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Software distribution is often done through the channel of partners — distributors and the
resellers. The vendor provides its marketing and sales support to the distribution channel
in order to grow business in the respective regions. Understanding how this support can
be improved and identifying the ways to motivate the partners is the key to business de-
velopment through the distribution channels. Therefore, the aim of the study is to find out
what needs to be improved in the marketing and sales support processes.

An action research process for the case of the IT security company was implemented to
find out how marketing and sales support processes can be improved. Data was collected
by three methods: a questionnaire, discussion café and interviews to the key informants:
distribution channel partners. The idea was to obtain general feedback about the support
processes as well as more detailed information on what is to be improved in the materials
provided by the case company.

The study resulted in three major findings: first, identifying the company needs as for in-
vestments into the relationship building with the partners in the focus regions; second,
identifying how marketing processes need to be re-designed so that the influence of the
marketing actions on all channel participants would be considered; third, specifying the
marketing materials which need to be improved based on the recommendations of the
partners and, finally, developing a new process for collecting continuous feedback to be
introduced to the case company. The study suggests that the feedback from the channel
partners needs to be obtained on an ongoing basis in order to ensure the excellence of
marketing and sales support processes.
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1 Introduction

This study examines how marketing and sales support processes can be developed in
distribution channels in the Information Technology (IT) industry. With the high com-
petition in the IT products and services market along with limited variety in sales
channels, it is important to continuously re-assess and developed marketing activities

and relationships between the suppliers and distributors.

1.1 Business Challenge

Currently, IT services can be distributed over the internet, thus eliminating physical
shipments and or logistics of goods of any kind. Consequently, IT business has become
one of the most globalized industries in the world, with the competition between the
players being extremely severe. As a result, companies try to differentiate their busi-
ness offering by continuous development of the products and products’ features as
well as by attempts to differentiate the ways in which these products and services are
marketed to the selected target group. Diversifying and creatively using the distribution

channels is one of the ways to tackle this challenge.

One of the standard channels to distribute software products and services is through a
network of partners - distributors and the resellers. In order to grow existing channel
business and recruit more partners, companies need to be able to offer excellent com-
petitive products, marketing support and build strong relationship with each partner.
Once good products and strong relationships are in place, manufacturer seeks to keep
the partners motivated by implementing different marketing and incentives pro-

grammes in order to help the channel to market the products to the end users.

Such marketing programmes may include motivation and incentives actions as well as
a variety of marketing campaigns and plans aiming to promote company products and
services to the end users. While implementing them, it is crucially important to under-
stand what motivates the channel partners, what kind of support is expected from the

vendor and how the relationship between the vendor and distribution channel can be



developed. Understanding these topics will help the supplier to develop an improved
marketing plan which will help grow existing business through the partner network.

As mentioned above, due to the limited amount of sales channels and quite similar
product and service offering of the vendors, the competition is becoming more and
more challenging. Therefore, it is important to determine what actions, despite excel-
lent product quality and price regulation, can help to motivate business partners to
prefer case company products over the competitors’. It is also crucial to understand
what their processes in delivering products and services to the end users are and how
can vendor help to make it easier for the partners to deliver the products to the end

user.

1.2 Research Objective

The objective of this study is to investigate on the processes of marketing and sales
support in the existing distribution channel of the case company, analyze it and find
ways to improve the processes. Feedback should provide general information on what
motivates the partners in their cooperation with the case company as well as more
specific data on what is to be improved in the way partners are supported, how can
marketing and sales materials be improved to help them generate more sales. The
study is based on the action research which starts with the diagnosis of the existing

situation in the case company.

In this study, the case company is offering its security solutions for the corporate cus-
tomers through the distribution channel of partners, which includes distributors and
resellers. The company as well as the channel structure is presented in a greater detail
in the following sections of the report.

Since the competition in corporate security business is becoming tougher, as men-
tioned earlier, differentiating in some way would help the case company to gain com-
petitive advantage. One of the ways to differentiate itself is to identify the improve-
ment areas in the distribution channel. Building close relationship with the channel
partners, understanding better what support they require to promote vendor’s products
and services in the specific market and providing this support is a good way to expand



the business by having more deals from the committed and motivated partners and
more loyal end users who are satisfied with the product and the support and will there-

fore retain.

The study, therefore, aims to collect the data about the general channel marketing
process in the case company as well as by gathering feedback about the marketing
deliverables developed by the HQ and regional marketing manager to support the
channel sales. The general process means that research also seeks to evaluate all inte-
ractions between the case company and the distributor channel partners and, more
specifically, measure the importance of the relationship between the parties. One of
these measures is the ongoing marketing program.A marketing programme covers the
partner network motivation and incentives actions as well as marketing campaigns and

plans aiming to promote company products and services to the end users.

For this study, it is crucially important to understand what motivates the channel part-
ners, what kind of support is expected from the case company and how the relation-
ship between the vendor and distribution channel can be developed. Understanding
these topics will help vendor to develop a marketing plan which will help to grow exist-
ing business through the partner network. Thus, research aims to obtain and evaluate
feedback from the distribution channel partners and use this knowledge for the mar-

keting process development.

More specifically, it is important to understand if distribution partners are satisfied with
the marketing and sales support materials, which of the materials are the most impor-
tant to have and develop, what existing process is lacking and how it can be im-

proved.

Process improvement is a very broad topic; therefore during the research four specific
areas are identified: a) new reseller recruitment, b) new sales growth, c) ease of doing
business with the case company and d) shifting to the service model of business. Thus,
the research is aiming to improve marketing and sales support processes in application
to these four topics. These four topics were chosen due to the fact that these are the
most important areas which need to be continuously evaluated and improved. These



four areas are the ones which ensure business growth and profitability on the one
hand and reflect company’s corporate business strategy on the other.

Thus, the research question can be formulated as follows:

How can marketing and sales support processes of the case company be improved for

regional sales?

The answer to the research question will help to define the action points for each of
the four strategic objectives of the company, namely: new sales growth, new reseller
recruitment, simple partnership model (ease of doing business) and shifting to the ser-

vice model of product offering.

After the process improvements are implemented, the following measures can be used
to evaluate the impact of the research on business and to move to the next diagnosis
stage of a new research: new sales growth in each of the regions, comparing to the
last year results of the corresponsive quarter; number of new resellers recruited in
each of the regions and number of the new sales generated by the new resellers; sa-
tisfaction with the marketing and sales materials and tool (measure by questionnaire,
for example) and number of subscription sales (in comparison to the license sales),
number of the service partners and percentage growth of the services comparing to
the corresponding period of the last year. The collected data will provide an input for
each category, recommendations will be formulated and reflected on internally in the
company, improvement and development actions will be initiated, new processes will
be measured using the metrics suggested above and new action research will need to

be initiated.

1.3 Research Design and Structure of the Study

During the study both theoretical and empirical research will be conducted. The litera-
ture and academic papers will provide the data about the best practices of channel
management and marketing strategies within the channels. Empirical research will ob-

tain data from the existing distributor partners from different regions on what moti-




vates them to sell company products and services and what joint actions and market-
ing plans would support business growth. Research design is presented in the Figure 1
below.

RESEARCH QUESTION
How can marketing and sales support processes of the case company be improved for
regional sales?

THEORY EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

Distribution channel Questionnaire design

Partner relationship and Interviewing existing
motivation distributors

Marketing models Internal manager meeting
to reflect on the findings

RESEARCH RESULTS AND THE RECOMMENDATIONS

Figure 1. Research design applied in this study.

Figure 1 presents what activities will be initiated in order to answer the research ques-
tion and deliver the recommendations for the case company based on the research

results.

Regarding the structure of this study, the study consists of seven sections. Section 1
presents Introduction to the study where the research is also explained. Section 2 in-
troduces the current stage analysis and the problem management processes in order
to understand the case company IT services and systems as well as existing processes.
Section 3 explains methods which were used to conduct the research. Section 4 con-
tains of the theoretical background and presents the best practices of marketing and
sales processes in the distribution channel. Section 5 presents the results and analysis
of the research. In two final parts, Sections 6 and 7, of the study presents the recom-



mendations for the case company based on the findings of the research and conclu-

sions are drawn in the final section.

1.4 Research Approach and Scoping

Research objective presented the idea that in order to develop sales and marketing
support processes and formulate an action plan for each of the four strategic objec-
tives of the company corporate business unit feedback from the distribution channel
needs to be obtained. Process development requires extensive input from the partners
such as general feedback on the satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the existing
processes as well as feedback on more concrete deliverables such as marketing and
sales materials, available tools and such. Therefore, the qualitative approach to the
data collection was selected. Qualitative strategy allows obtaining feedback on all the
topics which are relevant to the respondents in the boundaries of the research, but
were not recognized by the company as an issue. Thus, qualitative data collection me-
thod will provide extensive feedback which will be carefully analyzed and formulated

into actions which need to be taken to improve marketing and sales support processes.

This research is based on the action research approach, which means that the findings
will be immediately evaluated, implemented, followed-up on and developed further.

Action research is a process of problem solving, led by someone who wants to improve
the way specific issues are addressed and problems solved. Action research involves
the process of active implication of the research findings to the organization, process
or problem. Usually, individual conducting the research is aiming to improve the

processes which one is personally involved in and can influence on.

The report is based on the research study which was conducted by the case company
marketing responsible person at the department which the research was done for. The
researcher was conducting the study in order to develop processes of own work and
improve the team results as an outcome of this study. Coghlan & Brannick described
action research as deliberate cyclical process of planning, taking action and evaluating.
Action research requires researcher’s active participation at different stages of the re-
search, such as diagnosing, planning, acting and evaluating. Thus, the researcher is



having a dual role by being a member of the organization and research. (Coghlan &
Brannick. 2005:15)

Action research consists of the following phases: diagnosis, planning, acting and re-

flecting. Research structure is presented in the Figure 2.

1. Diagnosis

Action
research

3. Acting

Figure 2. Action research.

As shown in Figure 2, action research consists of four stages — diagnosis, planning,
acting and reflecting and is a process which does not have a start and an end point.
After the research is conducted and improvement actions are taken, new diagnosis
stage needs to be initiated in order to facilitate ongoing improvement process. Each of

the research stages is presented below.

Before implementing action research, it is important to reflect on the existing situation
and diagnose what can be changed or improved, why the improvement is needed and
what data needs to be collected in order to implement this change. Thus, the first



phase of the action research is diagnosis. The aim of the diagnosis phase is to look at
the existing situation and identify key issues and justify the research need.

In the current research at the diagnosis stage it was identified that in order to be com-
petitive, company needs to differentiate in some way. It was evaluated what processes
can be developed and improved in order to stand out from the competition and have
distribution channel commitment to grow business with the case company product and
service offering. It was identified that in the distribution channel business, marketing
and sales support processes are of a great importance. The processes include all ac-
tions and deliverables provided by the company to the channel in order for them to
increase new sales and grow business and recruit new partners in the region. There-
fore, to develop the processes and become more competitive required obtaining the
feedback from the channel and identifying what needs to be developed and how as

well as what keeps partners motivated.

After the diagnosis stage, the planning stage takes place in action research. During the
planning stage, it is defined what data needs to be collected to solve the issues identi-
fied at the diagnosis stage and how this data can be collected from the distribution
channel. So in this study, in order to obtain extensive feedback, qualitative data collec-
tion approach is selected, however, in order to identify the most critical development
areas, questionnaire will be used before moving to the qualitative data collection stage.
Planning stage also includes revising the existing studies on the subject and summariz-
ing the recommendations of the theoretical background on how research should be

conducted.

