of brand 
distribution in a given market , the lower the manufacturer’s influence on channel member 
performance. In order to manage control over channel members, a manufacturer should 
avoid oversupply of the trade area.  

Further, the choice of distribution intensity strategy depends on the nature of the offering. 
Here, Stuart (2006a) makes distinction between ‘bought’ and ‘sold’ products and proposes 
that an intensive distribution strategy is a suitable choice when the products are ‘bought’. In 
other words, these are products with relatively low selling costs, low profit margins but 
high volume sells, products available whenever and wherever a customer wants to buy 
(Stuart 2006b). The nature of the product is in consistence with the ‘pull’ market strategy as 
well as with the undifferentiated approach to market segmentation (Stuart, 2006a). 

Next, concerning the market size, Stuart (2006a) makes clear that a growing market de-
mand leads to increases in distribution intensity. It can be risky if the manufacturer’s man-
agement makes a decision to increase the number of channel partners in a given market-
place. Newly added channel partners may be more active than the established ones and in 
order to increase their sales, they may decrease their prices. To compensate for the lower 
gross margins, channel members may reduce the amount of service provided to their cus-
tomers. This affects negatively customers’ satisfaction (Figure 2-4). 

 

 

Figure 2-4 Limits to intensive distribution (Stuart, 2006a) 
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According to Stern et al. (2006), high distribution intensity may contribute to sales in the 
short run but it is hard to make long term predictions. In addition, Frazier and Lassar 
(1996) argue that having too many channel partners can harm the brand image and its 
competitive position. Rather, this coverage strategy is more appropriate for manufacturers 
of brands placed near the low end of the quality continuum to promote convenience and 
competitive pricing for the customers (Lusch & Dunne, 1990). 

2.3.2 Selective Coverage Strategy 

According to Stuart (2006a) in selective distribution, a manufacturer’s product or service is 
available from more than one channel partner, but the product is not accessible from all 
businesses that market the category of product. Customers seeking particular brand of 
product will interact with the businesses in the market that the manufacturers has selected 
as partners (Stuart 2006a). 

Selective distribution is a suitable choice when manufacturers would like to design their 
strategies so that their channel partners have a rather active than passive role (Stuart, 
2006a). According to Stuart (2006b) when employing that market approach or, in other 
words the ‘push’ strategy, personal selling by the manufacturer, distributor or channel part-
ner personnel is usually the means to create awareness, educate partners/customers, and 
close sales. In addition, the ‘push’ strategy requires that partners take an active role in creat-
ing customer and end user demand for the product or service offered. Product marketing, 
channel marketing and channel management personnel should ensure that any program or 
campaign reflect the active participation of channel partners. 

According to Smith (2003) differentiated market segmentation refers to an organization’s 
practice to operate in two or more segments by offering different marketing mixes for each 
of the served segments. As Stuart (2006a) mentions, selective distribution has a good fit 
with the differentiated approach to market segmentation. If looking at this strategy as a 
multiple execution of the concentrated approach to market segmentation, the differentiated 
approach fits well with the broader availability of products offered by the selective distribu-
tion strategy.  

Further, Stuart (2006a) discusses that so-called ‘sold’ products and services are best mar-
keted through a selective or exclusive coverage model. ‘Sold’ products are those products 
that a customer is not able to purchase without salespersons’ advice and support (Stuart, 
2006b). However, Stuart (2006a) considers important the fact that the cost of ‘selling’ the 
products requires that the coverage strategy ensure that there will be adequate margins 
available to fund the required channel partner functionality. The few number of channel 
partners in a given vertical market or industry increases the possibility that partners will be 
profitable. Further, fewer channel partners guarantees larger orders and accurate forecast-
ing of demand which implies that distributors will have all the goods in stock (Stern et 
al.,2006). The strategy of the product being ‘sold’ through selective or exclusive distribution 
is almost always coupled with a ‘push’ strategy and concentrated or differentiated approach 
to segmentation( Stuart, 2006b) . 

Next, when it comes to brand image, Frazier and Lassar (1996) argue that manufacturers 
positioning their brands as high quality have reason to pursue a highly selective distribution 
policy. Broadening coverage usually erodes the brand’s positioning of superior quality 
(Stern et al., 2006). 
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2.3.3 Exclusive Coverage Strategy 

 As Stuart (2006a) explains, in an exclusive distribution arrangement, a few channel part-
ners in a particular vertical industry or geographic market are responsible for the manufac-
turer’s brand. In an exclusive arrangement, distributors are usually highly focused on the 
marketing, sale and servicing of their main manufacturer’s products. In some cases, the 
channel partner may be strictly exclusive which means that in certain categories they do not 
have competing products in their portfolios. The exclusive distribution strategy involves 
active channel partners and loyal business partnerships between manufacturers, distributors 
and customers. Exclusive distribution arrangements most often require channel partner in-
vestments which benefits are expected to be attained in the long run( Stuart, 2006a).As 
Stern et al.(2006) argues exclusive distribution is a currency that a manufacturer can use to 
encourage the channel members to make brand specific investments.  In this state of affairs 
both parties involved i. e. the manufacturer and the channel partner(s) should be ensured 
that the situation presents enough time and enough market profitability to earn return on 
their investment (Stuart,2006a). Along the wide range of products that are appropriate to 
be marketed through exclusive distribution arrangement Stuart(2006a) contends that such 
strategy is suitable when serving small developing geographic/country markets. 

As mentioned previously, Stuart (2006a) states that since this distribution policy requires 
active channel partners, it is most compatible with the ‘push’ market and channel strategy. 
It is regarded that the exclusive distribution provides high levels of channel partner profit-
ability that allows them to offer functionality consistent with their roles in the ‘push’ strate-
gy. According to Stern et al. (2006), exclusive distribution implies that a manufacturer can 
have strong influence over the distributors of the brand. Thus, the manufacturer can con-
trol the activeness of the channel partners. Further, if a distributor has exclusive rights over 
a brand this can possibly increase the power over other downstream channel members. 
However, manufacturers should be careful because exclusivity may lead to conflict between 
the manufacturer and the distributors due to the high level of control from the manufac-
turer’s side. 

A definition of concentrated marketing provided by Smith (2003) states that a company 
employing that market approach is likely to focus one marketing mix in just one segment. 
As mentioned by Stuart (2006a) exclusive distribution fits excellent with this approach to 
market segmentation. The concentration on one segment of the market together with the 
establishment of close partnerships with very few, highly skillful channel partners is a po-
werful marketplace policy. A disadvantage of the approach is the possibility that the strong 
focus on a specific market segment can deprive a manufacturer from the opportunity to 
serve other market segments equally profitable.  

‘Sold’ products are most appropriate for the exclusive distribution strategy since usually 
they concern more complicated buying situations where active channel assistance is essen-
tial (Stuart, 2006a).  

Exclusive distribution creates an image of the brand that has superior ability to perform its 
functions (Stern et al., 2006). This position accompanied with premium price positioning is 
hard to be achieved. Stern et al. (2006) clarifies that in such a case manufacturers should 
choose channel members that match the brand intended image. Thus, the manufacturers 
need well-trained sales force to convince the target channel members to carry the brand. 
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3 Method 

 

The chapter presents to the reader the method used for conducting the empirical study, namely qualitative re-
search method, the case study technique used as well as the sample choice. Further, techniques how to in-
crease the trustworthiness of the study are presented. A straightforward description of how the empirical 
work has been carried out and how the obtained data will be analyzed is included. 

3.1 Qualitative research 

In deciding upon the research method design most often a distinction is made between 
quantitative or qualitative method used to obtain the empirical data. According to Patton 
(2002) quantitative research methods use standardized measures to acquire large samples 
with high generalization. On the contrary, qualitative methods explore in-depth small num-
ber of people and cases which decreases the generalization but increases the knowledge of 
the situation. Sayre (2001) writes that qualitative method puts emphasis on process and 
meaning. Furthermore it is used not to measure the characteristics of a problem but to in-
terpret them using inductive reasoning (Sayre, 2001). To understand thoroughly retailers’ 
assortment criteria one should examine the meaning and emphasis behind them. Further, 
these criteria should be analyzed in depth in order to be related to a market coverage strat-
egy. Therefore, using a qualitative research method is appropriate for the research.   

3.2 Case Study  

Out of the array of qualitative research method techniques the authors decided that case 
study is the most suitable for the purpose of this research. The research case study chosen 
gives the authors the opportunity to relate two theories in a real-life setting.  Further, case 
study method provides the possibility to retain a holistic view of actual events (Yin, 2003). 
According to Yin (2003), the case study approach answers to the questions ‘why’, ‘what’ 
and ‘how’. The essence of a case study is that it attempts to clarify a decision or set of deci-
sions in terms of why they were taken, how they were employed and what the results were.  
By using the case study method, the authors will attempt to answer what the retailers’ as-
sortment criteria are, why they are important and how the interpretation of the criteria re-
lates to market coverage strategy. The authors decided to focus on retailers of office prod-
ucts in Bulgaria as a case for their research. 

3.3 Sample choice 

According to Patton (1990) sampling techniques are what makes qualitative method differ-
ent and unique. Qualitative inquiry usually focuses on relatively small samples. As Patton 
(1990) discusses, by concentrating on selected small samples, investigators have the possi-
bility to focus on information richness and, therefore, increase the research credibility. 
However, in qualitative research there are no specified rules for exact sample size determi-
nation. Sample size depends on the purpose of the research and the resource and time in-
vestigators have at hand to devote to the study (Patton, 1990).  For the present case study, 
a non-random sample of six respondents representing six companies was selected.  The 
company selection process was done with the help of a list of office products retailers pro-
vided by a Swedish manufacturer of office products. The authors believe that the number 
of participants gives the possibility to gather all the data required in order to fulfill the pur-
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pose of the research and be able to draw reliable conclusions. A non-random sample of 
representatives was necessary so that the authors are able to gather the knowledge concern-
ing the dynamics of the market from the most reliable and in the same time diverse 
sources. The authors decided to choose diversity of respondents because this provides a 
thorough picture of the Bulgarian market. The respondents were considered those with the 
most knowledge about the market since they are some of the major retailers of office 
products in Bulgaria. Below the authors of the research present brief information concern-
ing the interviewees, the type of company they are employed in as well as job title, date and 
length of interview (Table 3-1).  
 

