
 
  

  

Designing and Managing Channels 
 

Course Module in Marketing Management 
 
Course Modules help instructors select and sequence material for use as part of a course. Each module 
represents the thinking of subject matter experts about the best materials to assign and how to organize 
them to facilitate learning. 
 
Each module recommends four to six items. Whenever possible at least one alternative item for each 
main recommendation is included, as well as suggested supplemental readings that may provide a 
broader conceptual context. Cases form the core of many modules but we also include readings from 
Harvard Business Review, background notes, and other course materials. 
 
I. Overview of suggested content (HBS cases unless otherwise noted) 
 

Title Author Product 
Number 

Publication 
Year 

Pages Teaching 
Note 

1. Introduction 
Marketing Reading: Developing and 
Managing Channels of Distribution 
(HBP Core Curriculum) 

Rangan 8149 2014 38p 8150 

2. Single Channel Distribution 
Soren Chemical: Why is the New 
Swimming Pool Product Sinking? 
(HBP Brief case) 

Rangan & 
Yong 

4188 2010 8p 4190 

Alternative: Stihl Incorporated: Go-
to-Market Strategy for Next-
Generation Consumers(Kellogg 
case) 

Wilson KEL398 2008 32p KEL399 

3. Adding Channels 
Natureview Farm (HBP Brief case) 
and 
Merrill Lynch: Integrated Choice 
  

Fleming 
 
Rangan & 
Bell 

2073 
 
500090 

 2007 
 
2000 

12p 
 
20p 

   2074 
 
500097 

Alternative: Canada Goose Inc.: At a 
Retail Crossroads (Ivey case) 

Cotte & 
Silvertown 

909A12 2009 12p 809A12 

4. Multichannel Distribution 
Cisco Systems: Managing the Go-to-
Market Evolution   

Rangan 505006 2005 21p 506065 

Supplement: Customer Has 
Escaped (HBR article) 

Nunes & 
Cespedes 

R0311G 2003 12p -- 

  

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/8149-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/8149-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/4188-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/4188-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/KEL398-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/KEL398-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/KEL398-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/2073-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/500090-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/909A12-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/909A12-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/505006-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/505006-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0311G-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0311G-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search


 
  

  

II. Rationale for selection and sequencing the items in this module 

Section 1 explores the multi-faceted nature of channels of distribution with the Core Curriculum Reading, 
Developing and Managing Channels of Distribution. The Reading provides guidelines for how producers 
of goods and services should cultivate, execute, and manage their go-to-market strategies. The 
remaining selections in the module move from simpler to more complex cases of channel configurations. 
 
The cases in Section 2 deal with simpler channel configurations. In the main reading, Soren Chemical, a 
pool chemical manufacturer is disappointed with the sales performance of a new product, and suspects 
that its sole distribution channel, wholesale distributors, might be one of the causes. Students are 
introduced to the importance of channel partners, and how sensitive they are to patterns of incentives 
(and disincentives). In the alternative reading, Stihl Incorporated, the chainsaw and power equipment 
manufacturer has been surprisingly successful exploiting a single channel, traditional retail dealers, and 
bypassing the big-box mass merchants. However, changing demographics and growing competition may 
force it to complicate its channel strategy. 
 
Section 3 deals with companies that are adding channels. Natureview Farm considers a fictional organic 
food producer that is expanding beyond its traditional natural food store channel into supermarkets. The 
inevitable channel conflicts are not the focus of the case, however, but how to expand into the 
supermarket space: what products, at what price, with what marketing campaign. A second case, Merrill 
Lynch: Integrated Choice, discusses how Merrill Lynch successfully managed the channel conflicts that 
ensued from its plan to open a second channel, one that would deal more directly with investors and thus 
threaten to cut out its powerful and profitable network of financial consultants. In the alternative case, 
Canada Goose, Inc.: At a Retail Crossroads, a luxury sport jacket manufacturer whose major channel is 
independently-owned regional retailers is considering offers to distribute through national chains.  It is 
concerned, however, about the effects such a move will have on its brand, especially in the long term. 
 
In Section 4, channels proliferate. The main selection, Cisco Systems: Managing the Go-To-Market 
Evolution, looks at the evolution of Cisco's channel design before, during, and after the dot.com 
revolution, emphasizing relations with value-added resellers who are generating channel conflict.  It is an 
excellent case for pursuing the topic of channel migration and how to proactively manage the ensuing 
channel conflict. The supplement, the article “Customer Has Escaped,” explains how companies can 
thrive in an era of proliferating channels and unfettered customers by adopting a more agile channel 
strategy: targeting buyer behaviors rather than customer segments. 
 
You may also find the HBP simulation, Marketing Simulation: Managing Segments and Customers 
(#3341), useful as an integrative exercise, either to introduce or to cap off this module. Students must 
handle these same topics—designing and managing channels—as they create a B2B marketing strategy 
for a medical motor. 
 
Additional Core Curriculum Readings concerning some related marketing contexts in which channel 
management plays a role include Marketing Reading: Framework for Marketing Strategy Formation (#8153), 
Marketing Reading: Customer Centricity (#8171),  Marketing Reading: Consumer Behavior and the Buying Process 
(#8167), and Marketing Reading: Sales Force Design and Management (#8213). 
 
 
 

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/7018-HTM-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Other
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/8153-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/8171-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/8167-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/8213-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
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