After careful planning, the implementation phase (acting) of the action research starts.
During this stage respondents are asked to fill in the questionnaire and participate in
the discussion café and interview sessions to provide their feedback on the existing
processes. The research was planned during November — December 2011 timeframe
and implemented at the end of January at the partner conference which was attended
by regional sales distributors and some resellers. The collected data was then
processed and analyzed during February 2012, after which the findings are presented
to the management of the case company at the internal management meeting. The

feedback was presented to the head quarters of the company along with the concrete



suggestions of process improvement which can be used in the marketing strategy for-

mulation of the business unit.

The research result presentation is the beginning of the reflecting stage of the action
research. During the internal management meeting the results were presented and
discussed. Management was presented the research findings from both questionnaire
and the discussion café sessions. The recommendations were suggested and finalized
together with the management during the meeting. The immediate action points were
assigned to the responsible persons or teams and general feedback is noted for the
future strategy formulation and process improvement formulation. Reflection stage
results in the set of actions which need to be initiated in order to improve. After the

improvements were implemented, the diagnosis stage is initiated again.

This research was conducted for the corporate business unit and more specifically for
the regional sales department, which is responsible for corporate product and service
sales in all of the countries where the company does not have an office. The research
results can be generalized to the company level, so that other country offices can use

the findings for process development.

1.5 Research Techniques

In order to answer the research question both theoretical and empirical research need
to be conducted. In the applied action research approach both questionnaire and qua-

litative data was collected from the distribution channel.

In order to implement the empirical research questionnaire, discussion café and inter-
view techniques were used. Discussion café with the partners provides valuable input
to the research because it helps to explain qualitative data obtained by the question-
naires and gives an opportunity to the partner to address also those topics which are
important to them. Additionally, discussion café provides valuable information about
their motivation and emotional bond with the case company which has a great deal of
influence on business and is difficult to identify by submitting data in written. The de-
tails of data collection will be found in section 3.
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2 Current State Analysis

This section of the Thesis report provides prerequisite information which helps to un-
derstand the need for the research in the case company and how research outcome
will be used in the process development. First, the industry and standard distribution
channels are presented. Second, case company business is described. Third, existing
processes of corporate business unit are presented and hypothesis of what can be im-

proved is suggested.

2.1 Industry Background and Channel Structure

Information technology is a rapidly growing industry. IT companies are developing and
delivering products and services which know no boundaries and can be distributed
without the involvement of physical logistics. Products are most often distributed as
licenses, which means a customer can install specific software by downloading it from
the internet. As far as ten years ago, software developers were actively adopting soft-
ware distribution over the Web, known as Web-bases application service provider
(ASP), which allowed end user purchase the service directly from the developer, elimi-
nating an intermediary which managed software purchases for them before. (McCarthy
2002:51)

Depending on the company business and type of customers they are serving there can
be several channels through which end users can obtain the software and the service.
The number and variety of these channels, however, is still limited and companies
from the same industry are most probably using similar channels and therefore com-
pete with each other in all of them. Some companies have a strong advantage in this
competition which is globally well known brand. Thus, in order for the companies with-
out global brand awareness to compete other ways of differentiation need to be identi-
fied.

Regarding a specific channel, there are many factors which can influence on one’s
competitive advantage in that channel. For example, availability of marketing budgets
is crucially important in the direct sales, when company is targeting its end user direct-

ly and needs to invest in brand building, advertisement, public relations and on-line
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presence, all of which are generally quite costly. On the other hand, when targeting
corporate customers through the distributor and reseller channel, building strong part-
ner relationship and motivating the channel by interesting marketing programs is cru-
cial.

Such limited number of the distribution channels and high competition in each of them
is one of the reasons for a channel analysis and consideration of what can be done
differently and how in order to gain competitive advantage. Understanding distribution
partners needs and determining what motivates them is the key for the smaller play-

ers.

This Thesis research aims to analyze one of the channels and more specifically by look-
ing into how marketing and sales support processes of the case company can be im-
proved and identifying what from their partners point of view differentiate the compa-
ny from its rivals and how can this differentiation factor can be used to its full poten-

tial.

2.2 Case Company Background

In order to identify how marketing and sales support can be developed in the software
distribution business an example of case company will be used. The case company is a
Finnish company, providing its data protection and back up services all over the world
for over 20 years. The company was established in 1988 and now has 20 offices glo-
bally with over 900 employees. Case company is listed on the NASDAQ OMX Helsinki
Ltd. since 1999. Company vision is to protect its customers valuable digital content
across devices and access — now and in the future — as the customers’ needs and
technologies evolve. By protecting and preventing the loss of valuable content, case

company aims to let their customers concentrate on their own business.

The case company has been among the leading antivirus providers for many years.
Depending on the market, case company provides product licenses and services either
directly to the end users or through the distribution channels. Different business units
are target different customer segments through different channels. The case company

current strategy however is focusing on delivering business to the individual end user
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through partnerships with operators. In short, it means providing the security and back
up service through the internet providers. Next section explains in greater details what
business units there are and which one the research is conducted.

Case Company Business Description.

Some software developers are designing their products and service for a specific cus-
tomer segments, such as individual user, home users, small and medium sized busi-
ness and so on. At case company however, there are different products for different
segments — individual users and business users or corporate customers. To reach these
segments, business is divided in three business units. The division is based on the cus-

tomer segment and sales channels, which are used to distribute the software.

The first business unit is known as operator partnership sales. Security and back up
services are offered to the end users through internet providers. That means that ser-
vice is distributed through the operators who are offering internet broadband subscrip-
tions to the end user. Case company has been using partnership with operators for
over 10 years and this has been a successful cooperation with benefits to both sides.
Case company is reaching millions of end users and operators are benefiting from ex-
tending their proposition to the additional services offering, increasing by that average
rate per user (ARPU) and reducing churn. This business model is a core of company’s
current strategy and is expected to grow. At the moment, the case company is part-
nering with more than 200 operators worldwide, including the biggest and most well

known ones.

The second business unit focuses on direct consumer sales. It means that licenses are
distributed through retailers who are dealing with the end users directly. Direct con-
sumer sales are done either through the eStores or through physical retail store chan-
nels. Most of the business in direct consumer business unit is generated from the Nor-

dics, where case company is well known as a brand.

The third business unit concentrates on corporate business, which means that the
products, services and solutions are targeted to the business customers. Product port-
folio includes varies solutions some of which suit best the small and medium sized

businesses and other large corporations with high amounts of workstations, mailboxes
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and servers. The distribution of these services is done through the distributors and

resellers.

The research and Thesis report is conducted for the corporate business unit, therefore
it is presented in a greater detail in the next section.

2.3 Case Company Corporate Business Unit

Case company corporate customers are reached through the sales channel which in-
volves distributors and resellers. Corporate customers are businesses of various sizes
from small and medium sized companies to big enterprises and corporations. Normally,
there is one distributor in each country who is responsible for recruiting and supporting
resellers, who in their turn deliver products and provide services to the corporate end

users. The sales channel is presented in the figure below.

Customer 1
Reseller 2 y

Customer 2

Customer 3

Reseller 1
Distributor 1 = /
T Customer 4

AN

Reseller 3 |-

Case Company

Distributor 2 |———_

Distributor 3

Figure 3. Case company distribution channel structure.
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Figure 3 shows that case company corporate business unit distribution model is based
on the network of intermediaries — distributors and the resellers who deliver the prod-
uct to the end customer. Case company has local presence in many countries, where
then country office is responsible for the revenue in that specific region. The rest of
the world, where country office is now present, is handled by one of the departments
in the head quarters — the Regional Sales. Regional Sales handles all countries, where
there is no local office, covering the regions like Middle East, Acia-Pacific, Eastern Eu-
rope, Latin America, Africa, and more. The research and Thesis report is done for the
Regional Sales and covers distribution channels in these regions.

There is case company channel manager, who is responsible for the channels. That
normally means that one sale person would be responsible for a few distributors and
therefore the sales in multiple countries with the exception to those regions where the
case company country office is handling the channel. Normally, channel manager has
scheduled meetings with the distributors, where sales strategy, sales targets, new re-
seller recruitment and marketing activities are discussed and agreed on. Additionally,
distributors are often in contact with the channel manager and marketing manager.
Marketing activities vary between the regions and the investment level is also different,

depending on the potential growth a specific channel can generate.

Corporate business sales have always been important unit in the company and now
bring roughly half of the revenues. A range of products and services allows reaching
different customer segments — from small and medium-sized businesses (SMB) to the

larger corporations.

Providing security as a service is a new strategic choice of the company corporate
business. Starting from 2011, all business licenses are available as a service. That
means, that solutions are provided and hosted by the case company, but the service is
delivered to the corporate customers by the resellers. Since it is a service, customer
can subscribe for it rather than purchase a limited time license and manage security
internally. Security as a Service concept has been launched recently still requires fur-
ther marketing and sales support in order to succeed in all of the regions. Identifying
what support is needed for a better service business model acceptance is one of the
questions to find out by the research.
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Marketing Processes at Case Company Corporate Business.

Since the current research develops and improves the marketing process to support
sales of corporate products and services through the distribution channel, it is impor-
tant to get an overview of how marketing processes are organized in the company

currently.

First of all, there is a corporate marketing team at the head quarters (HQ) of the case
company who are responsible for the development of all marketing materials,
launches, visual materials, on-line presence and activities and so on. Basically, every
product, solution or service would have a ready portfolio which supports both on-line
and off-line marketing activities. The portfolio includes visual materials, ideas of the
promotion and campaign, banners, brochures, datasheets, sales presentations and

more.

Second, every country office has a marketing manager — a person who is responsible
for the marketing activities in the specific region. Normally, that means implementing
and pushing to the channel all the ideas which HQ team provided in combination with
own country specific activities such as road shows, exhibitions, reseller meetings and

such.

Third, as mentioned previously, channel managers are the ones who work with the
channel — distributors and resellers directly. In most cases, case company channel
manager would be in direct contact with the distributor who in its turn responsible for
managing the reseller channel. Depending on the size of the revenue generated by the
channel, channel manager would have schedule meetings with the partners to discuss
among other things also the marketing activities which need to be initiated in order to
reach the agreed targets. Often, these activities include HQ provided materials, coun-
try-specific activities, developed by the country marketing manager and any other ac-
tivities which distributor decides to initiate. The figure below represents the process of

marketing and sales support flow from the case company to the channel.



Vendor

= Marketing
materials

= Campaign ideas
= Sales materials
= \isuals

Distributor

» L ocalization of
the provided
materials

* Local
promotions and
campaign

Reseller

= End customer
offer

s Customer
meeting

= Finding most
suitable solution

End customer

» Information
gathering

* Comparing
= Asking question
* Making desicion

16
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Figure 4. Marketing support process in the distribution channel of the case company.

Marketing and sales support process includes not only the materials which are deli-
vered to the channel, but rather all interaction which happens between the case com-
pany and the partners. Specifically, it is important to understand how much of addi-
tional value each of the channel members adds on the materials and offers suggested
by the vendors. Distributors and resellers should use provided by the vendor materials
and update them with relevant information or input which at the end will fir the market
and most and bring the most value to the end user. Research will also evaluate how
relationship factor influences the process and whether it is important when evaluating

overall marketing and sales support process.

If distributors and resellers are well supported by the vendor in terms of sales and
marketing, it will translate to the positive results. The results can be measured by look-
ing at the company corporate business unit strategic objectives which include new
sales growth, new reseller recruitment, ease of doing business and providing all the

growth of the service business (providing full product portfolio as a service).
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3 Method and Material

This section presents the research approach, data collection and research implementa-
tion stages in which materials for analysis and data were collected. The research ap-

proach, which this Thesis is based on, is action research.