Table 3-1 Respondents’ information 

Name of 
company 

      Type of company Job title of the inter-
viewee 

Date and length 
of interview 

 

Retailer 1 

Office Superstore offering full range of of-
fice products, small business machines and 
office furniture through self-service supers-
tores, internet and catalogues 

Regional Managing Director 
(Interviewee 1) 

2007-11-02 

1:20 min 

 

Retailer 2 

Catalogue and E-commerce Retailer offer-
ing full range of office products, small 
business machines, furniture and document 
and print management 

Manager Key Customers (In-
terviewee 2) 

2007-11-04 

1: 05 min 

 

Retailer 3 

Catalogue Retailer offering full range of of-
fice products 

Owner and Managing Direc-
tor (Interviewee 3) 

2007-11-02 

1:32 min 

 

Retailer 4 

Mixed book and office products store of-
fering large range of office products 

Owner and Managing Direc-
tor (Interviewee 4) 

2007-11-03 

0:55 min 

 

Retailer 5 

Mixed book and office products store of-
fering small range of office products 

Office Products Manager (In-
terviewee 5) 

2007-11-05 

1:02min 

 

Retailer 6 

Office products store offering considerably 
large range of office products 

Owner and Managing Direc-
tor (Interviewee 6) 

2007-11-07 

1:17 min 

 

3.4 How to increase trustworthiness 

The issue of trustworthiness questions the quality of the research conducted, thus, the ob-
jectivity and credibility of the conclusions drawn (Hirschman, 1986). According to Hir-
schman (1986), if the research is claimed to be trustworthy, then it should be possible that 
the same or similar results can be achieved in a case that other researchers follow the same 
pattern in studying the same phenomenon. In order to ensure trustworthiness, one should 
take into consideration the factors of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 
 

3.4.1 Credibility 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that in order to ensure credibility, researchers need to en-
sure that the inquiry is performed in a way that can guarantee that the research subject is 
precisely identified and described.  The results and their understanding can only be vali-
dated and given credibility by the respondents themselves. Firstly, each respondent was 
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contacted in advance and briefly introduced to the main subject of discussion. This ensured 
that all the respondents are familiar with the studied phenomenon. Further, the respon-
dents had the possibility to review their interview record as well as the results’ interpreta-
tion. The interviewees had the opportunity to give comments and to correct themselves if 
some mistakes have been made. No major changes needed to be done after feedback had 
been received. However, a setback can be that the interviews were conducted in Bulgarian 
and then translated into English. The authors of the research believe that both the ques-
tionnaire and the interviewees’ answers were translated carefully and accurately. To minim-
ize mistakes, the authors consulted an authorized translator for the questionnaire used.  

3.4.2 Transferability 

The second construct of trustworthiness that Lincoln and Guba (1985) bring into discus-
sion is transferability. Transferability implies that the findings in one context can be trans-
ferred to similar situations. The knowledge acquired from particular research in given set-
tings should be relevant for another and other researchers should be able to use and apply 
the concepts developed. Lincoln and Guba (1985) contend that in order researchers to be 
able to reach transferability between two different settings, the similarity between them 
should be assessed. Therefore, the current study should explain the details necessary for the 
reader to comprehend the research interpretations and conclusions. This includes at least a 
thorough clarification of the research problem, methodical description of the processes and 
significant details and finally comprehensive reasoning of the conclusions. Referring to the 
conditions that ensure transferability, the authors of the present research have included a 
systematic problem discussion section that provides explanation of the studied phenome-
non and reasoning for the problem setting. Further, the authors present the processes and 
details observed during the interviews. A section with the empirical data of the study is also 
included. Next, the authors dispose an analysis section for discussion on the details of the 
researched problem. Finally, conclusions concerning the main outcome of the study are 
presented.  

3.4.3 Dependability 

The next factor that researchers need to ensure trustworthiness is dependability. It implies 
that the research findings can be reproduced if the research is carried out with the same 
respondents in the same setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In order to increase dependabili-
ty, thus, trustworthiness the authors followed a framework of problem matters to be ex-
plored. The interview was semi-structured, which allowed other related to the topic ques-
tions to be brought. However, the authors believe that the guiding framework allows dupli-
cation of the study. To ensure dependability, during the interviews the authors asked the 
respondents under what circumstances their assortment criteria would change. The res-
pondents explained that the criteria are guiding principles that remain relatively unchanged.   
Of course, the authors do not exclude the possibility that dependability can be harmed, as 
if the respondents are interviewed again they can be affected by external factors not related 
to the study.  

3.4.4 Confirmability 

The final construct of trustworthiness is confirmability. This implies that the researchers 
need to criticize the study process and results for subjective bias (Bryman & Bell, 
2003).Therefore, the authors need to pay careful attention that personal values do not in-
fluence the outcome of the research.  In this sense, the authors designed a questionnaire 
consisting of open- ended questions, which allowed the respondents to answer freely. 
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When asking the questions the authors attempted to avoid leading the interview or impos-
ing meanings. Further, when asking the questions the researchers attempted to keep a neu-
tral tone and behavior. A possible drawback can be the use of a recorder which sometimes 
might have made the respondents feel uncomfortable, and thus, lower their willingness to 
cooperate or make them not reveal all the details necessary for the study. However, in or-
der to increase confirmability, prior to the interview the respondents were asked for per-
mission the interview to be recorded and it was explained to them that the compiled in-
formation will be used only for academic purposes. Moreover, the names of the partici-
pants will be kept anonymous as some of them did not feel comfortable revealing that.  
 

3.5 Data Collection  

The authors of the present research decided to focus on both the collection of primary and 
secondary data. The primary data gathered was used as a main source of information for 
conducting the research while the secondary data was used as introductory and supplemen-
tary information to the study.  

3.5.1 Documentation 

The authors use documents in a form of internal data provided by a Swedish company 
manufacturing office products and currently being present on the Bulgarian market. The 
authors had a meeting with the marketing manager of the company who was willing to dis-
cuss with them the company’s current operations in Bulgaria. A document that describes 
the distribution channel structure and the channel members was given to the authors. Fur-
ther, documentation including some main retailers’ company information was provided.  

3.5.2 Direct Observations 

According to Yin( 1994), by making a field visit to the study site one has the opportunity 
for direct observations. Observational evidence is useful in providing additional informa-
tion about the topic being studied. The authors of the present study had the opportunity to 
visit the retailer stores where they gathered additional information concerning product as-
sortment, the exposure of different product brands and advertising.  

3.5.3 Interview method 

The authors of the present research have chosen to conduct interviews. Miller and Glass-
ner (1997) argue that if researchers aim at understanding and documenting others’ under-
standing, they should apply qualitative research because it offers a means for exploring the 
points of view of the studied subject, while giving this point of view status of reality (cited 
in Silverman, 1997). 

According to Saunders, Lewis & Thornill (2003), the most common approach to classify 
interviews concerns the level of formality and the structure of the interview. Thus, the in-
terview types can be categorized into structured, semi-structured and in-depth. A struc-
tured interview consists of standardized set of questions, so that each interviewee is asked 
the same questions in the same order. In such a way, the researchers can consistently gather 
all the answers and later compare them between sample groups or survey periods. The 
second type if interviews, namely the semi-structured interviews are considered unstruc-
tured interviews with no standardized list of questions but rather open framework that al-
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lows focused discussion. In-depth interviews are usually unstructured and allow probing 
for respondents’ thoughts, feelings, and behavior concerning the studied problem (Saund-
ers et al., 2003).  

The chosen interview method is in-depth semi-structured interviews that provide the res-
pondents with the necessary time and scope for broad discussion on the studied problem. 
This method gives the possibility to the authors to decide the interview focus and further 
explore other areas of interest. Moreover, the authors believe that the researched pheno-
menon concerns complex questions and issues that require clarification to the respondents 
and this can only be achieved by the use of the above stated interview method.  
 

3.5.4 Designing and conducting in-depth semi-structured interviews  

Kvale (1996) suggests that researchers should go through seven stages when conducting in-
depth interviews. The stages include thematizing, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, ve-
rifying and reporting. The authors have adapted the proposed steps to their study problem.  

1. Thematizing 

During the first stage of the process, researchers should clarify the purpose of the 
interviews and what they want to find out (Kvale, 1996). Following the thematizing 
stage, the authors agreed upon the general purpose of the interviews and identified 
some key aspects that need to be covered.  

2. Designing 

According to Kvale (1996), after determining what information needs to be ga-
thered follows the stage of designing the interview guide. An interview guide is a 
list of questions as well as follow ups that serve as a general framework (Kvale, 
1996). By designing such a framework the authors were able to stay on track, en-
sured that all major issues were discussed and reached consistency across the dif-
ferent interviews.   

The interview guide of the present research consists of three main parts: introduc-
tion, actual questions and post-interview comment sheet (see Appendix I). The in-
troduction includes a brief presentation and key issues concerning the interview. 
Next, a part consisting of the actual questions followed by some probing questions 
and follow-ups is attached. The actual questions are designed based on the theory 
section concerning all ten assortment criteria compiled by Nilsson and Høst (1987). 
The questions aim at provoking a discussion about each assortment criteria, to 
what extent these criteria are important and how. A post interview comment sheet 
that provides a place to write interpretations and other comments that also deserve 
attention is also included.  

3. Interviewing 

The interview should start with an introduction of the researchers and the studied 
topic (Kvale, 1996).  When meeting every participant the authors provided an over-
view of the purpose of the study and explanation of how the interview data is in-
tended to be used. Further, matters concerning recording of the interview, confi-
dentiality and anonymity were addressed. In the beginning of every meeting, few 
questions about the background of the respondents were asked, such as job title 
and responsibilities within the organization. These often provide necessary infor-
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mation and serve to ‘warm up’ the respondents; so that they are put at ease and al-
low them to get in the interviewing mindset (Zorn, 2005).  

During the interviews, the authors paid attention to their non-verbal communica-
tion: facial expressions, gestures, eye contact etc. Further, in order to gather the 
most detailed and rich information from the interviewees, the authors attempted to 
be good listeners, flexible, open minded and sensitive to non-verbal clues.  Those 
attributes are of extreme importance when conducting in-depth interviews. For ex-
ample, careful listening and flexibility allowed the authors to notice and be open to 
deviations from the discussed topic.  The major questions were included in the in-
terview guideline (“What do you think about…”) but others came up during the inter-
views (“You mentioned a moment ago…can you discuss a bit more..?”). 

Finally, the authors should have in mind that the end of the interview is also impor-
tant (Zorn, 2005). In the end of each interview, the respondents were asked wheth-
er there were some other issues they would like to address.  Further, each intervie-
wee was asked for permission to be contacted later if any additional questions arise.  

4. Transcribing 

According to Kvale (1996), the next step involved in the data collection and usage 
is the transcribing. This stage concerns the incorporation of all the data gathered 
from all the different sources. The authors wrote out each question and each an-
swer together with all the notes taken during the interviews. Next, the most impor-
tant information related to the research was highlighted. 

5. Analyzing 

Kvale (1996) describes that in the stage of analyzing the authors should uncover the 
meaning of the data compiled and relate it to the purpose of the research. The au-
thors carefully examined the gathered information with the intention to find com-
mon patterns and ideas that could further be used for comprehensive analysis of 
the empirical data. 

6. Verifying 

The concept of verifying concerns ensuring the trustworthiness of the information 
(Kvale, 1996). How the authors achieved trustworthiness is explained in detail in 
Section 3.4. 

7. Reporting 

According to Kvale (1996), the final stage is to share the outcome of the interviews 
usually in the form of a written report. In this particular case, the authors will pro-
vide their Bachelor thesis to internal and external parties. 

3.5.5 Recording the data 

An audio recorder was used during the interviews so that accuracy of the compiled data is 
increased. The audio recorder eased the question of data transcription that was to follow 
up the interviews. Moreover, the use of a recorder significantly decreased data bias. 
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3.6 Analysis techniques 

The authors have decided to compile a case record in order to have all relevant data at 
hand and to ease its interpreting. The case record organizes case data into a comprehensive, 
primary resource package (Patton, 1990). To analyze the data, the authors use inductive 
analysis. According to Patton (1990), inductive analysis implies that patterns, themes or 
categories of analysis emerge out of the data rather than being determined prior to data col-
lection and analysis. The authors become aware of categories and patterns and develop 
terms to describe these inductively generated categories. Patton (1990) argues that disco-
vering patterns, themes and categories is a creative process for which researchers need to 
make careful judgments about what is meaningful and significant in the data. Because qua-
litative analysts do not use statistical tests to show them when an observation or pattern is 
significant, they need to rely on their own intelligence, experience or judgment (Patton, 
1990). 
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4  Empirical Findings 

 

The chapter presents the empirical findings and in particular, answers to the questions belonging to each as-
sortment criteria category for each of the six respondents. Only the most valuable data that is useful for the 
fulfilling the research purpose is presented. 

4.1 Interview 1 

Profitability and Sales 

Interviewee 1 is rather positive about the profitability of office products although the com-
pany’s market share of 50% has not increased recently. The size of the Bulgarian market is 
small, the demand for office products is stable, the competition is harsh, and therefore it is 
hard for Retailer 1 to increase their market share. According Interviewee 1 their advantage 
and their sales are due to the company’s position on the market as being able to offer “ All 
your office needs under one roof”. Interviewee 1 explains that nowadays the price is not so im-
portant for the Bulgarian consumers since they have realized that low priced products are 
not durable and are of low quality.   

Economic conditions 

Interviewee 1 believes that price usually reflects the brand and the quality of the products. 
Retailer 1 has its own brand name, which is low priced, not so good quality and is directed 
to the low and middle class consumers. The prices of the products do not change signifi-
cantly over time and therefore the customers’ demand is not affected as well. 

Interviewee 1 explains that it is common for their business to work with quantity discounts, 
advertising allowances and introduction rebates.  Retailer 1 does business with big distribu-
tors that have the resources to offer such. As Retailer 1 is a superstore chain and usually 
the quantities are purchased in large volume discounts are always offered to them. The dis-
tributors working with Retailer 1 offer cooperative advertising.  Interviewee 1 explained for 
example that Retailer 1 offers product catalogue with special promotions and advertise-
ments of products, and all the advertising included is financed by their distributors. Fur-
ther, Interviewee 1 shares with the authors that it is not common for Retailer 1 to purchase 
goods on credit.   

Assortment considerations 

Interviewee 1 explains that Retailer 1 offers the biggest assortment of office products avail-
able on the Bulgarian market. Retailer 1 has more than 10 000 products in their product 
portfolio (this does not include only office products). Retailer 1 has included in their port-
folio three categories of products – exclusive products, middle class products and economy 
products. The products are supplied by many distributors, the number of which was not 
revealed by Interviewee 1. The distributors that Retailer 1 works with should be able to 
provide them with a large assortment of products and should present new products or ex-
tensions of existing ones at least once every 2-3 months. Interviewee 1 is interested in in-
creasing the company’s assortment with new and innovative products.  
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Consumer evaluation  

Interviewee 1 tells the authors that the customers are satisfied with the offered prices and 
the quality of the products. Interviewee 1 believes that this is due to the fact that all cus-
tomers can find what they are looking for from the broad assortment of Retailer 1. Inter-
viewee 1 further clarifies that many customers are becoming more quality and brand sensi-
tive. Interviewee 1 shares that often business customers request products with new design 
and color.   

Marketing 

It is common for the distributors of Retailer 1 to offer marketing campaigns. In both the 
product catalogue and website of Retailer 1, there are continuous advertising and promo-
tions done in cooperation with distributors. If a new product is launched, distributors often 
assist with strong marketing campaigns in the form of posters, quantity discounts for the 
business customers as well as presents. Interviewee 1 further explains that Retailer 1 has al-
so TV and radio commercials. 

Supplier characteristics 

Interviewee 1 clarifies to the authors that Retailer 1 works only with distributors that are 
able to meet the high criteria of Retailer 1. Retailer 1 expects from a distributor to be relia-
ble and flexible in terms of service, delivery, management and sales volume. Distributors 
should be able to offer new and innovative products backed up with strong marketing 
campaign so that customers can be attracted.  Further, Retailer 1 usually does business with 
big distributors because they have the resources to meet the above stated criteria. Retailer 1 
always considers new distributors on the market that offer high quality, innovative products 
and that can prove to be flexible and have the required resources.  

The location factor of distributors is not of importance for Retailer 1, as the company does 
not cooperate with distributors that are not able to deliver the ordered goods at the pre- 
scheduled time and place.  

Competitive Considerations 

The main competitors of Retailer 1 are big catalogue and internet retailers. Some of the dis-
tributors that supply Retailer 1 and their competition are the same. Therefore, the assort-
ment of the products included in Retailer’s 1 portfolio is similar to some of the competiti-
tors’ assortment. Retailer 1 aims at differentiating by the number of services they offer:  
different alternatives to purchase products, free and fast delivery, wide assortment of prod-
ucts, credits etc.  

Distributive Factors 

It is important for Retailer 1 that distributors can offer fast and reliable delivery service. 
Distributors should constantly be able to meet the delivery requirements in terms of time 
and place. Interviewee 1 explains that distributors should have high product volumes and 
should have all the products in stock because this is crucial for the sales and profitability of 
Retailer 1. The customers of Retailer 1 expect fast delivery service and if distributors are 
not able to transport the good at the scheduled time and place, Retailer 1 may loose cus-
tomers’ trust.  
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Tactical Considerations 

Interviewee 1 believes that distributors do not have strong influence on the Retailer’s 1 
business.  On the contrary, Retailer 1 has strong position over their distributors. 

Salesman presentation 

According to Interviewee 1, salesman presentation is important because this influences Re-
tailer’s 1 decision whether to purchase certain products or not. Salespersons should have 
the thorough knowledge about the offered products and should keep updated for the 
needs of Retailer 1.  

4.2 Interview 2 

Profitability and Sales 

According to Interviewee 2, the market is getting flooded with office products from the 
different retailers. This will inevitably lead to oversupply, since the market demand is not 
that high. Although there might be decrease in the volume of sales, profitability may be po-
sitively affected due to the fact that retailers are aiming at including more expensive, high-
quality products in their assortment. However, the harsh competition will inevitably lead to 
decrease in the retail stores number. 

Economic Conditions 

Interviewee 2 shares that the prices of the products are reasonable but the living standard 
still restricts people from being able to afford the most expensive items. Interviewee 2 ex-
pects that this will at least partially change in the near future.  

Normally, the price fluctuations are not that dramatic over short periods. If drastic price 
increases take place, that of course affect the demand but it is the job of the retailer to con-
vince the customer that these increases are reasonable and there is a rationale behind that. 

Quantity discounts, advertising allowances and introduction rebates are quite common for 
the business of Retailer 2. As Interviewee 2 explains, quantity discounts are essential and 
are one of the basics when collaborating with a distributor. Advertising allowances and in-
troduction rebates are usual when new products are launched and it is the distributor that 
decides upon them. Interviewee 2 explains that all these are necessary means that enable re-
tailers to successfully sell the products since a skillful seller is necessary but there should be 
also an incentive for the customer to buy. 

Cooperative advertising is also common for Retailer 2. Interviewee 2 clarifies that both dis-
tributor and retailer should devote resources such as human resources, time and money so 
that a positive outcome is reached. It is usual that retailers provide information concerning 
the end customer and his preferences as being closer to the market, while the distributor 
contributes more resources that are material. 

Interviewee 2 shares that products are bought on credit. The usual period after which pay-
ment takes place is a month, which is not considered a long credit period but more a time, 
needed so that all administrative details are arranged. 
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Assortment considerations 

The assortment that Retailer 2 offers is quite broad since this is the main and only business 
they are focused on. The company works with many distributors- some of them small 
companies with a narrow product range, others with wider product range. Those with wid-
er product portfolio are able to offer new products if Retailer 2 would like to increase the 
diversity of products in their assortment. 

New products and extensions of the existing ones are quite important and should be 
launched often. Interviewee 2 thinks that this should be done every 3-4 months or even 
more often but the aim is that the newly included are superior products. In addition, what 
should be taken into account are the end customers’ changing preferences. 

Consumer Evaluation 

Classic products attract business customers that are actually buying the products in order to 
provide the necessary facilities for their offices and Interviewee 2 thinks that what they are 
looking for is quality. For the individual end customer important is the color, design as well 
as packaging. 

Marketing 

The distributors of Retailer 2 engage in marketing campaigns that are specifically arranged 
to match the requirements of different groups of customers. Interviewee 2 shares that this 
is expected to continue because that practice has proven to be quite effective, thus, profita-
ble. 

Supplier characteristics 

A good supplier should be devoted to its customers (retailers) so that the positive outcome 
of their partnering is shared. Further, Interviewee 2 mentions that a good supplier should 
be responsive to retailers’ requests for orders and always has the products in stock. A sup-
plier should be involved in strong and innovative marketing campaigns.  

For Retailer 2 big distributors are of greater importance since they offer wide range of 
products but still small distributors play also important role more as a back-up in cases 
when (although really rare) the main distributors have problems and delays with delivering 
a needed item. Further, Interviewee 2 mentions that only the big distributors are source of 
supportive marketing campaigns, introduction rebates and marketing allowances. If Retailer 
2 is to include a new distributor in their supplier portfolio, then that distributor should 
prove to be able to offer favorable conditions. Otherwise, it is quite hard for Retailer 2 to 
widen its supplier portfolio since this requires resources for proper managing. Last, the dis-
tributor’s location is of importance because the physical delivery is cost and time related is-
sue, but if those costs are covered by the distributor, then only time is an important con-
cern. 

Competitive Considerations 

Interviewee 2 explains that their main competitors are big catalogue retailers that may or 
may not have physical stores. Some of the big distributors have reached all big retail chains, 
thus they deliver products to most of the big competitors of Retailer 2. Interviewee 2 
shares that what differentiates them is that they are totally focused on the service of fast 
and easy ordering and on-time delivery of the order which can be traced all the time till the 
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moment of receiving the ordered products. That gives Retailer 2 the advantage to ensure its 
customers considerable cost reductions. 