It is important to note, that every country or region would have their own distinctions.
For example, competitor's presence may vary between the regions. Therefore, this
research concentrates on the general level of feedback which is applicable to the global
process and generic materials developed by the HQ. Thus, even though the research is
conducted collecting feedback from the partners which are working with the regional
sales department, research results will however be valid also for the HQ driven

processes.

3.1 Action Research

Good action research should be purposeful, goals need to be significant and clearly
defined, methodology needs to be defensible, evidence needs to be systematically ana-
lyzed and objectivity of the researcher should be evident. In order to fulfill these objec-
tives of good action research, the research cycle should consist of four main stages:
diagnosis, planning, acting and reflecting. Each of the four stages was shortly de-
scribed in the introduction of the report. Acting and reflecting stages are also pre-
sented in a greater detail in the following sections of the report.

3.2 Data Collection

In order to obtain feedback from the channel and answer the research question, a
questionnaire and discussion café techniques were used. All data was collected at the
partner even at the end of January, where during two days of the seminar partners
were able to answer the questionnaires, share their opinions and feedback at the dis-
cussion café session and elaborate further on their experiences and concerns through-

out the two days of the seminar.

Data collection methods applied in this study are presented in Table 1 below.
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Respondents Data collection Data analysis
Technique How What
Printed ques-
. - . . d . . Gap between the
Question- | Distributors, resel- | tionnaire distri- | Questions presen- -
. . . . existing and de-
naire lers buted during | ted in Appendix 2 . ! .
sired situation
the conference
New reseller re-
cruitment; New | All comments and
Four tables, one
. . .| sales growth; Ease | notes analyzed
. . _— discussion topic ; \ .
Discussion | Distributors, resel- of doing business | and categorized.
per table, one .
Cafe lers . . s with the case Notes are pre-
discussion facili- e .
tator per table company; Shifting | sented in Appen-
P to the service dix 3. Coding.
model of business.
Corporate market-
ing manager, Re- .
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Table 1. Research methods used in this study.

As seen from Table 1, a range of data collection methods is applied in this study. First,
data was collected by distributing questionnaire at the partner event. The total number
of respondents from all three methods equals to forty. Questionnaire included seven-
teen statements with two scales — to reflect on the current situation and to identify
how important specific process or material is. Additionally, there were four open ques-

tions, where respondents could provide their comments.

All the answers from the questionnaire were collected in one excel sheet and numerical
data was analyzed. For each question, an average grade reflecting the present situa-
tion was calculated and average grade reflecting on how important this issue is to the
respondents. Additionally, variance for each question was calculated to help identify

the data reliability. Finally, the gap between the present situation and its importance
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was calculated to reflect on what important issues are performed poorly how and need
therefore have immediate attention. The table with average results per question and
the gap is presented in Appendix 2.

To provide answers, the scale from one to five was used. To reflect on present situa-
tion, one had to be selected to “strongly disagree”, two to “disagree”, three to “neither
agree nor disagree” and respondents were advised to avoid this option, four to “agree”
and five to “strongly agree”. To identify the importance of the statement, one had to
be selected to state that something is “unnecessary”, two to state that something is
“not important, but pleasant, if this is the case”, three to state that something is “use-
ful and desirable”, four to state that something is “necessary” and five to state that

something is “absolutely necessary”.

After all the answers have been collected from the questionnaire and average grade
per question calculated, special attention was given to the following answers: first,
those statements which scaled less than three and a half to reflect the existing situa-
tion, which means all of those statements which respondents tended not to agree with;
second, those statements the important of which was above four and half, meaning
that something is more than necessary or absolutely necessary; third, the gaps be-
tween the present situation and the importance of the statements which were close to
or more than minus one were selected. In the Appendix 2 the answers which fall into

one of the categories described above are identified with the bold font.

Thus during the data collection process, both questionnaire and qualitative data was
collected. Normally, quantitative data analysis would require a large number of respon-
dents in order for data to be reliable. Therefore, in this research, questionnaire was
used as a first step in the research, the aim of which was to identify the issues which
needed improvement the most. Questionnaire was not originally designed to be the
main data collection method, but rather as a first step of the qualitative research.

Qualitative research included the discussion café session and interviews with the part-
ners during the event. Discussion café term refers to the same as the world café me-
thod. World café is a method which is used to explore the issue by the discussion in
small groups. The participants are seated around the table and coffee or tea can be
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served to allow more relaxed atmosphere where people are willing to share their opi-
nions. After a fixed time period (20-30 minutes), people are asked to move around to
the next table and discuss another topic. One person always stays at the same table
and summarized the discussion of each group. The world café technique is especially
good to use when feedback needs to be obtained from a large group of people who
need to be involved in the dialogue, knowledge sharing and innovative thinking and
the research aims to conduct in-depth exploration of a specific problem or opportunity.
The World Cafe methodology was written by Juanita Brown and David Isaacs in 1995.
(The World Cafe: Shaping Our Futures through Conversations that Matter 1995)

Discussion café tables were hosted by different case company employees, who took
notes during the sessions. Combining different research methods and engaging differ-
ent people in the research data collection helps to increase the reliability of the qualita-
tive research. Additionally after data was collected internal meeting was held to
present collected data to the management and interpret it in @ way which can be gene-

ralized and shared with the whole business unit.

Research implementation and data collection are presented in the following section.

3.3 Research Implementation

During the planning stage of the action research data collection methods were defined.
During the diagnosis stage it was identified that one of the ways to improve company’s
competitiveness is to provide better support to the distribution channel. That means,
identifying motivational factors for the partners, how support processes and provided

materials can be improved and obtain general feedback from the channel.

At the end of January 2012, partner event was organized, where the case company
distributors and some resellers were invited. Event program was scheduled for two
days and included two types of sessions — new information sharing with the partners
and facilitated discussion sessions which were organized in order to obtain feedback
from the partners. The research data was mainly collected during these two days,
however partners were also providing their ideas on some topics raised during the
event during the next two weeks after the event via e-mail. All this data was recorded
in the form of notes and later shaped into the presentations, being divided into four
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main topics (new reseller recruitment, new sales growth, ease of doing business and
service business model). Later, after qualitative data grouping in the categories internal
meeting was held, where collected data was presented to the management. During
this meeting solutions for the process development were discussed based on the col-

lected information.

As mentioned above, research combined different data collection methods in order to
increase data validity and reliability. Fists step of data collection was questionnaire. It
helped to identify the most critical issues which needed improvement. Second, facili-
tated discussions were held with the partners. The most important session was the
discussion café, this method and its implementation is described below. Third, in order
to interpret the data and elaborate on the solutions and process improvement ideas,
internal management meeting was held. This step is especially important in the action
research, since the internal discussion of the research findings was the beginning of
the process development and improvement implementation. More details of the data

collection methods are provided below.

3.3.1 Questionnaire

The first method of data collection was selected to be a questionnaire. Questionnaire
allowed collecting questionnaire data which helped identifying which areas of the cur-
rent sales and marketing support processes needed immediate attention. Question-
naire is a reliable way of data collection because quantitative data is less likely to be
misinterpreted and provides good insight to the problems which respondents are asked

to rate.

Questionnaire included seventeen statements with the numeric scale to provide an-
swers and four open questions where partners could put their free comments about
the issue. Each of the seventeen statements had two scales: one to reflect on the
present situation and second one to reflect on the importance of the issue. Using this
approach, collected data reflected not only if existing situation is good or bad, but also
the importance of the issue. For example, if the existing situation of a specific state-
ment is not good, but it is not the most important either, than may be company should
rather concentrate on those issues which are very important for the partners to be

improved.
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The seventeen statements were covering three different areas which research was
aiming to obtain feedback on in order to develop the processes. First area included
general communication statements such as news, information on the new products
and features availability, technical documentation provisioning and all messages which
are continuously sent to the channel. Second area included statements related to the
sales support and partners were asked to reflect on the presentations provided by the
company, competitor related information, sales argumentation and other materials
which are meant to be supportive to the partner when pushing a specific product or
service to the channel. Third area included marketing related statements, such as qual-
ity and frequency of the promotions and campaigns initiated by the company, quality
and relevancy of the visual materials supporting the products and services, gadgets

and other support materials.

Questionnaire also included four open questions where partners could express their
opinion on the subject. The four questions were covering the most important topics
which covered either business growth (new sales, renewals and new reseller recruit-

ment) objectives or related to the new strategy implementation (service offering).

Questionnaires were handed out as paper copies at the partner event at the end of
January and collected back during the same day. Almost all event participants gave
their feedback and total number of answered questionnaires was twenty eight. This
amount of questionnaire data is sufficient taking into consideration that collected with
the questionnaire data was designed to be combined with the qualitative data collected

from the discussion café session and from the interviews kept throughout the event.

The questionnaire questions can be found in Appendix 1.

3.3.2 Discussion Café

Discussion café is a facilitated brainstorming session which helps to obtain constructive
feedback from the participants. Normally, discussion café would have several topics,
each topic discussed by a group of people at a different table. There is one facilitator
at each table who is responsible for taking notes while participants are sharing their
thoughts, ideas and concerns. Time for each topic discussion is limited and once ex-
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pired participants are moving to the next discussion tables to reflect on another topic.
Before the discussion at new table starts, facilitator of that table gives a short sum-

mary of what previous group have discussed.

As a part of the research implementation discussion café was organized during the
partner event. There were four discussion topics — ease of doing business, aiming to
obtain feedback about the relationship with the partners; new reseller recruitment;
new sales growth and shifting to the service offering. Each of the discussions was faci-
litated by the case company representative who was taking notes of the discussion.
Later these notes were collected into the presentations separately for each topic. Each
table was attended by four or five participant at a time — all distributors from different
countries. Each discussion lasted about 20 minutes, after which participant were asked
to move to the next table. Participants were asked to change groups when switching to

the next discussion topic.

During the discussion café, the table facilitators were taking notes during the discus-
sion and did not have any influence on the opinion of the group of individuals. It was
important to be able to collect both positive feedback and feedback on the critical is-
sues which needed development and improvement. Often, the feedback was related to
the operational level or reflected on a specific issue — like quality of marketing mate-
rials or sales presentations. On the higher level of the support processes partners’ opi-
nions were positive and according to feedback did not require any significant changes.
The collected data and research results are presented in one of the following sections

of Thesis report.

3.3.3 Internal Management Meeting

In the action research, reflecting is a necessary step after data collection. It is impor-
tant to look at the collected data and see what actions can be taken immediately or in
the short term and what needs to be changed on a process level or be included in the

long-term planning.
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During the research qualitative data was obtained. All qualitative data was carefully
analyzed and put into categories. The data was collected in one presentation per cate-
gory. Already at this stage, some action points were determined.

In order to implement the improvement and act quick, a management meeting was
held. The meeting was attended by the regional sales department manager, marketing
manager of the corporate business unit, sales director of corporate business unit and
vice-president of corporate business unit, five people altogether. Some actions to re-
spond to the issues were agreed on already during the meeting.

3.4 Data analysis methods

Two different methods were used to analyze the collected data. Survey results were
analyzed using the excel sheet, where the average value, variance and the gap be-
tween the existing and the desired situation for each question was calculated. Then
questions with the average value below or above the specified limit or with a large gap
were taken into account when formulating the research results and recommendations.
Additionally, all feedback from the questionnaire was categorized into four categories
using the coding method described in the next paragraph. The four categories were
the same as the corporate business unit strategic objectives and the four topics of the

discussion café.