Distributive Factors 

Interviewee 2 states that important in the physical delivery of the products are the issues of 
time, quantity, safety. Distributors should comply with the agreed conditions of delivery 
and guarantee a certain type of compensation if they do not succeed to fulfill their promise. 

Tactical Considerations 

Interviewee 2 shares that a strong distributor can have a strong bargaining power over the 
company. However, Retailer 2 is trying to avoid situations in which the company is vulner-
able by proving itself to be a customer of importance that to a certain extent has an influ-
ence over the distributors’ success.  

Salesman Presentation 

According to Interviewee 2, salesman presentation is important since they provide valuable 
information concerning the products offered. However, sometimes salesmen are the means 
of some distributors to convince a retailer that a certain product is worth purchasing and 
has sales potential which might not be the case. Therefore, having a salesperson as an assis-
tant in determining the assortment is not always a good choice. 

4.3 Interview 3 

Profitability and Sales 

According to Interviewee 3, the overall profitability of office products is unsatisfactory. 
This is due to harsh competition, stable prices of the already familiar to the consumer 
products and the fact that consumers can purchase the same products from many outlets. 
The retailers do not have the possibility to put high mark ups on the offered products. This 
is the reason why retailers are always aiming at introducing newer products that can be 
more profitable. Interview 3 sees the sales potential as positive because he believes that the 
Bulgarian consumers’ buying power is increasing.  

Economic conditions 

Interviewee 3 believes that the prices of the products offered by distributors are reasonable. 
Further, the interviewee considers that a change in the prices would not affect the demand 
on the products negatively. Retailer 3 does not work with companies that offer cooperative 
advertising and advertising allowances. This company prefers to do business with distribu-
tors that would rather offer quantity discounts and introduction rebates than spend re-
sources on advertising. Interviewee 3 considers it valuable when distributors provide adver-
tising materials but what is common for the company is that they arrange the advertising by 
themselves. It is common for this retailer to buy products on credit with the condition that 
the payment takes place after an agreed period. 

Assortment considerations 

Interviewee 3 explains that it is necessary to offer broad assortment. Under agreed condi-
tions, distributors provide the whole range of certain product category produced by a man-
ufacturer, for example all kinds of staplers. Interviewee 3 shares that sometimes it is diffi-
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cult to broaden their assortment because distributors cannot be guaranteed profit in a case 
that the only customer demanding those newly added products is Retailer 3. 

When it comes to new products or extensions, Interviewee 3 states that “every month and 
even every week new products should be introduced”. This concerns mainly small office 
products. Changes might be minor (design, color) but they definitely affect the consumer 
interest, thus, demand. 

Consumer evaluation  

What is most important for the consumers is the trade-off between quality and price. For 
business customers, in particular, the most important factor when purchasing is the price. 
The end customers are looking for the “best quality for the best price with a unique de-
sign”.   

Marketing 

Interviewee 3 states that marketing campaigns are not common for the industry. However, 
marketing campaigns will soon become practice in the Bulgarian market. If a promotional 
program supports the new product, this affects the sales of Retailer 3, and Retailer 3 is al-
ways willing to cooperate with distributors that offer such. 

Supplier characteristics 

In order to accept working with a distributor the most favorable terms and conditions 
should be offered. It does not matter whether this is a newly established company or one 
that has been many years on the market. Further, Interviewee 3 states that both working 
with small and bigger distributors have advantages. Partnership with a small distributor en-
sures flexibility and even sometimes innovative products so that being able to serve some 
niche market. On the contrary, doing business with a big distributor guarantees security 
and resources. By security, Interviewee 3 means guaranteed partnership continuity, service 
and stability. Moreover, the company prefers to work with companies that are specialized 
only in selling office supplies. According to Interviewee 3, the distributor’s location is not 
of a great importance. Today all the distributors deliver the products to the retailer’s loca-
tion. 

Competitive Considerations 

The main competitors of Retailer 3 are big superstores and catalogue retailers. The prices, 
variety of products differ significantly among competitors. However, the bigger competi-
tors are able to offer strong advertising campaigns, services as well as to create better brand 
reputation.  

Distributive Factors 

Retailer 3 has not incurred any problems with the physical distribution of goods in terms of 
speed, quantity and time. All distributors deliver directly to Retailer 3 on a predetermined 
schedule. It is important that distributors are flexible and fast with the processing of the 
orders. 

Tactical Considerations 

According to Interviewee 3, a big distributor can have a strong impact on Retailer’s 3 busi-
ness since such distributors usually are powerful negotiators. However, if Retailer 3 manag-
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es to agree on favorable terms and conditions, working with a big distributor can turn into 
an advantage.  

Salesman presentation 

It is important that Retailer 3 receive assistance from the distributor’s salesman. According 
to Interviewee 3, it should be a principle for the salesman to be active and be persuasive in 
the presentation of new products. Further, Interviewee 3 mentioned that it is preferable 
that the level of communication with the salesman is informal. 

4.4 Interview 4 

Profitability and Sales 

Interviewee 4 feels satisfied with the overall profitability of office products. Interviewee 4 
compares office products with the profitability of books, and explains that books have a 
fixed price but when it comes to office products, mark ups can vary. Retailer 4 focuses on 
selling high quality brand products and Interviewee 4 believes that the sales of these prod-
ucts will increase, as more consumers are becoming brand aware.  

Economic conditions 

Interviewee 4 explains that the prices of the products are reasonable and usually that is af-
fected by the brand of the product. For example, brands like Senator are associated with 
high quality, prestige and high prices as well limited availability, while others like BiC are 
seen as lower quality, low price every-day pens.  Further, if the prices of some products 
change, the consumer demand is not affected since usually these changes are not signifi-
cant.  

Interviewee 4 clarifies that their distributors offer quantity discounts and introduction re-
bates. When a new product is offered Interviewee 4 usually purchase products on con-
signment. Concerning advertising, distributors provide Retailer 4 with advertising materials 
and promotional catalogs but cooperative advertising and advertising allowances are not 
common. Retailer 4 is not completely satisfied with the advertising assistance offered by 
distributors. Interviewee 4 believes that as the products offered by Retailer 4 are high quali-
ty brand products advertising is important since it increases brand awareness.  Further, Re-
tailer 4 is used to purchase product on credit. 

Assortment considerations 

Retailer 4 explains that they have broad assortment of office products and that they have 
“allocated even resources” to both business areas- books and office products. The compa-
ny works mainly with six distributors. Usually, these distributors are able to provide a 
broader product assortment if requested by Retailer 4.  

According to Interviewee 4, extensions of products or new products should be launched at 
least once every six months. Interviewee 4 supports this by explaining that customers often 
visit the store to look for new, more innovative products or variations of products. Further, 
Interviewee 4 is always willing to cooperate with distributors who are able to offer unique 
products in terms of design, color, and functionality.  
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Consumer evaluation  

Interviewee 4 explains that although some of the higher prices of the products consumers 
are generally satisfied with the price and quality. It is a trend that more consumers visit the 
store looking for product diversity. 

Marketing 

Interviewee 4 shares that it is usual that distributors engage in marketing campaigns only 
when working with bigger retailer chains that are specialized only in office products. In or-
der to be able to offer its customers some incentives to purchase the products, Retailer 4 
needs to organize marketing campaigns on a smaller scale; usually this is promotions, which 
are financed by the quantity discount provided by the distributors. Interviewee 4 considers 
Retailer 4 an important customer that “deserves the same marketing assistance as other 
bigger stores”.  

Supplier characteristics 

Interviewee 4 explains that good distributors should be able to meet Retailer’s 4 require-
ments, should pay attention to their needs, provide information and training about new, 
especially high quality products and finally cooperate in advertising. Distributors should of-
fer reliable service and management, and should be able to build a long-term business rela-
tionship. Further, Interviewee 4 believes that all these qualities are typical for bigger com-
panies already established on the market but still small companies should not be ignored as 
potential partners.  Retailer 4 never disregards new players on the market if they offer 
strong capabilities. Interviewee 4 is open to new partnerships as they are a source of new, 
interesting products.  

The location of the distributor is not an important factor for Interviewee 4, since this issue 
is solved by advanced logistics service offered by the distributors of Retailer 4. 

Competitive Considerations 

The main competitors of Retailer 4 are superstores and mixed office products and books-
tores. Retailer 4 uses the same distributors that supply their competition. This is due to the 
small market size and the fact that retailers have access to the same distributors.   Intervie-
wee 4 explains that the company is positioned as a retailer offering broad assortment of 
products among which many high quality brands.  

Distributive Factors 

Interviewee 4 explains that Retailer 4 has never had problems with distribution of products. 
Further, Interviewee 4 explains that this is maybe because one of the prerequisites to estab-
lish a partnership is a guarantee of good delivery service. It is important that the physical 
delivery is fast, flexible, all the available catalog items are in stock, and they can be shipped 
even the next day after placing the order. 

Tactical Considerations 

Interviewee 4 believes that a big distributor is possible to influence retailer’s decisions. 
However, until now Retailer 4 has not had any problems with even the biggest of their 
suppliers. Interviewee 4 believes that this is due to the company’s ability to arrange the 
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partnership business terms in a way that distributors cannot have strong impact on the re-
tailer’s operations. 

Salesman presentation 

According to Interviewee 4, salesmen presentation is important since they are the “face of 
the distributor”. Salesmen should be well-trained, thus, be able to present new products in 
the most informative way. The communication with the salesman should be rather infor-
mal because that allows for flexibility. 

4.5 Interview 5 

Profitability and Sales 

Interviewee 5 is satisfied with the overall profitability of office products. Interviewee 5 
mentions that the company is able to put high mark ups on the products and still have high 
consumer demand, but this can be also due to the central location of the stores. Further, 
Interviewee 5 expects increases in the office products sales because consumer preferences 
shift from price to quality and design. The Bulgarian consumer has become brand sensitive, 
as brand is associated with quality and durability.  

Economic conditions 

Interviewee 5 believes that the prices of products depend mainly on the country of manu-
facturing. The cheapest products come from China and Turkey but a recent trend is that 
the quality of these products is increasing, thus, the price is rising as well. The prices in Re-
tailer’s 5 portfolio can vary significantly across brands, for example “a Parker pen can cost 
10 times more than a BiC one”. Further, Interviewee 5 shares with the authors that prices 
of products can be derogated due to perfect copies of original high quality brands. Not so 
well known distributors that offer those copies at low prices and “disguised” under attrac-
tive promotions can lure on retailers. 

Usually there are no significant price changes of the products offered by distributors. How-
ever, if there is such this affects the consumer demand. Interviewee 5 explains that if prices 
increase, the salesman needs to convince again the consumers and to clarify why these 
changes have occurred. 

Considering quantity discounts, advertising allowances and introduction rebates, Intervie-
wee 5 shares that all these are common for their business. Many distributors have a sepa-
rate promotional catalogue that is offered to retailers. In the catalogue are included promo-
tional packages, quantity discounts and introduction rebates. Retailer 5 and their distribu-
tors do not engage in cooperative advertising, rather it is usual that the distributors offer 
advertising materials such as posters and promotional presents. Further, for Retailer 5 it is 
common to buy products on credit and usually the payment period is one month.  

Assortment considerations 

Interviewee 5 considers their assortment of office products quite wide; however, the sales 
have seasonal fluctuations. Retailer 5 supplies the products from around 7-8 different dis-
tributors which is regarded high number for the type of mixed office products and books 
store. It is better for them to work with fewer distributors and not to have changes of dis-
tributors as this saves valuable resources such as money and time. If Retailer 5 requires a 
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broader assortment that cannot be offered by their current distributors, Retailer 5 can find 
another distributor to supply the specific product. However, this is usually one time trans-
action.  

According to Interviewee 5, extensions of current products should be done on a regular 
basis, as Interviewee 5 believes that the Bulgarian customer seeks diversity. When it comes 
to completely new products, Interviewee 5 thinks that such should be introduced every 
two-three years. 

Consumer evaluation  

Interviewee 5 shares that in general consumers are satisfied with the products price and 
quality. According to Interviewee 5, the consumer is interested in unique design and often 
consumers look for specific color and size. Interviewee 5 gives example with a customer 
that requested to buy products with a specific color and theme that fit the interior of his 
home office. Thus, Retailer 5 is never indifferent towards new, unique products in terms of 
design as there is demand for such.  

Marketing 

Interviewee 5 states that if new products are launched distributors assist them with market-
ing campaigns, but usually these are not strong ones. Type of a marketing campaign that is 
offered by the distributors working with Retailer 5 is educational seminars. Such seminars 
are held usually once or twice per year and the new products offered by a distributor are 
demonstrated. Further, some teaching material on how to advertise the products to the 
consumers is also presented.  Interviewee 5 shares that continual marketing is not common 
for their distributors.   

Supplier characteristics 

Interviewee 5 shares that the most important characteristics that a distributor should pos-
sess are good management and service facilities. Retailer 5 is used to work with big dis-
tributors because they offer wide assortment, favorable promotional conditions. Further, 
Interviewee 5 believes that big distributors have always high sales volumes and offer im-
proved distribution this guarantees that Retailer 5 will always receive the ordered quantity 
in time with minimum administrative problems.  

Interviewee 5 states that every year, the company accepts to work with newly established 
on the market distributors as usually they offer novel and original products.   

The location of a distributor does not play significant importance as Retailer 5 works with 
distributors who have the ability to transport the products to the chosen place, when 
needed. 

Competitive Considerations 

The main competitors of Retailer 5 are superstores and mixed office products and book 
stores. Retailer 5 and their competition usually work with almost the same distributors and 
thus the retailers offer similar products and advertising campaigns. According to Intervie-
wee 5, their company has differentiated themselves on the market with good service of-
fered by professionally trained salesmen. 
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Distributive Factors 

Interviewee 5 shares that Retailer 5 tries to do business only with distributors than can 
meet their criteria concerning the delivery of goods in terms of time and place. Retailer 5 
makes orders via internet mainly and expects that distributors will sometimes even be able 
to deliver the products on the next day. According to Interviewee 5, until now Retailer 5 
has not had any major problem with the physical distribution of products. . 

Tactical Considerations 

Interviewee 5 believes that a big distributor can have a strong impact on Retailer 5, howev-
er until now the company has not incurred such problems. Retailer 5 has a strong position 
over their suppliers due to the central location of the store and the profit Retailer 5 makes. 
However, Interviewee 5 mentions that they are afraid of big distributors with strong mo-
nopolistic power.   

Salesman presentation 

The salesman presentation is essential when Interviewee 5 decides whether a product will 
be accepted. According to Interviewee 5, a good salesman should be well trained and have 
knowledge about the characteristics of the products, should show interest in the needs of 
the retailer but should not be impertinent.   

4.6 Interview 6 

Profitability and Sales 

Interviewee 6 is not satisfied with the overall profitability of office products. Interviewee 6 
believes that Bulgarian consumers are price sensitive and it is hard to convince them that 
some products are highly priced due to their higher quality, functions or special design. 
However, Interviewee 6 expects that the purchasing habits of the Bulgarian consumer will 
change in the near future. Interviewee 6 states that sales are at a quite stable level with only 
seasonal fluctuations.  

Economic conditions 

Interviewee 6 considers the prices of the products reasonable since they reflect the quality 
of the products. Further, it is usual that if a product is manufactured in Turkey, the price of 
this product is lower, and if a product comes from Western Europe, the price is higher. 
Further, if a price of a certain product increases, the demand of this product decreases but 
the overall demand of this category of products does not change since consumers switch to 
another lower-priced product. 

Interviewee 6 shares that it is not common for their distributors to offer advertising allow-
ances or introduction rebates, however, quantity discounts are offered. The lack of intro-
duction rebates sometimes negatively affects the initial consumer interest. Cooperative ad-
vertising is also not a practice but Interviewee 6 thinks that distributors should be more in-
volved in the advertising of the products. 

For Retailer 6 credit buying practice is not usual, as a common way for them is to buy 
products on consignment.   
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Assortment considerations 

Retailer 6 does not work with many distributors as they rely mainly on one distributor that 
is responsible for the supply of almost the whole assortment. Therefore, if the company 
requires a broader range of products, their main distributor cannot offer this. In this case, 
Retailer 6 tries to find another distributor to deliver the wanted product. Sometimes dis-
tributors decide to drop a certain product from their portfolio since it is considered no 
longer profitable. For some of their customers, however, like Retailer 6, this product might 
be profitable but still distributors ignore that. Retailer 6 is restrictive towards acceptance of 
new products if this type of product is already included in the product range. Nevertheless, 
if the new product offered is unique with innovative features, Interviewee 6 is more willing 
to include it in the assortment. It is preferable that such products are introduced at least 
once each year.  

Consumer evaluation  

The consumers are satisfied with price and quality of Retailer’s 6 products. Functionality 
and design play a role in the consumers’ decision. Interviewee 6 shares that decisions to in-
clude new products is influenced by consumer evaluation and needs. 

Marketing 

Interviewee 6 shares that distributors do not assist Retailer 6 with marketing campaigns if 
new products are launched. Sometimes companies may offer marketing materials like post-
ers or brochures. Interviewee 6 does not expect that the distributors will start offering 
stronger marketing, although Interviewee 6 would really be interested in that.  

Supplier characteristics 

According to Interviewee 6 a good distributor should have high customer service stan-
dards, should be able to provide wide assortment and offer favorable business terms and 
conditions. Interviewee 6 believes that big distributors usually possess the above stated 
qualities and that is why working with them is preferable. If a small distributor is able to of-
fer high-quality products and flexible service and delivery, Interviewee 6 would agree to 
work with such a distributor. Further, Retailer 6 usually cooperates with distributors already 
established on the market that are able to adapt to the needs of the retailers and offer them 
stability. 

The location of a distributor is of an importance for Retailer 6 as problems have occurred 
with delayed delivery. However, Interviewee 6 has noticed that more and more distributors 
nowadays are able to offer delivery service in the arranged place and time, and thus, save 
resources and administrative costs. Interviewee 6 thinks that every distributor should have 
the needed service and transport facilities.  

Interviewee 6 further believes that it is better to do business with a distributor that is spe-
cialized in selling office products, not with one who has wide range of product groups in 
the portfolio. A specialized distributor, according to Interviewee 6, can offer broader as-
sortment of office products and have high sales volume.   

Competitive Considerations 

The main competitors of Retailer 6 are superstores and mixed office products and books 
stores. The main distributor of Retailer 6 does not supply any of their competition, and this 
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helps Retailer 6 to differentiate on the market.  According to Interviewee 6, the price and 
quality of the products among competitors do not differ significantly.  

Distributive Factors 

Retailer 6 works mainly with distributors than can meet their requirements in terms of ser-
vice and goods delivery.  Interviewee 6 explained that the same day a contract was signed 
with a supplier who offered favorable terms and conditions concerning the transportation 
of the good, and that is why Interviewee 6 agreed to work with that company.  

Tactical Considerations 

Interviewee 6 explains that Retailer 6 is working with a big distributor but until now, this 
distributor has not had any strong impact on Retailer 6 or has not tried to influence any de-
cisions. However, Interviewee 6 shares that although the two parties have a business con-
tract with favorable terms, Interviewee 6 sometimes feels too dependent as the distributor 
supplies most of the assortment.  

Salesman presentation 

The salesman presentation is of importance for Interviewee 6. Interviewee 6 shares that a 
good salesman should keep regular contact with Retailer 6 and be interested in the needs 
and requirements of Retailer 6. An informal communication between Interviewee 6 and the 
distributor’s salesman is preferable. 
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5 Analysis 

 

In the following section, the empirical observations made are analyzed with the use of the earlier introduced 
theory and its concepts. The analysis aims at answering the main research questions of the study and is built 
on four major patterns that emerged out of the data. 

5.1 Categories and Patterns 

As previously mentioned, the authors intend to use inductive analysis which implies that 
patterns, themes or categories of analysis emerging out of the data and not being deter-
mined prior to data collection and analysis are used. The authors of the present research 
became aware of the categories and the underlying patterns and developed specific terms to 
describe these inductively generated categories. The discovering of the categories and the 
patterns pertaining to them is a result of the authors’ careful judgments about what is mea-
ningful and significant in the data. They have been organized and displayed in Table 5-1. 
The patterns belonging to the different categories are further used together with the theo-
ries to build the analysis and draw conclusions. 

Table 5-1 Inductive categories and patterns 

Inductive  

Categories 

 

Patterns based on participant responses 

 
Product 

 

• New, superior and innovative products; 

• New design and color; 
 

 
Brand positioning 

 

• High Quality Positioning 

• High Price Positioning  
 

 
 

Promotion 

 

• Quantity discounts, advertising allowances, introduction rebates 
should be offered; 

• Marketing campaigns and cooperative advertising is desirable; 

• Favorable credit terms; 
 

 
 

 
Distributor’s 

attributes 

 

• Reliable and flexible service and management  

• Guaranteed partnership continuity 

• Big distributors preferred; but strong influence should be 
avoided  

• Fast and reliable delivery service;  Location is not of importance  

• Products in stock 

• Trained salesmen; active and paying attention to retailers’ needs 

• Provide information and training about new, especially high 
quality products 
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5.2 The Nature of the Product 

A sound market coverage strategy is the basis for an effective high-growth channel strategy. 
However, creating a market coverage strategy without taking into account which products 
and customers are to be brought together is a meaningless task. Therefore, the authors 
consider it important to firstly emphasize some issues that are closely related to the out-
come of the study. During the research, the authors became aware of the fact that the Bul-
garian market is saturated with low quality cheap products and the Bulgarian customers’ 
preferences are changing towards innovative products of higher quality regardless the price. 
According to the authors of the present study, a manufacturer that intends to penetrate the 
Bulgarian office products market can be successful only if being able to meet the growing 
retailers’ demand for high quality products, thus, satisfy the needs of the Bulgarian con-
sumers. Taking into consideration that observation, the analysis that follows refers to such 
a manufacturer and, therefore, the most appropriate market coverage strategy to meet re-
tailers’ requirements will be designed for this particular case. 