Coding theory suggests that all collected qualitative data (in the form of sentences,
observations and ideas) is fragmented and taken apart into categories. After that, the
themes are assigned to each statement, which helps to categorize the codes into the
topics where these problems belong to. Since qualitative data was collected using the
discussion café session, which means that specific topics were given for each discus-
sion table, the categories are naturally formed based on the discussion topic. Then, the
themes were assigned to each statement which were then used to formulate the rec-
ommendations. (Voss, et.al 2002:212)

3.5 Validity and Reliability Considerations

There are three important criteria to reflect on when reflecting in the research results:

rigour, validity and reliability. Research is rigorous when the collected data actually
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helps to solve the research question, and correspond to the title of the research and
the research objective. Additionally, more than one research method can be used for
the research to be more rigorous, and the research report should present the research
well enough for someone else to replicate the study. Another important criterion of a
good research is validity. Validity refers to the data collection techniques and questions
asked which should be suitable instruments for what research is aiming to measure.
Valid research also means that collected data is accurate, correct, well interpreted and
actually provides an answer to research question. Third dimension of a good research
is reliability. Research is reliable if it is trustworthy and authentic. Research is reliable if
similar results can be obtained by a different method or a different researcher or if
research is conducted at a different point of time. Thus, to increase the reliability of
the research, different data sources and different collection tools can be used, data can
be collected at different points of time or different parts of the research can be per-
formed by different people. (Quinton & Smallbone. 2006: 127-138)

In order for this study to satisfy all three criteria of being rigorous, valid and reliable,
the following steps are taken in this Thesis. First, more than one data collection is used
to ensure the richness and quality of the data. Thus, the interviews and the question-
naire are held and complemented by the discussion café session. Additionally, the in-
ternal meeting is held to reflect on the obtained results and interpret data in the most
reliable way. This combination of the research techniques, which ensures triangulation
of data sources, as well as involvement of different people to interpret and validate the

data, forms the basis for conducting valid and reliable research.
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4 Best Practices of Marketing and Sales in a Distribution Channel

This section of the report covers the definitions and concepts of marketing, sales and
the distribution channel. To answer the research question of how marketing and sales
support processes of the case company can be improved and find out what motivates
the distribution channel partners, the best practices need to be collected from the lite-
rature. These theoretical background and best practices will help to formulate the
framework for the recommendations which will be the outcome of the study. There-
fore, the following topics will be elaborated on: distribution channels, relationship mar-
keting, marketing and sales support programs and the case studies from the same
industry which can be used as a new idea generators or examples to be used in the

benchmark.

4.1 Software Distribution Channels

Two- and multiple-tired distribution is a popular way of entering new markets. It
means that instead of handing sales directly, vendor would use the intermediaries who
are already serving the customers which suppler is searching to reach. The main ad-
vantages of the distribution channel are the leverage and cost effectiveness which
enables the vendor to reach the masses. Each intermediary might be bringing only a
few new customers, therefore having many resellers in each region is important. (Dent
2011:13)

The research is conducted for the corporate business department of the case company
which is distributing its solutions’ licenses and services through the distribution chan-
nel. In order to identify how this channel can be supported better, it is essential to

describe why such distribution method was selected by this business unit.

Regional sales department is responsible for the markets where the case company
does not have an office. That means that offering solutions and services to the busi-
ness customers directly would require a lot of efforts, such as localization of the mate-
rials, learning and understanding the market as well as economical and political situa-
tion in the country. Additionally, vendors would require significant resources for fre-

quent travelling to the remote location for the events, customer meetings, trainings
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and other activities which are required to control the sales and grow business. All this
actions add on costs and result in general competitive disadvantage in the region. On
the other hand, working with a local firm allows company to concentrate on the tech-
nology and innovation, having the local distributor handling the sales with local know-
how and most suitable for the market manner. Concentration on the technology and
innovation allows the manufacture to implement the differentiation strategy. (Wren
2007:83)

Doctorow et.al also suggest that two-tier distributions are quite widely used by the
companies entering the emerging markets. Additionally to the cost effectiveness they
also point out that the network of resellers is more efficient in reaching different cus-
tomers segments — some of them are concentrating on the smaller businesses, whe-
reas others are serving large enterprises and corporations. Each of them would then
often have an established relationship with the business customers which helps to in-
troduce new products and services faster. Further, local partner is better at assessing
credit risk as well as setting sales targets, which can be difficult for a manufacturer
entering the market on its own. After the market entry, manufacturers can also provide
marketing and sales support to the distributors to drive the demand and increase

product penetration in the market. (Doctorow, et.al. 2008)

Channel control is another subject which needs to be considered by the vendor. The
aim is to have partnership relationship rather than intermediaries which vendor needs
to control. Partnership would normally require commitments from both sides — pricing
and promotional programs, co-operational and partner programs, incentives and
agreed margins and finally shared targets can be used to monitor the channel com-

mitments and success or failure. (Fraizer 1999:229)

Earlier in the report it was mentioned that corporate business strategy is to provide its
full product and solution portfolio as a service. In this context, resellers who have es-
tablished relationship with their customers are the key to the strategy implementation.
A product supplier is able to identify customers needs, to advise on the product which
fits them best, to provide this product and set it and, finally, to provide the ongoing
services which will prevent failures in the product’s performance. (Allmendinger and
Lombreglia 2005:132)
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There are two important dimensions of the distribution channel: the first one is the
value-added in the downstream channel, which is important for the supplier to consider
and the second one is replaceability of the suppliers, which is important for the inter-
mediaries in the channel to consider. The value-added in the downstream channel di-
mension refers to the intermediary contributions which take place before the exchange
with the end customers is completed. Adding value to the products and services pro-
vided by the supplier is the fundamental function of the distribution channel. In the
case company case, providing own solutions as a service, allows partner (distributors
and resellers) developing and growing their business. Instead of just delivering the
license to the end user, they now can offer a continuous service, when customer
doesn’t need to have resources to manage the installation, settings, updates and up-
grades, because it is all done by the case company partner. In this scenario, the case
company is only hosting the solution, the partner manages the solution on behalf of
the end user and end user saves on the IT resources which would take care of the
security and pays on the most convenient for them basis (monthly, quarterly or early).
The second dimension of the channel — replaceability of the suppliers is important mo-
tivational factor for the intermediaries, which means that is provided products can easi-
ly be replaced by the competitor offer or the substitute product, then the intermedia-
ries in the channel are less motivated, therefore the suppliers in this case should think
of how their offering and business models can be differentiated in order to be prefera-
ble by the channel. (Kim & Fraizer 1996:21)

Thus, case company gives an opportunity for its partners to grow their business by
providing additional paid services on the top of the solution. There were a number or
campaigns launched to motivate the partners to provide value-add services. This model
also secures higher customer retention rates, which allows the case company partners
obtaining new customers. By helping partners grow their business together with the
case company, company strengthens its relationship with the channel, which is an im-
portant asset and is discussed further in the next section. Similar model was imple-
mented by CISCO, where their Value-add resellers were compensated with additional
margins based on their performance and value-add behavior as opposed to the sales
volumes. (Kalyanam & Brar 2009:116)
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4.2 Relationship concept

In the introduction it was stated that software distribution channels are somewhat
similar among the vendors. Therefore, it is valid to suppose that relationship with the
partners in the channel plays an important role and can be a strong competitive advan-
tage for the vendor.

The traditional marketing concept suggests that all interactions between the partied in
any marketing and sales activity are of a transactional nature. However, the relation-
ships have become an important concept in marketing. This idea is also supported by
Lindgreen, et.al (2004:675) where they analyze how marketing practices have changed
and shifted from the transactional marketing, where the objective is to attract new
customers, to the relationship marketing, where in the modern situation of increased
competition and lack of differentiation between the products companies concentrate
more on relationships, networks and interactions in order to retain the existing cus-
tomers and increase the revenue by offering new products and services to the existing
customers. (Linndgreen et.al. 2004:675)

Svensson (2002) also emphasizes the relationship-dependence which refers to busi-
ness and marketing activities between the companies which make them dependant on
one another in this interaction process. Later, in 2005, Svensson also stated that in
order to reach individual and mutual goals, companies need to co-ordinate their busi-
ness operations. These interdependences between the corporations influence the mar-
keting concept which considers the benefits for each company involved, for the cus-

tomers of each company involved and for the end users. (Svensson 2005:7)

Sheth (2002) on the other hand, emphasizes that often the biggest accounts are not
the most profitable ones and suggests that companies should segment their customers
(or partners) into segments and implement traditional transactional marketing models
with some of them and relationship marketing models with the other. (Sheth
2002:591)

Sheth’s idea of hybrid marketing model is also applicable to the channel marketing. In
the case of Regional Sales of the case company, all regions are different: some have
higher growth potential, some have better committed partners and some have been
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partnering and offering solutions for such a long time that no or little support is re-
quired. Thus, company needs to decide which regions will be involved in the relation-
ship marketing model and therefore receive more resources from the vendor, and

which will be more in the maintenance mode.

The relationship building and development does not come as a separate task and in
order to measure and evaluate the relationship, also processes between the partners
and the outcomes of these processes need to be considered. Based on the processes
and outcomes different relationships are formed, some of which need to be developed
further and some other which would be more profitable to discontinue. For example,
there can be four scenarios of different relationship, suggested by Ritter (2007): high
performing relationships with significant outcome should be invested in and developed
further in order to ensure similar outcome achievements in the future; in the trouble-
some relationship which however delivers good outcome, the processes need to be
developed which will eliminate the misunderstanding and misfit between the parties
involved and result in a high performing relationship; another scenario is when the
processes are smooth, but no outcome is delivered, which identifies that the relation-
ship’s value proposition is unclear and needs to be sorted by the parties involved; final-
ly, the relationships with the challenged processes and the negative outcome need to
be discontinued in order to avoid the inefficient allocation of the resources. Thus,
Sheth’s idea of analyzing the relationship potential and estimating the outcomes is es-
sential before starting to build the relationship and invest the resources in it. Addition-
ally, Ritter (2007) defined relationship to be interactions based on joint efforts and
mutual agreements. Furthermore, the close, integrative and trusting relationships built

on joint efforts can be called partnerships. (Ritter 2007:200)

Thus, relationship plays an important role in marketing and sales processes and should
therefore be investigated during the research.

4.3 Marketing and Sales Support in the Distribution Channel

Marketing and sales processes are a part of the marketing strategy process which is a
complex high level process formulated by the company. Marketing strategy process
includes plans and activities which are internally consistent and supportive to the busi-

ness objectives. The process includes seven major parts: customer analysis, market
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analysis, review of the competition and self, review of the distribution channels, devel-
opment of the marketing mix (which includes plans about place, promotion, product
and price), evaluation of the economics and the revision of all previous steps. Market-
ing and sales support processes, which are assessed in this study, are based on the
review of the distribution channel and consist of activities and deliverables which can
help the partners to bring value to the customers. (Silbiger 2005:3)

There are many different ways how products and services reach the end customers.
These methods of product delivery to the customers are known as the channels of dis-
tribution. It is critically important for the marketing specialist to analyze the different
channels, since the choice of the channels will influence the price which can be
charged and, as a result, the profit margins. Therefore, when choosing the distribution
channel, the following questions need to be considered by the marketing department:
how can products and services reach the customers; how much the players in each
distribution channel profit from reselling and distributing the products and services and

who holds the power each distribution channel. (Silbiger 2005:27)

Using intermediaries as one of the chosen distribution channels requires careful plan-
ning of the communication and materials in general. Therefore, suppliers need to be
able to provide relevant information to the channel. Different distribution channel
members are concentrating on providing different information, but the overall commu-
nication which reaches the end customer should be easy to understand clear message.
For example, often the vendor is concerned about providing product related informa-
tion to the distributors, who in their turn push further down in the channel and it even-
tually will reach the end customer. Distributors, on the other hand may be more con-
cerned about communicating why a specific product should be purchased from them,
emphasizing for the example the services which they offer or the margin which they
are willing to give to the resellers. Thus, the communication is an important part of the
marketing and sales processes and is presented in more detail in the following section.

4.4 Spherical marketing concept

The topic of channel communication was well described by Svensson (2005) in his ar-
ticle “The spherical marketing concept”. According to Svensson, the process is not
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ended when the message reaches the end user, like the traditional model suggests.
Communication flow should rather be seen as a circle or a sphere. The traditional mar-
keting concept and the spherical marketing concept are described in a greater detail
below.

The traditional marketing concept, which does not consider all channel members simul-
taneously, but rather concentrates on one or many communications which are sepa-
rated from one another. Therefore, the traditional marketing concept can be based on
three different marketing derivations. The marketing derivations are illustrated in the
Figure 5 below.
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Figure 5. A typology of derivatives of the marketing concept. (Svensson. 2005:9)

As shown in the Figure 5, in the first derivation scenario, each member of the channel
sees only the next channel member as the customer of the marketing process and
therefore plans all activities accordingly. Thus, vendor develops marketing programmes
targeting the distributor, distributor targets the reseller with own programme and re-
seller then develops marketing plan which aims to reach end users. This first scenario

is known as stepwise derivation.
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The second approach is known as joint derivation. That means that all channel mem-
bers are concentrating on the marketing programmes which are built based on the
needs, wants and requirements of the end user. Thus, each channel member has an
own plan on how to satisfy the end user, but these plans all exist separately from each
other and are not coordinated by the channel members in any way. Third scenario is
called collective derivation, which requires the most co-ordination and co-operation
between the channel members.

In the collective derivation, which is the third approach shown in the picture, each
channel member considers the needs, wants and requirements of all levels which are
below its own operations (for example, vendor focuses on the distributor, reseller and
customer; distributor on the reseller and customer and so on). This model is able to
deliver best results, but it requires a lot of internal co-ordination between the channel

members. (Svensson. 2005)

It is important to realize that none of the marketing derivations presented above con-
sider the actions and processes which lay beyond their view. That means that the
channel members are not concerned about what is happening with their product or

service after the end customer purchases or uses it.

The spherical marketing model by Svensson suggests that the process should not have
the beginning and the end, but should rather try to look at the bigger picture which
includes all channel members and all end customer processes. The spherical marketing

concept is illustrated in the Figure 6 below.
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Figure 6. The spherical marketing concept versus the marketing concept. (Svensson.
2005:11)

As Figure 6 illustrates, spherical marketing concept aims to connect different levels and
members of the process and make them consider also the preceding and subsequent
levels of the process. The difference between the spherical marketing concept and the
traditional marketing concept is that in the spherical concept process channel member
looks at the whole process and are not limiting their actions within the channel frames.
Spherical marketing concept is a circulation approach which connects all members and
components and creates interfaces for the members from the different levels of the
process to interact and reflect on the activities which preceded the specific experience
of which would happen after it. For example, when concentrating on the marketing of
own products and services, vendor should consider what are customer experiences
before they realized the need for this product or service and what will end customer
actions be after he obtains what is requires (using, recycling, developing, etc). (Svens-
son. 2005)

The concept of involving all members in one process, where all of the them act as cus-
tomers and suppliers of each other was also discussed by Vargo and Lusch in the study
where they describe the shift from goods-dominant to service-dominant logic. Service-
dominant logic suggests that standard life-cycle of value delivery to the customer is to
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be replaced by such business relationship between all stakeholders which unifies all of
them in one ongoing process. In this process all stakeholders are the customers and
the producers of the services at the same time. Company’s role of producing and deli-
vering value to the customer is substituted by the co-creation of value together with
the customer. Thus, involving the customer in the processes helps to understand bet-
ter all customer processes, also those which have happened before the activities re-
lated to the offered product or service and those which will happen after customer
used the product or service and needs to either dispose, renew or replace it. (Vargo &
Lusch, 2011:182)

Summing up, the conducted literature review shows that close involvement of the
channel members and continuous feedback flow from the channel are the essentials of
the successful marketing programs and the support processes. Product and service
distribution through the channel of partners is the most efficient way to conduct busi-
ness in the remote territories taking into consideration their knowledge of the local
market situation, leverage and the cost effectiveness of the channel distribution. Rela-
tionship marketing is more efficient than the transactional marketing, but also requires
more resources from the vendor. Investing the resources in the relationship building
with those partners and channels which have the most potential and will generate the
most business is proved by the theory to have a positive impact on the business
growth. Partnership through the relationship building results in parties commitment to
the marketing and sales plans and commonly set targets for the business growth. Mar-
keting planning should also be targeted to all channel members and consider how
marketing actions will influence on each of them. Additionally, marketing planning
processes should be seen as an ongoing process which does not have the beginning
and the end, but rather has a shape of sphere which involves all channel members and
the end customer with all processes involved.

The best practice suggests that the distribution through the reseller channel is the
most relevant method of business growth in the remote areas. Therefore, in order to
better support the distribution channels, the study aims to obtain feedback from the
channel partners about the marketing and sales support processes and the deliverables
of these processes. Additionally, based on the best practices described above, the
evaluation of the relationship impact on the business results is relevant for the study.
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Moreover, study should examine the communication processes and possibly the spheri-
cal marketing model should be implemented. The best practices suggest a ground for
the research questionnaire and the discussion sessions. Additionally, the best practices
will be included in the formulation of the recommendations to the case company.
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5 Results and Analysis

This section presents the analysis of the collected data and the research results. First,
questionnaire findings will be analyzed and questionnaire results concluded, second,
discussion café session responses will be analyzed and categorized in the form which is
easy to interpret in the results. Based on the research results and best practices de-

scribed in the theoretical part of the study, the recommendations will be formulated.

Research implementation section of the report describes that both quantative and qua-
litative data was collected. First, the questionnaire was used to identify those areas
which need the most improvement. Second, discussion café and interview techniques
were used to obtain more detailed feedback and suggestions on how issues can be

fixed and processes improved.

5.1 Questionnaire Data Analysis

The questionnaire was answered by twenty eight partners who provided their feedback
to each of the seventeen statements or questions, reflecting on the present situation
and the importance of the issues. In the following paragraphs, the data is analyzed

and appendix 2 presents the numerical input of the questionnaire results.
The results of the questionnaire can be grouped in three major topics: communication
needs to be improved, marketing support needs to be improved and information about

the competition needs to be improved.

Communication needs improvement

No Question Present Importance | Gap
| receive enough information about new case

1 | company products and features 3,39 4,71 -1,32
| receive enough information about case company

2 | general news 3,79 4,29| -0,50

| receive enough information about the availability
of supporting materials which are needed to sell
3 | case company products and services 3,18 4,71| -1,54

Table 2. Respondents feedback on the communication.
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Table 2 above presents the questionnaire questions which identified that the communi-
cation needs improvement. The results presented in the table are based on the feed-
back from 28 respondents. Average score of the present situation of the communica-
tion related questions is below four. However the importance of the communication is
scored close to five, which means that the gap between the existing and desired situa-
tion is quite high.

First, the communication concerning new products and features as well as availability
of the supporting materials needs to be improved. This finding is based on the low
rating of the existing situation of statement one “I receive enough information about
the case company new products and features” and statement three “I receive enough
information about the availability of supporting materials which are needed to sell case
company products and services”, which means that respondents tend to disagree with
these statements. Also, most of the respondents rated that it is close to “absolutely
necessary” for these statements to be true, which led to a significant gap between the
present and desired situation and which means these are the issues which need to be
addressed by the company. However, another statement related to communication “I
receive enough information about case company general news” most of the respon-
dents agree with, which means that the information sharing process is right, but the
content of shared information needs to be reassessed and improved. Another impor-
tant observation is that the variables of the negatively rated statements (one and
three) were quite high, which means that these issues need to be research further in

order to be valid.

Marketing materials need improvement

No | Question Present Importance| Gap

The case company provides enough marketing
materials (sales presentations, brochures, market-
5 |ing support materials, visuals, etc) 3,29 4,57 | -1,29

| am satisfied with the quality and diversity of
marketing materials available for each case com-
6 | pany product / service 3,43 4,43 -1,00

Table 3. Respondents feedback on the marketing materials.
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Second, the marketing materials need improvement. The results presented in the table
are based on the feedback from 28 respondents. As shown in Table 3 above, both
statements five and six which are about the quantity and quality of marketing materials
("case company provides enough marketing materials (sales presentations, brochures,
marketing support materials, visuals, etc)” and "I am satisfied with the quality and di-
versity of marketing materials available for each case company product / service”)
scored below the level which would identify that partners tend to agree with these
statements. The gap between the assessment of the present situation and the impor-
tance of the issue is also quite high, which means that marketing materials need im-
provement. The questions of what specifically needs to be improve and how were in-
cluded in the qualitative data collection process.

Important part of marketing is campaigns and promotions which are offered to the
channel, targeting both channel partners and end customers. Partner’s general feed-
back on this topic was generally good. The importance and necessity of the campaigns
and promotions was emphasized by the respondents. Also, partners showed general

satisfaction on this topic.

Other two statements which were rated rather low and related to the marketing mate-
rials are about gadgets. Gadgets are all kinds of vendor branded goods such as givea-
ways or small souvenirs which are distributed to the channel and partners can use at
for example resellers or end user events and exhibitions. Gadgets are normally used to
increase the brand awareness and make company’s products more recognized by their
name. The importance of gadgets varied between the regions as well as the quality
and the value of gadgets. The gadgets are important part of marketing support, how-
ever return of the investment on gadgets is difficult to calculate. Two questions related
to gadgets were missing the answers of many respondents and the variable of the re-
sults is quite high. These two facts support the idea that the importance and general
necessity of gadgets varies greatly between the regions and needs to be dealt with
separately, case by case. Therefore, partners from different regions were approached
with an idea to outsource the production of gadgets to their countries, which would
decrease the shipping costs, significantly reduce the delivery times and allow customi-
zation of gadgets in a way which suits best for the region. Additionally this arrange-
ment would decrease the time resources which vendor spends on these operations.
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The idea was accepted by most of the partners and therefore became one of the ac-
tions taken immediately based on the action research implementation.

Competitor information needs improvement

No | Question Present Importance| Gap
Case company provides sufficient information

about the competition and feature comparisons of
15 | each product against competitors 2,79 4,36| -1,57

Table 4. Respondents feedback on the competitor information.

Finally, third important topic which was identified as an issue for an immediate im-
provement is competitor related information. The results presented in the table are
based on the feedback from 28 respondents. As presented in Table 4, there was only
one statement related to this topic “the case company provides sufficient information
about the competition and feature comparisons of each product against competitors”
and it scored the lowest of all, so partner tend to disagree or strongly disagree with
the statement. Also, information about the competition and the feature comparison is
very important to be provided to the channel, so this statement also has the biggest
gap between the present and desired situation. This topic was also raised by many
partners during the interview and discussion café sessions, and became one of the
most important issues found out during the research. Therefore, immediately after the
partner event, this issue was address at the internal management meeting and note
was taken as an action point by the vice president of the channel business, who prom-

ised to assign this task to the solution managers’ job description.