In deciding upon an appropriate market coverage strategy the authors believe that a manu-
facturer should first consider features related to the product class. As noted in Table 5-1, 
the authors uncovered patterns that reveal retailers’ growing interest towards new, superior 
and innovative office products as well as extensions of the existing ones in relation to de-
sign and color. In addition, the issue of quality is increasing as customers start appreciating 
long-lasting, reliable office products. That trend can be noticed in the responses of all the 
interviewees. The patterns belonging to the product category are clearly identified, in spite 
of the fact that product issues are mentioned in different contexts and under different as-
sortment criteria like profitability and sales, assortment considerations, economic condi-
tions, consumer evaluation and even competitive considerations.  

The nature of the products adds to the complexity of the transaction that takes place be-
tween distributors and retailers. Based on the proposed by Stuart (2006a) product class dis-
tinction, the authors consider that the office products of interest belong to the ‘sold’ class 
of products since they require considerable effort from the distributors’ side to persuade 
the retailers to become customers who are aware of the products’ attributes. In other 
words, the nature of the office products calls for certain knowledge and skills that the re-
tailers have to gain in order to be successful as traders to their own customers. Here, it is 
less important to work with many distributors than it is to choose the right distributor 
partners. Manufacturers should not only carefully select their distributors but also decide 
upon how to develop a partnership and how to best support distributors. Such a practice is 
not common for intensive coverage strategy but rather for selective or exclusive (Stern et 
al., 2006). 

On the one hand, if the products are new, superior with innovative functionality, the au-
thors of the study believe that a manufacturer should certainly employ exclusive distribu-
tion. These usually are luxury goods that are highly priced for which the retailers need to 
find a distributor that can be trusted (Stern et al., 2006). In that sense, exclusive rights 
usually guarantee the credibility of the distributor.  On the other hand, if extensions of ex-
isting products are launched, a selective strategy is the preferable choice, as changes in col-
or or design do not require extensive support from the distributors’ side. However, it is 
usual that manufacturers launch both new products and extensions of existing ones. In that 
case, when determining the most appropriate choice of strategy a manufacturer should 
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consider other assortment criteria and their implications. These aspects will further be dis-
cussed in the sections to follow.  

In Table 5-2, the authors of the study illustrate how the retailers’ assortment criteria and 
the market coverage strategy relate. The patterns within the assortment criteria with focus 
on product are that retailers desire new, superior and innovative products as well as exten-
sions of products in terms of design and color. The rows comprise the uncovered patterns 
while the columns comprise the possible market coverage strategies. As displayed in Table 
5-2, the best fit is achieved when either selective or exclusive coverage strategy is employed. 
On the contrary, intensive coverage strategy is unsuitable and the manufacturers’ of office 
products should avoid if retailers’ assortment criteria are to be met. 
 
Table 5-2 Alignment of product pattern with coverage strategy 

 

                 Strategy 

Pattern 

 

Intensive 

 

Selective 

 

Exclusive 

New, superior and innovative 
products  

X XX XXX 

New design and color X XXX XX 

 
XXX: best fit 
XX: suitable 
X: unsuitable 

5.3 Brand Positioning 

After considering the product class factors, the authors believe that the next step a manu-
facturer should undertake is to decide upon its brand positioning. The authors uncovered 
brand positioning patterns when the subjects of profitability and sales, consumer evalua-
tion, and economic conditions criteria were discussed.  In examining the assortment criteria 
of the office products retailers in Bulgaria, the authors noticed that Interviewees 2, 3 and 6 
clearly state that the purchasing habits of the Bulgarian customer are changing and the buy-
ing power is increasing. Interviewees 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 further note that customers are be-
coming more brand sensitive and are looking for products of higher quality. Retailers have 
noticed this trend among customers and as Interviewee 2 mentions, more retailers have 
started including expensive, high quality products in their portfolio. Thus, the authors con-
cluded that a manufacturer trying to enter and succeed on the Bulgarian market should po-
sition its brand on the high quality dimension.   

Positioning a brand as a high quality creates an image that the product has superior ability 
to perform its functions (Stern et al., 2006). As mentioned previously, the Bulgarian con-
sumer’s preferences are turning towards high quality products that are worth paying higher 
price. However, this is more of a trend and therefore the retailers feel uncertain about how 
to position themselves on the market. In that case, a manufacturer that would like to gain 
success in such a dynamic market should pay special attention to the reputation of those 
representing the brand i.e. distributors because they inevitably influence the next level of 
channel members involved. Being aware of that, the authors believe an appropriate partner 
distributor would be the one that has already gained certain experience carrying out estab-
lished brands. 
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In the pursuit of profits, some manufacturers are willing to abandon the selectivity and turn 
towards more intensive coverage strategy with the intension to keep the products offered 
on the high quality, high price dimension. Unfortunately, this tactic may very often prove 
itself as being dangerous. This is because a manufacturer would not always have control 
over the distributors’ decisions in the marketplace. In conformity with what Stuart (2006a) 
demonstrates (Figure 2-4), the authors of the research believe that  increasing the number 
of office products distributors in a given market unavoidably leads to competitive tension 
that provokes undesirable from the manufacturer’s point of view actions. Because of the 
lost confidence in the manufacturer and increased competition, distributors are willing to 
decrease the prices or give discounts. The sells margins shrink and in order to compensate 
for the lost revenues, distributors decrease or completely ignore the service and support 
previously offered to retailers. Consequently, retailers’ satisfaction also decreases. As dem-
onstrated in this case as well as in compliance with the arguments presented by Lusch and 
Dunne (1990), intensive coverage strategy is more appropriate for manufacturers of brands 
placed near the low end of the quality continuum since what is important here is the con-
venience to buy as well as the competitive pricing. 

The authors suggest that manufacturers of office products that would like to position their 
brands on the high quality dimension should pursue highly selective distribution (recall 
Fraizer & Lassar, 1996). Further, if manufacturers would like to position their brands not 
only as high quality but also as premium priced, they should undoubtedly employ exclusive 
coverage strategy. This can be supported with an example from the authors’ discussion 
with Interviewee 4. As stated by the respondent the brand Senator is associated with high 
quality, prestige and high price and according to the authors’ observations, this type of 
product is intended to be of a limited availability, which ensures the superior brand image. 
The Interviewee compares Senator with another brand, Bic, imaged as low quality, low-
priced pens that are widely available and bought on every day basis. 

In order to give a clarification of the noticed in the retailers’ assortment criteria patterns of 
brand positioning and its alignment with the three different types of coverage strategy, the 
authors make use of a matrix (Table 5-3). Again, the best fit is achieved if selective or ex-
clusive coverage strategies are employed while intensive coverage strategy is the least pre-
ferable. 

Table 5-3 Aligning of brand positioning pattern with coverage strategy 

 

                 Strategy 

Pattern 

 

Intensive 

 

Selective 

 

Exclusive 

High-quality positioning X XXX XX 

High quality, high price posi-
tioning 

X XX XXX 

 
XXX: best fit 
 XX: suitable 
 X: unsuitable 
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5.4 Promotion 

The next category that emerged out of the data concerns promotion. Certain patterns were 
uncovered according to which retailers have or desire to have quantity discounts, advertis-
ing allowances and introduction rebates offered by distributors. The issues related to pro-
motion category were most often brought up under economic conditions and marketing 
assortment criteria. Interviewees 1, 2 and 5 state that they are already working with dis-
tributors offering all these and are willing to work only with distributors that have the re-
sources to meet these criteria. Interviewees 3, 4 and 6 share that it is more common for the 
distributors to offer only introduction rebates and quantity discounts but they believe that 
advertising allowances are also needed. 

Another pattern concerning marketing campaigns as well as cooperative advertising was 
revealed. Interviewees 1 and 2 share that cooperative advertising is common for their busi-
nesses and further, distributors assist them in marketing campaigns specifically arranged to 
match their requirements. On the contrary, Interviewee 3 states that cooperative advertis-
ing and marketing campaigns are not a practice. Usually, Retailer 3 arrange the advertising 
by themselves but Interviewee 3 touches upon the willingness of the company to work 
with distributors that offer cooperative advertising and marketing campaigns. Interviewees 
4 and 6 state that they are not offered marketing campaigns and cooperative advertising but 
they are ‘really interested’ in such service and as Interviewee 4 notes smaller retailers “de-
serve the same  marketing assistance as other bigger stores”. According to Interviewee 5, 
marketing campaigns are offered only if new products are launched. In addition, coopera-
tive advertising is not common for Retailer 5. 

The third pattern concerns credit terms. The authors place it under the promotion category 
since the respondents consider it an important aspect of a unique offering. Five of the res-
pondents state that it is common for them to purchase goods on credit. Only Interviewee 
1shares that it is not usual for their business. However, the authors believe that five similar 
answers are a strong argument to believe that favorable credit terms are important for the 
retailers.  

It is difficult to separately describe as well as further analyze the patterns uncovered due to 
the complex picture those interdependent factors comprise. As a result, the promotion cat-
egory and the patterns related to it will be analyzed with the help of the other patterns un-
covered. 

To begin with, the nature of the product should be taken into account when discussing the 
issue of promotion and its implications on market coverage strategy. As previously men-
tioned, Stuart (2006b) distinguishes between ‘bought’ and ‘sold’ products. ‘Bought’ prod-
ucts are those that have relatively low selling costs, low profit margins but high volume 
sales and are widely available for purchase. The authors of the present study contend that 
due to these attributes the consumers easily accept the products but still they are not a con-
siderable source of profit for retailers. This implies, as mentioned by Stuart (2006a), that 
‘bought’ products are compatible with the ‘pull’ market and channel strategy. Therefore, af-
ter customer demand has been created, it is customers that seek out the product to satisfy 
their needs. In this case, it is not of a great importance to have distributors who are active 
in promoting the product to retail customers.  In compliance with Stuart (2006a) argu-
ments, the authors believe that ‘bought’ products require rather ‘passive’ distributors, thus, 
valuable resources can be saved and invested elsewhere.  
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Taking into consideration the gathered data on office products retailers’ assortment criteria 
and as concluded earlier, the products of interest are regarded as ‘sold’. Stuart (2006a) ex-
plains that ‘sold’ products are compatible with more ‘active’ channel. According to the au-
thors, this is due to the fact that ‘sold’ products imply more complicated market transaction 
especially when it comes to the initial introduction of the products, the marketing issues re-
lated as well as the educational sessions required. This specifically can be referred to 
Stuart’s (2006b) idea of the ‘push’ strategy where distributors should be active by offering 
various kinds of promotional and educational assistance. Of a great importance here are the 
quantity discounts, introduction rebates, advertising allowances, marketing campaigns, co-
operative advertising as well as favorable credit terms. 

Next, what is essential when deciding upon market coverage strategy and in particular upon 
promotional issues, is to take into account the brand image to be maintained. As discussed 
earlier, the products of interest are positioned on the high quality dimension. Therefore, it 
is reasonable to believe that these products require strong initial introduction, educational 
sessions as well as effective marketing and advertising campaigns. This can be achieved on-
ly with a manufacturer employing rather ‘active’ distributors able to offer all these services. 

Which of the three market coverage strategies gives the best solution for these particular 
market conditions is a matter of discussion based on the above mentioned factors-type of 
product and brand. First, taking into consideration the intensive coverage strategy, it is im-
portant to mention a rather strong argument revealed by Stuart (2006a), namely, that in-
creasing the intensity of channel members leads to less ‘active’ channel due to competitive 
forces. This implies that significant promotional issues are being neglected and the product 
that needs assistance to be positioned as high quality brand product suffers decrease in 
sales. Further, intensive distribution is usually appropriate in cases when a manufacturer 
would like to employ undifferentiated market segmentation approach (Stuart, 2006b). This 
means that office products manufacturers disregard the different retailers’ requirements 
and use such a distribution strategy that leads only to one standardized offering. The offer-
ing might be a satisfactory solution for a certain group of retailers but there is a big possi-
bility that other retailers’ requirements are not met. Consequently, the authors believe that 
intensive coverage strategy should be regarded as inappropriate. 

According to the authors of the present study, greater selectivity is suitable since it ensures 
more ‘active’ channel that fits the nature of the product, the intended brand image as well 
as the different retailers’ requirements related to promotion. It should be mentioned, how-
ever, that exclusive coverage strategy is the most appropriate choice only when a single, fo-
cused market segment is the manufacturer’s target (Stuart, 2006b). As the authors of the re-
search have noticed this is not certainly the case. Rather, they believe, that retailer custom-
ers comprise two different groups that should be served through two different offerings. 
The segmentation is based on the authors’ assessment concerning the retailers’ type and 
size of business. The first distinctive group is the one of smaller retailers as well as those 
that are focused not only on office products trade but also on book trade. The second dis-
tinctive group includes the bigger retailers that are focused only on office products retail-
ing.  Different distributors that are able to concentrate on the two specialized offerings 
should serve the two different retailer segments. Based on the results as well as on the ob-
servations made by the authors, they believe  that smaller retailers should be offered more 
marketing materials such as posters, brochures etc. that are visible to the consumer as well 
as advertising allowances, introduction rebates and favorable credit terms. The segment 
comprised of the bigger retailers should be served through large-scale promotion and the 
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focus should be more on bigger quantity discounts, marketing campaigns, cooperative ad-
vertising. 

In order to present the drawn conclusions on the relationship between promotion patterns 
and coverage strategy, the authors use Table 5-4. It is shown that the authors conclude that 
in order to best serve retailers’ assortment criteria when it comes to promotional issues, a 
manufacturer of office products should employ selective coverage strategy.  

Table 5-4 Aligning of promotion pattern with coverage strategy 

                 Strategy 

Pattern 

 

Intensive 

 

Selective 

 

Exclusive 

Quantity discounts, advertis-
ing allowances, introduction 
rebates should be offered 

X XXX XX 

Marketing campaigns and co-
operative advertising is desir-
able 

X XXX XX 

Favorable credit terms should 
be offered 

X XXX XX 

 
XXX: best fit 
 XX: suitable 
 X: unsuitable 

5.5 Distributor’s attributes 

As discussed in the previous section, in order to succeed in the Bulgarian market for office 
products a manufacturer should design a strategy where the distributors have a rather ac-
tive than passive role.  According to the authors, the next step that manufacturers should 
undertake is to ensure that the distributors possess the right attributes desired by the retail-
ers so that the activity of the channel is aligned with the retailers’ criteria. The authors of 
the present research uncovered that the Bulgarian retailers have high demands concerning 
their distributors as a precondition for doing business. Seven patterns emerged out of the 
data. These patterns can be divided into three groups as they concern mainly three retailers’ 
assortment criteria- supplier characteristics, distributive factors and salesman presentation.  
However, it should be taken into consideration that some of the patterns were mentioned 
throughout each interview with the different respondents and not only under specific crite-
ria, which further increases their importance.  

The first group of patterns concerns the service and management provided by the distribu-
tor, the partnership building and the size of the distributor. All of the interviewees consider 
it of a great importance that the distributors are reliable and flexible in terms of service and 
management and can guarantee partnership continuity. The interviewees believe that usual-
ly it is large distributors that have the resources to meet retailers’ criteria. However, all of 
the respondents except Interviewee 1 share under tactical considerations their concern that 
a big distributor can have influence over their business.  

The next pattern group is related to the distributive factors criteria and concerns the relia-
bility of the delivery service and the location of the distributors. Here all the interviewees 
are again consistent in their answers stating that they prefer distributors that can offer de-
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pendable and flexible delivery service and should be able to have all the goods in stock, so 
that there are no delays.  

The last pattern is connected to distributors’ salesmen presentation and reveals the fact that 
all the interviewed retailers demand high level of personal attention. Especially when the 
risk is perceived as high as in the case of new superior products retailers require that sales-
men are active and provide expert information and even training.  

In order to align distributors’ activities with the retailers’ preferences, manufacturers need 
to ensure that they have the control to influence the activities and the decisions of the dis-
tributors. Manufacturers should let market and competition incentives to partly drive dis-
tributors in their decisions, but when a new market is entered, as it is in the studied case, 
manufacturers need to be able to guide the actions of the distributors.  

The authors believe that intensive coverage strategy is not suitable if manufacturers would 
like to have high degrees of influence over distributors.  Influence over channel members is 
directly related to the activity in the channel (Stuart, 2006a). Intensive coverage strategy 
would be more appropriate if the channel is passive which suggests that manufacturers do 
not have power over the distributors.  As mentioned in the previous section intensive cov-
erage strategy implies decrease in control over distributors, thus, decrease in the distribu-
tors’ support towards retailers. Consequently, retailers’ requirements cannot be met (Stuart, 
2006a).  

The authors suggest that higher degrees of selectivity is the most appropriate way for a 
manufacturer to follow the performance of distributors and thus to ensure that the above 
stated criteria are satisfied. Higher degree of selectivity is not only beneficial for the manu-
facturer but also for the distributors and that is what allows manufacturers to control 
downstream channel members. Firstly, both selective and exclusive distribution allows dis-
tributors to reach higher margins on the manufacturer’s brand (Stern et al., 2006). Second-
ly, selectivity and exclusivity create competitive advantage because distributors can differen-
tiate themselves. All these assist distributors to make the necessary investment in reliable 
and flexible service and management that retailers require.  However, the authors agree 
with Stern’s et al. (2006) suggestion that if the distribution strategy is exclusive, a conflict 
between the manufacturer and the distributor may arise because of the pressure the distrib-
utor feels. The next pattern uncovered by the authors concerns the size of the distributor 
and the influence that distributor should have over retailers.  The authors believe that by 
having a selective and not exclusive distribution, the manufacturer will limit the influence 
of distributors over retailers, as there will be more than one distributor that offers the 
manufacturer’s products.  The last pattern connected to supplier’s characteristics criteria 
concerns the desire of retailers to have guaranteed partnership continuity. The manufactur-
er cannot ensure stable business relationship between the downstream channel members 
but by choosing exclusive or selective coverage strategy, the manufacturer will be able to 
follow how the relationship is proceeding.  

Next, in order to guarantee reliable and flexible delivery service to retailers, a manufacturer 
should be able to follow the performance of distributors and direct their activities. There-
fore, as already stated in the previous paragraph, the most appropriate coverage strategy 
would be selective. Another reason to choose selectivity is that few distributors ensure bet-
ter forecasting of demand and thus products in stock. Moreover, the authors assume that if 
the coverage strategy is selective the retailers will be able to purchase the needed products 
from another distributor of the manufacturer if the already chosen one does not have them 
in stock.  
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Finally, to ensure that the sales personnel of the distributors provide the best presentation 
of the manufacturer’s brand and pays attention to the needs of the retailers, the authors be-
lieve that a manufacturer should employ selective coverage strategy. By not giving the 
brand rights to a single distributor, the manufacturer can create vital competition among 
distributors.  Inside competition can motivate the sales force especially if they are trying to 
sell a new product or to gain retailers’ trust. Salesmen will pay attention to the requirements 
of the retailers as they know that if these requirements are not met, retailers may choose to 
do business with another representative of the manufacturer.  

To make all the above stated more comprehensible for the reader, the authors again de-
cided to make use of a matrix in which it is illustrated how the retailers assortment criteria, 
specifically the patterns related to them align with coverage strategy( Table 5-5).Table 5-5 
represents the above stated conclusion that the most suitable market coverage strategy is 
selective followed by the less appropriate alternative of exclusive strategy. 

Table 5-5 Alignment of distributor’s attributes pattern with coverage strategy 

 

                 Strategy 

Pattern 

 

Intensive 

 

Selective 

 

Exclusive 

Reliable, flexible service & 
management 

X XXX XX 

Guaranteed Partnership con-
tinuity 

X XXX XX 

Big distributors preferred, but  
strong influence should be 
avoided 

X XXX XX 

Fast, reliable delivery service; 
Location not important; 
Products in stock;  

X XXX XX 

Trained salesman, paying at-
tention to retailers’ needs 

X XXX XX 

Provide information and train-
ing about new, especially high 
quality  products 

X XXX XX 

 
XXX: best fit 
 XX: suitable 
 X: unsuitable 

 

What was not previously discussed is another factor that is equally important and should be 
taken into account when deciding upon the most appropriate coverage strategy. Several of 
the respondents touched upon the idea of market size. For example, Interviewee 2 states 
that the market is getting flooded with office products from the different retailers. This will 
inevitably lead to oversupply since the market demand is not that high. Further, Intervie-
wee 1 shares that the size of the Bulgarian market is small, the demand for office products 
is stable and the competition is harsh and therefore it is hard for Retailer 1 to increase their 
market share. Some of the other participants also revealed their concern about strong 
competition. The authors of the present research contend that the severe rivalry among re-
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tailers will lead to the survival of only the few strongest. Moreover, the authors believe that 
in conformity with this future trend, a wide network of a manufacturer’s distributors is not 
a correct strategy. Selectivity is the relevant strategy to be employed since a few distributors 
are sufficient to properly serve retailers’ criteria and satisfying their needs. In a case that a 
manufacturer chooses intensive distribution, the reduction in the number of the repre-
sentatives might still take place in the end due to the above discussed market forces. 
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6 Conclusion 

The decision of how intensively to cover the Bulgarian market for office products can be a 
critical choice for a manufacturer.  This is because the market coverage strategy is a major 
factor that drives the manufacturer’s ability to implement its channel program (Stern et al., 
2006). However, the decision is not dependent only on the manufacturer’s choice but also 
on the downstream channel members. 