Other questionnaire questions, which were not presented above, are those which re-
ceived positive feedback from the partners and do not need to be improved at the
moment. These topics include the availability and quality of the technical manuals,
white papers and the datasheets; the promotion and campaigns which are suggested
by the vendor; amount of the trainings and support sessions organized by the vendor
and the frequency and the content of the webinars which are organized by the vendor
for the distributors and the resellers.
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In summary, questionnaire helped to identify the areas which need improvement the
most. First of all, general communication needs improvement. Specifically, it means
that partners are interested in receiving more information about the products and their
availability and general industry news which they can share in their communication
with the end users. Second, marketing support needs improvement. In practice, part-
ners are not satisfied with the quality and the variety of the marketing materials pro-
vided. Therefore, visuals and marketing deliverables for each product need to be
worked on and improved. Third and very important improvement point is the availabili-
ty of the competitor information. Partners emphasized the fact that the competitor
analysis for each product should be available and should be continuously updated. Un-
derstanding the competition and how to tackle the strong features of the competitor
products is important information which helps selling the products and services. Short-

ly, three most important development areas based on the questionnaire results are:

¢ general communication needs improvement
e marketing materials need improvement

e competitor information needs to be available

Questionnaire findings became the basis for the further research and qualitative data
collection. The three topic described above, were discussed in a great detail during the
discussion café session and the interview sessions. Additionally, the questionnaire re-
sults were split into four sections using the coding method described in section 3.4.
The categorized results are included in the result summary table which is presented

below in the following section.

5.2 Qualitative Data Analysis: Discussion Café

Qualitative data was collected during the discussion café session and the interviews
which were done during two days of the partner event. The coding method, which was
used to analyze the collected qualitative data was presented in section 3.4. All original
notes from the discussion café session are presented in the Appendix 3. Coded data,
split into four major categories is presented in the figure below. The four categories
were: new reseller recruitment, new sales growth, ease of doing business with the

case company and shifting to the service model of business. Coding and data categori-
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zation makes it easier to structure the research findings and provide an answer to a

research question in a constructive way.

During the discussion café and interview sessions, there was one message expressed
by all of the partners — strong relationship between the case company and themselves.
Based on the feedback, the case company relationship with the channel — distributors,
resellers and the key customers is what differentiates the company from the competi-
tors. Partners emphasized that case company representatives (channel sales manag-
ers, marketing managers and technical sales managers) are easy to reach, very res-
ponsive to the inquiries and invest their time in building close partner relationship by
listening and trying to help partners to grow their business. Relationship building and
management however requires resources from the vendor. Theoretical section sug-
gested that some accounts are more profitable than the other, therefore vendors
should invest into the relationship with the most profitable accounts or into those

which have the most potential.

One of the research findings is thus the fact, that the case company differentiates itself
from the competitors by investing in building the relationship with the key partners and
emphasizing the fact that business growth is reached through the partnership where
both parties are active and committed to reach the targets. The relationship is nurtured
by the case company commitment to simple principles, such as availability, responsive-
ness, flexibility and commitment to grow business together. Close relationship with
partners has positive impact on all four strategic objectives of the company - new re-
seller recruitment, new sales growth, ease of doing business with the case company

and shifting to the service model of business.

In the one of the previous sections of the report, where research objective was ex-
plained, the idea of collecting data in four major categories (new reseller recruitment,
new sales growth, ease of doing business with the case company and shifting to the
service model of business) was introduced. Such categorization is needed to structure
the collected data and simplify the results formulation. The four categories are strateg-
ic objectives of the company and improvement of each of them will help to formulate
overall process improvements which is stated as the research question of this study.
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Four major categories based on the company strategic objectives

New Reseller Ease of Doing
New Sales Growth . . Service Model
Recruitment Business
/

Figure 7. Four major categories based on the company strategic objectives.

Figure 7 shows the four major categories which were used throughout the research as
the discussion café topics and when coding the questionnaire and the qualitative data.
The four categories are chosen based on the case company corporate business unit
strategic objectives. The feedback on the marketing and sales support and specifically
the deliverables of these processes are described below and are presented by each
category. The notes from the discussion café and interviews are available in the Ap-

pendix 3.

Category 1: New sales growth

New sales growth is an equally imporatant topic for both the case company and the
distribution partners. During this discussion all partners agreed with one who said that
“Having up-to-date competitor information and the sales arguments based on the
comparisons is crucially important”. Partners were refering to the situations when they
are selling a product to a large customer and have no supportive arguments in referal
to what competitors are offering. Additionally having “reference cases of other
companies who are using the same products” would support them during the sales

process. Full list of feedback statements, findings and new ideas is presented below:

e Competitor information needs to be provided on an ongoing basis and include
the sales arguments baased on the comparisons with the other products

e Excellence of the products and new features is a must
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e Technical support excellence increases customer loyalty

e Roadmap of the product development need to be available to the partners and
needs to be continously updated

e Case study and reference cases portfolio is needed for each region

e Knowledge sharing amoung the partners from different regions needs to be

facilitated and documented

Category 2. New reseller recruitment

Partners who participated in the research were mostly distributors who are responsible
for the local reseller recruitments. Important finding for the case company was that
their involvement in the recruitment process would be appreciated and the “reseller
recruitment programme needs to be formulated and implemented together”.
Adidtioanally, “every other IT vendor has a well defined partner programme, so you
need to define and finalize yours”. Below are the fidings from the new reseller

recruitment discussion.

e Partner programme needs to be defined and implemeted in each region

e Reseller recruitment programme needs to be formulated and implemented
together (both vendor and distibutor involvement)

e Incentives and better margins should be offered to the new resellers in the
beginning

e Licenses provision to the resellers for their internal use

¢ Differentiation with the service business model

Category 3. Ease of doing business

At the table, where ease of doing business was discussed, the partners expressed their
general satisfaction with the way general process work and are carried out, however
suggested further improvements of some tools, stating that “the partner portal struc-
ture needs to be improved and some feature of it need to be fixed”. It was also em-
phasized that “campaigns and promotions need to be valid for a longer period”. Below
is the list of main points discussed at this table:
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e Implement improvements of the partner portal

e Improve communication on the genral company news
e Improve makreitng materials quality and diversity

e Targeted marketing activities by region

e New promotions and campaigns

Category 4. Service mode/

The discussion of the new service model showed that in many regions partners do not
understand the concept completely and are not sure how to present it to their markets.
Therefore, the service model “needs to be explained and repeated more”. An
interesting idea of presenting the model is more visual rahter than wordy way was
suggested: “It is easier to explain to the resellers or customer the concept by showing
the diagram rather then the descriptive text or a short movie / cartoon presenting the
idea”. This and other ideas which were discussed at the service model discussion table
are presented below:

e Service model needs to be explained and repeated

e Service model visuals and diagrams need to be developed to easen the
understanding; intoduce WebTV channel with the news

e References and case studies of the business model need to be documented

e Use verticals to push the service

e Promote the idea of full package of IT services being offered by reseller

The list above includes not only the feedback on the existing materials provided by the
case company, but also some new ideas suggested by the partners during the discus-
sion café and the interview sessions. This is a good reason to continue conducting re-
search and obtaining feedback from the channel in the future — partners often know
better what deliverables and visuals will be the most useful to them when offering a
specific product or service to the market. Improving the materials which need to be
improved is equally important to the implementation of the new ideas, because this is
what nurtures the relationship with the partners, makes them feel heart and helps the
vendor to provide the marketing materials which fit their needs the best.
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As previously mentioned, all results were split into four categories. These categories
are the case company strategic objectives and were the topics of the discussion café
tables. The interpretation of the research results is presented in the following section.
The study recommendations are built based on the interpretation of the results.
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The Figure 8 summarizes the research results and shows that in order to improve
marketing and sales processes and reach the four strategic objectives, special attention
should be paid to the relationship building which influences on all four categories and
marketing and sales support, where all results have been categorized into four groups
based on the relevancy to the strategic objectives using the coding method.

5.3 Formulating the Input for the Recommendations Based on the Research Results

Research results presented above provide valuable input for the formulation of the
answer to the research question — how can marketing and sales support processes be
improved. All collected data was categorized into four major categories which are the
specific areas for improvement in the overall marketing and sales support process. In

this section of the report, the results are interpreted.

An important finding is that the case company differentiates itself by building and in-
vesting in the relationship with the partners. Therefore, one of the ways to improve the
support process is to continue investing in the relationship with the partners in the
focus regions. One of the ways to build strong relationship is to emphasize the fact
that business growth is possible through close cooperation, business plan formulation
by both parties, realistic target settings, marketing program development and imple-
mentation and immediate support provision to the partners. Another way is as men-
tioned above, listen to the partners feedback and their new ideas and try to implement
them. This will result in both giving channel partners a feeling that they are heart and
their opinion is important and allow the vendor providing the best support to the distri-
bution channel. Relationship is therefore the important basis for the way of working
with the channel and need to be included in the strategic planning of each focus ac-

count.

Below is the reflection on the research findings from each of the four categories.

The first category included findings on how to improve new sales growth. From the
questionnaire results it was clear that existing information about the competitors and
their solution is either not available for some products or outdated. In order to support
new sales, partners need to know what competition is offering and how their advan-
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tages can be tackled during the sales processes. Therefore, it is critically important to
provide up to date information about competitor’s solutions and how to position the
case company products with this information at hand. This point was also extensively
discussed during the discussion café and the interview sessions and partners also
pointed out that it would be good to facilitate the knowledge sharing between the
partners on how they have handled a specific issue. Additionally, the case company
could provide the case studies of how a big customer was won, what was the competi-
tion and what was the argumentation which led the customer to choose the case com-
pany. Naturally, to increase new sales all products and services should be of a top
quality and include all the features which make a product competitive. Another factor,
influencing on the new sales growth is the support. End customers need to be sure

that if they run into difficulty than the issue can be fixed in a prompt and easy manner.

The second category of findings provides an insight on what needs to be improved in
order to help the distributors to hire new resellers. The more resellers there are in the
country, the more end customers is reached and the faster business grows in the re-
gion. New partner recruitment process needs to be defined and process needs to be
facilitated through closer cooperation between the case company and the distributor.
For example, if distributor can provide a list of potential resellers, the case company
can utilize its communication tools to approach these resellers, introduce the company
and pass them on to the distributor. Additionally, partner program needs to be defined
for each region. Partner program explains what level of partnership can resellers reach
and what benefits are bound to each of these levels. In order to motivate new resellers
to start selling new products and services, a special margin can be offered for a specif-
ic time period. Moreover, offering security as a service is a new unique concept on the
market and is not offered by many vendors. The case company is a pioneer in offering
its full portfolio as a service, so it is an additional differentiator factor when hiring new
resellers because the case company can position the recruitment process as a search
for service partners which draws the attention of the potential partners.

The third category of findings groups partners’ feedback regarding the ease of doing
business. Ease of doing business includes all feedback regarding the support which
distribution channel partners can obtain from the vendor as well as the tools which
they can use to support their sales processes. On a general level partners were very
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satisfied with how business is done with the case company. Very positive feedback on
the strong relationship between the vendor and the partners is a good identifier of this.
However, as questionnaire showed, there are some operational level improvements to
be done. Communication processes needs improvement. The newsletter and the webi-
nars which are kept monthly were positively rated by the partners; however the com-
munication of new product releases and new features, as well as company general
news and security industry news needed additional improvement. On the marketing
process there are some changes to be done. Partners need more marketing and sales
materials which are not heavy on the content, but at the same time explain the prod-
uct or service well. For example, one of the ways to do it is moving from the text in-
tensive presentations towards the cartoons, pictures and diagrams which explain how
the product works and what it is most suitable for. Marketing programs should also be
more region specific as well as campaigns and promotions need more differentiation
between the countries. Normally, company would suggest some promotion for a specif-
ic product and it is valid for a specific time period. The suggested marketing initiative
needs to be adapted for each region separately depending on their market situation.
As to the tools provided by the case company, they also need some fine-tuning in or-
der for partners start using it as main source of information. The case company offers
it partner a secured web environment called Partner Portal, where partners can find all
information they might need such as price lists, lists of their customers, marketing and

sales material, product download links and more.