Naturally, manufacturers choose to increase their market coverage and not limit the availa-
bility of their brand. Manufacturers consider mainly the economics of the channel –the 
costs that are incurred when implementing the strategy and how that influences the sales 
and the profits of the company. Nevertheless, that is not a right way to start, as the deci-
sion is far more complex. Of course, economic issues are important, but what is vital for 
the success of the manufacturers are their customers, namely, retailers.  

The Bulgarian retailers have assortment criteria that guide their buying behavior. According 
to the authors, these criteria define the boundaries of what kind of coverage strategy may 
possibly succeed in the market.  The valuation and analysis of the empirical data concern-
ing the assortment criteria of the Bulgarian retailers of office products yield interesting re-
sults. When valuating the results from the study, the authors noticed some major buying 
patterns similar for all the retailers. These patterns influence largely retailers’ decisions and 
are used for guidance in the actions that the retailers undertake towards their distributors. 
An enlightening pattern that emerged from different assortment criteria like profitability 
and sales, assortment considerations, economic conditions, consumer evaluation and even 
competitive considerations is that the Bulgarian retailers of office products appreciate high 
quality products and have a growing interest in new, superior and innovative office prod-
ucts as well as extensions of the existing ones. This fact strongly influences retailers’ deci-
sion whether to accept products from a new distributor. Another pattern that is directly 
connected to the type of product retailers are willing to add to their portfolio concerns 
brand positioning. The authors uncovered brand positioning patterns when the respon-
dents discussed the subjects of profitability and sales, consumer evaluation, and economic 
conditions criteria. The situation on the Bulgarian market reveals that the Bulgarian cus-
tomer buying preferences are changing and the customers are becoming more brand aware. 
Further, it became obvious out of the gathered data that retailers have high expectations 
towards the promotional mix offered by their distributors. These buying preferences were 
most often brought up under economic conditions and marketing assortment criteria. The 
patterns include desire for quantity discounts, advertising allowances, introduction rebates, 
marketing campaigns and even credit. Retailers share that these promotional factors are 
needed as they create or increase consumer demand. The last group of buying patterns that 
emerged concerns the attributes that a potential distributor should possess to do business 
with the retailers. The patterns reveal the high expectations that retailers have towards the 
service and management offered by the distributors, the size of the distributors, the service 
delivery terms and the distributors’ sales personnel.  

Next, manufacturers need to understand that for a successful business the market coverage 
strategy should correspond to retailers’ requirements. This is a central issue in deciding 
upon a coverage strategy, because channel intensity differs in its ability to fulfill various 
buying criteria. As mentioned earlier, the authors discovered certain buying patterns origi-
nating from the retailers’ assortment criteria and these patterns are further related to a mar-
ket coverage strategy.  
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The authors believe that if manufacturers decide to employ an intensive distribution in or-
der to satisfy the retailers’ requirement, problems may be encountered. Increasing the 
number of distributors inevitably leads to detrimental competitive tension. Distributors 
may loose confidence in the manufacturer and due to the competition may decrease the 
prices or give discounts. The sales margins shrink and in order to compensate for the lost 
revenues, distributors may refuse to undertake actions to support manufacturers’ brand and 
may decrease the service offered to retailers.  As a whole, the control that manufacturers 
have over distributors will lower and manufacturers will experience lack of cooperation. 
Consequently, retailers’ satisfaction also decreases since their requirements cannot be met. 

An effective way for manufacturers to influence the distributors is to reduce the market 
coverage, thus, to employ selective or exclusive distribution. Moreover, those two alterna-
tives are appropriate choices due to the nature of the office products of interest. ‘Sold’ 
products require considerable effort from the distributors’ side to support the brand. Fur-
ther, greater selectivity is suitable since it ensures that the different retailers’ requirements 
related to promotion are met. Finally, to ensure that distributors possess the desired by the 
retailers attributes, manufacturer should be able to follow the performance of distributors 
and direct their activities. Selectivity increases the manufacturers’ influence in the channel 
and can motivate channel members to support the brand and offer better service.  

The authors believe that for the studied case selective coverage strategy is the preferred 
one. Exclusive coverage strategy is appropriate only if manufacturers concentrate on a sin-
gle, focused market segment that the authors believe is not the case with the Bulgarian re-
tailers for office products. Moreover, exclusive distribution is more appropriate for high 
quality but also premium priced brand positioned products, for which the interest is not 
that strong in Bulgaria. Further, if the distribution strategy is exclusive, a conflict between 
the manufacturer and the distributor may arise because of the pressure the distributor feels. 
The retailers may also be inconvenienced by the availability of only one distributor that 
may not always be able to meet their service and delivery requirements.  

To sum up, selective distribution is the strategy that authors believe should be employed in 
order to meet retailers’ assortment criteria. Retailers will be better off if the manufacturer 
makes the right choice of distributors and is able to guide them to achieve outcomes that 
can satisfy retailers needs i.e. product  and brand positioning requirements, promotion 
needs, sales effort, service and management .  

6.1 Criticism and Further Research Suggestions 

The present research is focused on trying to identify the most appropriate coverage strategy 
based on information gathered on office products retailers’ assortment criteria. It is impor-
tant to mention, however, that the assortment criteria of retailer companies significantly 
differentiate from those of other organizational types. This implies that the findings of the 
present study are only applicable and transferable to similar situations where the researched 
problem concerns retailer companies.   

Another issue that deserves attention is that no matter the industry of research, it is em-
bedded in a certain economic conditions where specific macro factors have influence. 
Those can be factors of various nature such as import trade restrictions, market regula-
tions, technological changes etc. That can serve as a recommendation for a broader study 
on the subject if researchers would like to obtain firstly a more comprehensive view of the 
context of the chosen phenomenon. This can serve not only as a background of the stu-



 

 47

died problem but also gathering that knowledge can be a valuable source of reasonable ex-
planations when certain problems are encountered or questions posed. In some cases, for 
example, macro factors can give clarification on particular issues related to retailers’ beha-
vior. Further, the explanation of those issues can give clue about other concerns related to 
the behavior of the individual consumer. 

An additional suggestion on how the researched topic can be enriched and tailored to spe-
cific retailer industry is that other researchers interested in this subject do not use a given 
framework of assortment criteria. It does not mean that they should completely ignore 
theories related to assortment criteria but use them as a basis for questions aiming at figur-
ing out what exactly the assortment criteria of a certain group of retailers are. After a dee-
per understanding of the meaning underlying those criteria is gained, suggestions on the 
most appropriate market coverage strategy to fit retailers’ requirements and preferences 
should be given. The authors of the present study believe that this way of conducting the 
research will further increase its relevance as well as deepen the understanding within the 
studied phenomenon. 
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Appendix: Interview Guide 

 

Introduction  
Key 
Compоnents: 
 

� Name of inter-

viewers 

� Purpose 

� Duration  

� Confidentiality 

� How the inter-

view will be 

conducted 

� Opportunity 

for questions 

� Thank you 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

� Name of inter-

viewee,store 

� Job title 

� Responsibilities 

 

 
 
 
 
My name is Antoaneta Nikolaeva and this is my colleague 
Stanimira Nikolova. We are students at Jönköping Inter-
national Business School. We are working on our Bachelor 
thesis and this is the reason why we are conducting this in-
terview today. We would like to learn something more 
about the office supply market in Bulgaria and specifically 
the retailers’ assortment criteria.  
The interview should take around an hour. We will be re-
cording the session for our convenience and to assure accu-
racy later when analyzing the data. Do you have anything 
against this? 
Your answers will only be used only for academic purposes. 
If you are not willing that we identify you as a respondent in 
our report, your name will be kept anonymous.  
If you need clarification or you would like to ask some ques-
tions, please feel free to do so. 

We thank you in advance for your participation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………
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1. Profitability and Sales 

• How do you assess the overall profitability of office products?  

• How do you assess the sales potential? Do you expect increases/decreases? 

Why? 

 

2. Economic conditions 

• Do you consider the pricing of the products reasonable? Why?  

How is the demand changed if prices change? How significant is that? 

• Are quantity discounts, advertising allowances and introduction rebates 

common? What is your opinion about the discounts, advertising allowances 

and introduction rebates offered for such products? 

• What is your opinion about a cooperative advertising? Is your partner dis-

tributor willing to offer you such?  

• Is it common that you buy the products on credit? If so, what credit terms 

and conditions are considered normal?  

 

3. Assortment considerations 

• Do you offer a broad assortment of office products? Why/why not? Are 

the products supplied by few or many distributors? If you require a broader 

product assortment can that be offered by the distributors? 

• How often do you think new products or extensions should be introduced? 

How does that affect consumer demand?  

 

4. Consumer evaluation  

• How do you think the consumers perceive the products in terms of quality, 

functions, newness (design, color, and size), price, and packaging? 

 

5. Marketing 

• Do distributors assist you when new products are launched? Do they offer 

strong marketing campaigns? Do you expect that your distributor offers 

continual marketing? 

 

6. Supplier characteristics 

• What are the characteristics that a distributor should possess? Do you pre-

fer to have business with small or big distributors? What are the advantag-

es/ disadvantages? Discuss on those differences. Do you prefer distributors 

already established on the market or you are willing to start doing business 

with new players on the market? Can you comment on the following two 

options: a distributor with a wide range of product groups or a distributor 

specialized only in office equipment? Is the distributor location important 

to you? Which is the best location? Do you think it is important to have a 

regional distributor? 
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7. Competitive Considerations 

• Who are your main competitors? Do you compare your business with your 

competitors’ in terms of sales volume, prices, composition of assortment?  

How do you differentiate yourself on the market? 

 

8. Distributive Factors 

• What do you think about the physical delivery of the goods? Are you satisfied 

with it in terms of speed, quantity with your distributors? Can you tell us a bit 

more about your requirements? What factors play an important role in the 

physical delivery? 

 

9. Tactical Considerations 

• Do you think that a big distributor of certain goods might have a strong influ-

ence on you? May be a strong bargaining power? How would you avoid those 

influences? 

 

10. Salesman presentation 

• To what extent the distributors’ salesman presentation is important for you? 

Are the salesmen trained enough to give you comprehensive product informa-

tion? Is your relation with the salesman formal or informal? 

 

 

� Do you have something more that you would like to address? 

� Can we contact you later on if we need some further assistance? 

� Thank you! 

 

Comments:  

 

 