The forth category of the results concerns the service model which was introduced to
the partners recently. Full case company product portfolio became available as a ser-
vice, which means that instead of buying a license for a fixed time period, customer
has an option to subscribe for the security service which is hosted by the case compa-
ny and managed by the resellers who is the main contact for the end customer. This
model provides a lot of benefits for both end users and the resellers. For example, end
users do not need to worry about their technical problems, which are handled by the
external company (the reseller) and do not have to allocate heavy financial resources
for a time limited license; at the same time reseller has a possibility to bundle security
service with other IT services and have customer subscribed, which means continuous
income flow without the expiration date. According to the research results, partners
are need more information about this model and it needs to be explained more expli-
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citly. The idea of service provisioning is understood, but it is not easy to shift from a
traditional model to the service model even if the benefits are obvious. It also needs to
be explained to the end users. Better materials to explain the model need to be devel-
oped — visuals, short cartoons, Web TV channel can be launched to educate the part-
ners on the new model which gives them a competitive advantage, because no other
vendor is offering it at the moment. Partner also requested the references and case
studies to be provided and suggested that the verticals (one company which has offic-
es all over the world and each country office makes own decision on the purchasing)
can be approached first with the help of the vendor.
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6 Building the Recommendations

This section of the research presents the proposed model of how marketing and sales
support processes in the distribution channel can be improved and recommendations
on the specific activities. The model and recommendations are based on the feedback
obtained from the distribution partners and specifically on the reflection on these find-
ings which was presented in the previous section. Additionally the best practices de-
scribed in the theoretical section are used. Based on this feedback a model with three
key elements can be proposed: first, concentration on the relationship building and
nurturing with the partners and channel in the focus regions; second, re-evaluating the
overall marketing process, based on the spherical marketing model; third, improve-
ment of the marketing and sales support materials and tools. Each element and rec-

ommendations on the concrete actions is presented below.

6.1 Key issues appearing from the data

The first and most important input which research results provide is a list of findings of
what existing deliverables of the sales and marketing processes need improvement.
The list of findings basically suggests the immediate actions which need to be taken by
the case company to improve the existing processes and materials which are the out-

put of these processes.

The second important finding is the fact that partners have expressed their willingness
to work even closer with the case company, by, for example, initiating and implement-
ing the reseller recruitment projects together. The idea of closed cooperation with the
channel is also supported by the spherical marketing model which suggests that con-
sideration of all channel members is important for any marketing program or activity

planning.

The third significant research finding is the importance of the relationship between the
case company and the distribution partners. Therefore, building and nurturing the rela-

tionship with the partners needs to be included in the standard processes of the com-

pany.
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Below sections discuss the recommendations which are based on these most important
findings of the study. Recommendations are thus the result of the study, but action
research cycle should continue to the diagnosis stage after these recommendations are
implemented and processes are therefore improved.

6.2 Relationship Building with the Distribution Channel

The research showed that partners value the relationship which they have with the
case company. Additionally, those partners who are committed to the vendor show
better sales results. Therefore, to improve the process of channel support, it is impor-
tant to establish a close business relationship with the channel partners. As mentioned
in the theoretical part of this study, the relationship requires significant resources,
which means that the same practice cannot be applied to all of the partners. Thus,
some focus regions with the most potential need to be identified and those partners
need to be targeted for the close relationship build and maintenance. In order to focus
on these selected regions and grow business there, some company internal and exter-
nal activities need to take place. Internally, a project team of the sales, marketing and
technical specialists can be formed. They create together a plan on what is to be done
in the region in during a specific time period (month, quarter, half a year and year),
agree on the targets and means of measuring the results and agree on the schedule
for the activities. Externally, the project team tries to build a strong relationship with
the channel partners (distributors and the resellers). That means, scheduling meeting
with the distributor to agree on the action plan for a specific time period, set the tar-
gets which both parties commit to, agree on the next meetings schedule, agree on the
events to meet the resellers and the plan how relationship can be built with the key
resellers, agree on the end customer events and other activities. Both parties need
commit to the above mentioned plan and actions and feel that only through this part-
nership the targets can be reached. The case company should provide its full support
and be available to the focus regions partners, because this is what differentiates the
case company from the other vendors and what keeps channel committed and moti-
vated to grow business together.
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6.3 New Marketing Process Model

Spherical marketing model suggests that each participant of the channel should be
considered in the marketing plan formulation. That means, that marketing plan devel-
oped by the vendor should target the distributors, resellers, any other intermediaries
and the end users. It can be that plan is targeted for the distributor, but then all activi-
ties included in the plan should also be analyzed from other channel levels point of
view, such as how will it influence the resellers and how will a specific action be trans-
lated to an end user. Additionally, when marketing activities are planned, the overall
process which product or service will be put through needs to be analyzed, not only up
to the point when product or service is delivered the customer, but also consider cus-
tomer experience before the need for product or service is realized and the processes
an end user will have to go through after the product or service is obtained, up to the
point of the disposal or replacement. Figure 9 below illustrates the spherical marketing

model recommended for the case company implementation.

< Marketing process >

<+

Preceeding
customer processes

Subsequent
customer processes

Channel processes

Vendor, Distributor, Reseller, End user
I T S

Figure 9. Illustration of the recommended marketing process.

The rules of the spherical marketing model described above can be well implemented
at the case company in order to improve marketing and sales process. Previous section
emphasized the importance of the relationship building with the partners in the focus
regions and the fact that good relationship means developing marketing plans and
sales activities together with the distributors.
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Applying spherical marketing model into the existing processes would mean that the
case company in its marketing activity planning would include not only the distributor,
but also the resellers and the end users. These activities would have to be developed
together with the distributors, however the case company could take a bigger role in
suggesting marketing initiatives, campaigns and other channel activities and take a
bigger part in the implementing them together with the distributor. These activities
could include programs initiated for the new reseller recruitment, organization of the
events for the new resellers and development of the partner program, development
and implementation of the end user campaigns and increasing the visibility of the
brand between the end users and such.

Additionally, analyzing the end customer processes, company could communicate with
the key end customers, in order to gain their loyalty, and be able to provide support in
a timely manner or share the information about new services which should be interest-

ing to the customers based on their existing product preferences.

Thus, in order to develop existing processes, the following actions need to be per-
formed: (1) marketing and sales activities developed by the HQ should take a broader
perspective and target all channel participants or at least consider how a specific activi-
ty will influence on the behavior of all members; (2) marketing plans for a specific re-
gion should be developed together with the distributor and vendor should take a big-
ger role in implementing some of the agreed activities at least in the focus regions; (3)

end customer processes need to be better understood and used accordingly.

6.4 Improvements of Marketing and Sales Process Deliverables

Research data showed that generally marketing and sales support is provisioned well,
however there are some improvements to be done on the materials which are devel-
oped. Figure 7 presents full list of findings which need to be improved as well as new
ideas suggested by the research participants. These findings were well described in the

previous section.

In order to deliver appropriate marketing and sales materials, it is good to establish a
process for continuous feedback obtainment. Channel partners feedback will allow to
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diversify the material in order to satisfy the needs of different markets, improve the
quality of marketing materials (for example, include more visuals instead of text and
more technical information rather than sales and marketing pitch), and provide new
ideas (like Web TV idea, which was suggested by the partners during the discussion
café session). New ideas can also be generated by facilitating internal knowledge shar-

ing session between the marketing managers.

6.5 Reflecting on the Research Results

It important to note that, since action research was implemented, then some of the
requests were already allocated to the responsible people and are being implemented.

Thus, it is valid to state that the research had an impact on the case organization.

For example, one of the important findings which was emphasized by the all the res-
pondents is that competitor information needs to be available to the sales channel and
needs to be continually updated. During the internal management meeting this issue
was discussed and as a result, the task of collecting the competitor information and its
interpretation was allocated to the solution and product managers who will work on
the battle cards which present what products and services competition is offering and

what is their positioning in comparison to our products.

Another idea, suggested by the partners was around the fact that nowadays people are
more receptive of the visual explanation of the product or service and therefore instead
of providing txt description of something, the case company could develop cartoons,
short videos, pictures and diagrams. This is especially important for the shifting to-
wards the service model, which seems to be somewhat difficult for the channel to
commit to and start pushing to the end customers. Once again, the idea was presented
at the internal management meeting and it was taken as an action point by the mar-
keting manager of the corporate business. As a result, there have been 6 short cartoon
videos developed, which explain the service model to the end users and the resellers.
The channel feedback on the videos is yet to be seen.

Business growth is done through the recruitment of new resellers. The case company
has started to provide its support to the distributor by introducing in some regions new
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reseller recruitment program. The idea of the program is that it is managed by the
case company through the externally hired call center. After initial communication
though mailings and callings is done, interested leads are passed on to the distributor
who then organized local meetings, provides training and helps resellers to start sell-
ing. Additionally, the case company would organize a local event for the new resellers,
where they can meet the case company representatives, ask their questions and kick
off new partnership. This approach seems to be more effective than just pushing the
distributor to come up with something to establish new contacts. It is a recruitment
program which involves both vendor and local partner resources and shows full com-

mitment to the business growth through the relationship and partnership.

Finally, a case study collection project was initiated. Channel partners requested more
sales related information to be developed. Under this is meant for example case stu-
dies, success stories and references. In the security business, some customers do not
want to be used as a reference in order to avoid the disclosure of what security soft-
ware they are using to protect themselves. However, the reference list and the case
studies can still be collected. The ides behind the case study is not only present which
customer was won, but also describe the process of how it was done, who were the
competitors, what sales argumentation was used, what were the choosing criteria and
so on. Sharing this information between the partners from different regions will help
them in the sales and especially in the regions where software brand is not recognized

it can be of a good help and significant sales argument.

In summary, the following actions were initiated immediately based on the research

results and partners feedback:

e Product managers were assigned a new task of providing the competitor infor-
mation on an ongoing basis

e Marketing department initiated a project with an external advertising company
to deliver a set of cartoons, which target distributors, resellers and the end us-
ers and explain the Security as a Service model

e External call center was hired to implement the new reseller recruitment
projects together with the distributors

e Case study and reference cases collection project has been launched
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Thus, the case company started on working on the improvements immediately. Addi-
tionally, research results will also be taken into consideration during the next process

planning sessions.



59

7 Discussion and Conclusions

The study showed that there is a number of things which can be done in order to im-
prove the marketing and sales support processes in the regional sales department of

corporate business in the case company

7.1 Executive Summary

The research objective set in this Thesis was to find out how these processes can be
improved based on the feedback obtained from the channel partners. In regional sales
department, which handles regions and countries where the case company does not
have a local office, the distribution channel partners are the key to the company’s suc-
cess in a specific region, since all sales and business development is performed by
them. Therefore, understanding what motivates the partners and what support needs
to be provided to them is important for the business growth.

As a result of the study, it was identified that there are three things to be done in or-
der to improve marketing and sales support processes — build and nurture the relation-
ship with the partners in the focus regions; re-design marketing process in a way that
all marketing plans and actions would consider their effect on all channel participants
and not only the distributors who are in direct contact with the company; implement
the improvements to the marketing materials suggested by the channel partners and
facilitate the process which will help to obtain continuous feedback from the channel

for the materials improvement.

The research results and conclusions of the study can be generalized to the level of the
company. That means that the improved based on the research results marketing ma-
terials will be distributed through the company corporate business unit and to all coun-
try offices. Same applies to the other outcomes — relationship building and the spheri-
cal marketing model implementation, which are to be presented to the marketing
managers. Generalization to the level of all distribution channels is also possible to
some extent, but it would require careful analysis of the company’s industry of opera-

tion, regions of operation, and processes alike.
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Finally, in order to ensure ongoing improvements of the process the research needs to
be repeated after the improvements are implemented and the updated processes are
developed. One of the research findings suggests that all participants of the distribu-
tion channel should be considered when marketing programs and initiatives are formu-
lated. Therefore, obtaining feedback from the levels below distributor would help to
support the channel in the best possible way delivering materials which are most ap-

propriate for the markets.

7.2 Managerial Implications

Action research suggests that after the issues to be fixed and processes to be im-
proved are identified, the action should either be taken immediately or included in the
planning for the next period. Therefore, involving management at the early stages of
the research (for example, diagnosis and planning stages) is beneficial for the next
stages, when management involvement is critical for fast moving forward. Research
implementation included the qualitative and quantitative data collection sessions as
well as internal management meeting where the results of the research were pre-
sented. As mentioned earlier, some actions were taken immediately by the managers

and some findings were noted to be included in the next planning round.

In order to facilitate continuous process improvement, management involvement is
needed at least to the level that they would be aware of what stage of the research
the organization is now at and how they can contribute either at the stage or in the
future. More specifically, the research showed that feedback is critically important for
the development of either materials or processes in general and the best way to obtain
this feedback is by collecting the qualitative data through the discussion café and in-
terview sessions. The easiest way to organize this is by hosting yearly partner confe-
rences, which management should include in the annual planning. One of the impor-
tant findings of the research is that the relationship with the partners is what differen-
tiated the case company from other software vendors and what should be nurtured.
The partner conference is an important event for the relationship strengthening and
partner motivation. This year, after the even in January, quarter one results showed
that the new sales grew forty eight percent comparing to the last year and some re-
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gions reached their best result in past five years. Due to this positive result of the
event, management asked to present the conference to the whole company at the
monthly meeting.

Additionally to the research results which are translated to the concrete organizational
actions, the suggestions and recommendations need to be presented to the manage-
ment. For example, if every country office would have an annual partner conference
for the distribution partners, then a good deal of new ideas can be collected. The cen-
tralization of this ideas, their further development through the knowledge sharing and
brainstorming sessions need to be facilitated by the head quarters team. Also, creation
of the case study, reference and competitor upgrades portfolio can be implemented

significantly faster if all country offices contribute to the project.

As a summary of managerial implications, research suggests that early involvement of
the management is the key to the prompt improvements, which is especially true for
the action research. Since action research does not stop at the reflection stage, but
moves to the diagnosis of the improved situation, it is important to provide measures
of each research round to the management, so that when action from their side is re-
quired again, they would be committed to help, because they know what impact on

business it will lead to.

7.3 Validity and Reliability of the Study

The research was implemented in order to obtain the feedback and new ideas on how
marketing and sales support can be improved from the distribution partners of the re-

gional sales, one of the departments in the corporate business unit.

In order to the feedback to be valid and reliable, different research techniques were
used and different people were involved in conducting the research. First, research
participants were asked to answer the questionnaire, then qualitative data was col-
lected by conducting the discussion café and the interview sessions where different
members of the regional sales team were involved in data collection. Data was then
interpreted by the team members and reflected on together with the management
representative at the internal management meeting. The collected data provided re-
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quired input to answer the research question — how marketing and sales support

processes can be improved and allowed formulating the recommendations.

More features of reliable and valid research attributed to this study are summarized in
Table 5.

Criteria Reasoning

1. Questions in the questionnaire and
topics of the discussion cafe correspond
directly to the research question;

Rigour 2. Questionnaire can be used by someone
else for replication;

3. More than one data collection method
was used;

1. Collected data is described accurately;
2. Other people, than the researcher were
involved in data interpretation;

Validity 3. The perspective of the respondents is
well understood and considered;

4. The findings is what is needed to an-
swer the research question

1. More than one data collection method
was used;

2. Using different research at the qualita-
tive data collection stage;

3.Using different people to interpret the
data;

Reliability

Table 5. Research validity and reliability (Quinton & Smallbone. 2006. 127-138)

As seen from Table 5, different the combination of different actions was used in order
to increase the validity and the reliability of the research. This approach helps to obtain

more reliable results which can be generalized to some extent.

These results are based on the questionnaire answers and conducted sessions of the
discussion café and the interviews. The combination of two methods allowed for in-
creasing the validity and reliability of the data. First, questionnaire helped to identify
what are the most critical issues and second, discussion café and the interviews helped

to obtain broader explanation of these issues as well as suggestions. Thus, qualitative



63

data collection is an important part of the research and should be necessarily included
in the future researches of a similar nature. It is also important to emphasize, that
since the report is based on the action research, after the reflection stage and im-
provements implementation the diagnosis stage is initiated again and the whole
process continues in order to ensure continuous improvement. Research results pro-
vide answers to the research question and were formulated in the concrete action and

improvement points, some of which were immediately acted upon.

Action research, applied in this study, suggests that as soon as the issues and
processes to be improved are identified, the action should either be taken immediately
or included in the planning for the next period. Research implementation done in this
study included the qualitative and quantitative data collection sessions as well as inter-
nal management meeting where the results of the research were presented. As men-
tioned earlier, some actions were taken immediately by the managers and some find-

ings were noted to be included in the next planning round.

It can, therefore, be concluded that in application of the research process, the con-
ducted study can be considered as valid and reliable. Moreover, some findings and
recommendations can be generalized to the level of the business unit and can be pre-

sented to other country offices in the company.

Regarding the future development and company-wide research, it can be suggested
that the research should include more distributors and the resellers. The feedback from
the key customers can be useful in understanding the end customer processes. Based
on that, the proposed development which will be received can achieve significant re-
sults in the current market. Additionally, company-wide research implementation can
be conducted through all of the country offices, which will allow obtaining significant
amount of data and ideas. It is then can be possible to generalize the research and its
results to the industry level for the software distribution through channels.

After implementation of the suggested improvements, and moving to the diagnosis
stage again, some developments in the research model can be added. For example,
including not only the distributors but also all the resellers in the research process
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would increase the reliability of the data and provide a deeper insight on process de-

velopment.
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Appendix 1
1(2)

Questionnaire
FEEDBACK ON THE CASE COMPANY MARKETING SUPPORT

The next questionnaire includes statements about your cooperation with the case company.
We will carefully analyze all answers and use you feedback for further development.

Please answer the following questions by choosing a number (scale explained below) which
best reflects your insight / feelings.

First evaluate how much you agree with each of the following statements. Next, estimate how
important each of the claims is.

Scale (present situation) Scale (importance and the targeted situation)

1 = Strongly disagree 1 = Unnecessary

2 = Disagree 2 = Not important, but pleasant, if this is the
case

3 = Neither agree nor disagree (try to avoid) 3 = Useful and desirable

4 = Agree 4 = Necessary
5 = Strongly Agree 5 = Absolutely necessary
No. | Statement Present Importance,
situation targeted
situation
1 | receive enough information about new case com- 12345 12345
pany products and features
2 | receive enough information about case company 12345 12345
general news
3 | receive enough information about the availability 12345 12345

of supporting materials which are needed to sell the
case company products and services

4 | know where to find materials (sales presentations, |1 2 3 4 5 12345
brochures, marketing support materials, visuals, etc)
which are needed to sell the case company products
and services

5 Case company provides enough marketing materials |1 2 3 4 5 12345
(sales presentations, brochures, marketing support
materials, visuals, etc)

6 | am satisfied with the quality and diversity of mar- 12345 12345
keting materials available for each case company
product / service




Appendix 1
2(2)

Case company provides enough technical manuals,
white papers and datasheets about the products /
services

| am satisfied with the quality of technical manuals,
white papers and datasheets about the products /
services

Case company provides interesting promotions,
campaigns and special offers for the products and
services

10

| am satisfied with promotions and campaigns pro-
vided by the case company

11

Monthly webinars provide useful and interesting
information

12

| am satisfied with gadgets provided by the case
company

13

| would prefer to have budget for local gadgets pro-
duction (instead of ordering from Finland)

14

Case company supports me in new reseller recruit-
ments

15

Case company provides sufficient information about
the competition and feature comparisons of each
product against competitors

16

| understand case company Saa$ portfolio and know
how to sell it

17

| receive enough trainings and sales support infor-
mation from the case company

Please answer following questions:

What is needed to help you succeed in Service business?

Please suggest NEW marketing campaigns and initiatives which would help you in-

crease new sales.

Please suggest marketing activities which would help you to recruit new partners.

Please suggest what can be done in your region to increase the renewal rate.
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1(1)
Questionnaire Data Analysis
No Question Present Importance | Gap
| receive enough information about new case
1 | company products and features 3,39 4,71 -1,32
| receive enough information about case company
2 | general news 3,79 4,29| -0,50

| receive enough information about the availability
of supporting materials which are needed to sell
3 | case company products and services 3,18 4,71| -1,54

| know where to find materials (sales presenta-
tions, brochures, marketing support materials,
visuals, etc) which are needed to sell the case

4 | company products and services 4,21 4,61 | -0,39

The case company provides enough marketing
materials (sales presentations, brochures, market-
5 | ing support materials, visuals, etc) 3,29 4,57 | -1,29

| am satisfied with the quality and diversity of
marketing materials available for each case com-
6 | pany product / service 3,43 4,43 | -1,00

The case company provides enough technical ma-
nuals, white papers and datasheets about the
7 |products / services 3,46 4,32| -0,86

| am satisfied with the quality of technical ma-
nuals, white papers and datasheets about the
8 | products / services 3,75 4,39| -0,64

The case company provides interesting promo-
tions, campaigns and special offers for the prod-

9 |ucts and services 3,71 4,61 -0,89
| am satisfied with promotions and campaigns

10 | provided by the case company 3,71 4,39| -0,68
Monthly webinars provide useful and interesting

11 |information 3,82 3,93| -0,11
| am satisfied with gadgets provided by the case

12 | company 2,25 3,21| -0,96
| would prefer to have budget for local gadgets

13 | production (instead of ordering from Finland) 2,82 2,79| 0,04
Case company supports me in new reseller re-

14 | cruitments 3,64 3,82| -0,18

Case company provides sufficient information
about the competition and feature comparisons of

15 | each product against competitors 2,79 4,36| -1,57
| understand case company Saa$ portfolio and
16 | know how to sell it 3,96 4,04| -0,07

| receive enough trainings and sales support in-
17 | formation from the case company 3,71 4,29| -0,57
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Notes From the Discussion Café

New sales growth

Having up-to-date competitor information and
the sales argumanets based onthe comparisons
is crucially important

reference cases of other companies who are
using the same products

Provide Excellent support - post and pre sales
Have a good product ata decent price
Roadmap availability

Receive information of how partners in other
regions are selling

New reseller recruitment

Reseller recruitment programme needs to be

formulated and implemented together

= Czlling campaign to get face to face meetings with
potentizl ressllers

every otherTvendorhas awell defined partner

programme, so youneed to define and finalize yours

Give presentsto new resellers (Tv:s, IPad:s, phones,

etc. Like: orderworth of 2k€and get TV for free!)

High discounts to start with

P5B licenses forinternal usage

Ease of doing business

the partner portal structure needs to be
improved and some feature of it need to be fixed
campaigns and promotions

—needto bevalidforalonger pericd

— Unions: campaigns for the whole branch

— Mail = follow witha phone call

— Include vouchers

Launch materials and pressreleasesto be providedin
advance

Differentiate campaigns by region

Service model

Meeds to be explained and repeated more

Itis easier to explain to the resellersor customerthe
concept by showingthe diagram ratherthenthe
descriptive text or a short movie / cartoon presenting
the idea

Give examples of how othercountries are selling
services

Go after verticals - more focused message

Reseller has more control, customer can concentrate on own
business

Resellerto package [one stop shop) more solutions together
[not just PSR}




