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1. Introduction

In the time of globalisation, internetisation, social networks,
information spreading and new way communication the ability to
make up something new, creative, efficient and unique is a key factor
of success. It is something which can bring higher value for cus-
tomers and other stakeholders. The chance to come to the market
with an idea which nobody has ever had yet, nobody has had it
patented or even nobody has run business with it seems to get
smaller and smaller. Just open the Internet and the idea which
seemed to be a discovery may suddenly lose its potential rapidly
in global competition. 

Innovations have an essential role in the current economic,
political and social transformation of developing companies and
countries. We can look at innovations from a few points of view.
We can talk about the product innovation (including the products
and services the specification or intended use of which differs from
previous company products significantly), process innovations (oc-
curring in industry as well as in services and including the new or
improved production methods, logistics, supplier and distribution
systems), organisation innovations (implementation of important
changes in business practice, organization of working duties and
a process of making decisions), marketing innovations (important
changes in the way of trading with products and services including
design and package changes) [1, 2, 3].

A complex view which connects all above mentioned kinds of
innovations is important here. It is not easy to innovate at all as
shown by the results gained by the authors in cooperation with the
entrepreneurship practice as the co-providers of the project Inno-
vations – the Way to Increase Competitive Ability and Regional

Development (cross-border cooperation program Slovak Republic
– Czech Republic 2007 – 2013, ITMS 22410420011). Therefore
we want to discuss value networks in this paper and we want to
point at some examples from abroad how innovatively some well-
known foreign companies have dealt with this issue and to inspire
a lot of our companies. In the time when the examples appeared,
they embodied interesting and innovative solutions.

Introduction to the topic

A traditional definition describes distribution as a complex of
activities whose goal is to make a finished product available for
customers. The distribution comprises [4, 5, 6, 7]:
� Processes of physical relocation – the purpose of distribution is

to transfer a product in the right time to the right place. Physi-
cal distribution includes transportation, storage and inventory
management;

� Changes in proprietorship – the change of proprietorship of the
product occurs at least once in a distribution process (in case of
so called direct sale, i.e. the sale performed directly between
a producer and a final consumer, to compare with the indirect
sale, in which a product goes through several processes of the
sales and purchase on the way to a consumer: e.g. whole-sale
companies – retail companies – consumer);

� Other activities – we mean e.g. gathering of marketing informa-
tion, advertisement, insurance, loaning etc. These are the activ-
ities which are not involved in the previous processes directly;
however, they create conditions for their smooth running.

Such activities are performed either by the producer or by dif-
ferent organizations which constitute so-called distribution net-
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work. The distribution network forms a framework to perform the
functions such as purchase, sales, storage, transportation, goods
movement financing, risk resistance, marketing information pro-
viding. The distribution network consists of the following indepen-
dent participants such as producers, distributors, sales organizations
(whole-sale and retail organizations) and other organizations inten-
ded to perform specialized (supporting) activities [8, 9, 10, 6, 7].

According to the above mentioned we can say that successful
business (marketing) process depends on a lot of factors. One of
the most important factors, after the value creation for a customer,
is its delivery. [11] In general we distinguish the following ones
[10, 12, 6]: 
� Value network: a complex process which includes necessary

information inputs, inputs for the transformation process, part-
nership relations, delivery of the value to the customer, feed-
back etc.  

� Marketing distribution channels (complex logistics chain): par-
ticular elements of distribution network, their quantity, quality
and management (technology, processes, people, organization,
operation ...).

� Parameters of a place where a customer meets the product: phys-
ical attributes of the place (architecture and geographical loca-
tion), education and behaviour of the personnel, parameters
and possibilities of the web site etc. 

2. Distribution Channels and Value Networks 

“Marketing distribution channels are a set of mutually depen-
dent organizations engaged in the process of making a product or
service available for use or consumption from the formal point of
view. It is a set of ways of releasing a product or service after
having been made and which finishes by their purchase and use
by the final user” [10, 12, 6].

Every company should make a strategic decision on the impor-
tance of particular channels. That means to specify their importance
and thus the rate and intensity of their management. Utilisation of
the complex channels can decrease costs and vice versa. The same
applies for a direct channel. According to relevant literature [10,
12, 6] the participants of branched distribution channels earn
approx. 30 – 50 percent of the final purchase price of a product
[6].

The process of the DELL company is a good example of
reassessment of the importance of the marketing distribution. The
company was established in 1984 as a “student IT company”. Their
business model was built on direct distribution. They used cata-
logues. Orders were made by post and later on by telephone. In
that time that was an important innovation. A customer built a com-
puter and accessories himself. The order was delivered where he
had stated. Already in that time DELL started to develop their
unique service and guarantee conditions. That completed the model
of direct distribution and significantly affected customers’ satis-
faction positively. DELL started the sales via the internet in 1996
which enabled even higher comfort when configuring the orders

and their updates. However, the development on the market caused
that the competitors of the company DELL, who used distribution
through the chain of brokers started to increase their market
shares and profit at the expense of DELL. That was caused espe-
cially by: 
� Increase in shopping in shopping centres and chains. Customers

buy the products which are available on the places where they
move most often. 

� Possibility to show the product next to the competition. In retail
shops the products are next to each other. A customer may
choose immediately according to his preferences.

� Cost saving. Direct distribution may have extra high costs. When
distributing through a chain of brokers it is possible to decrease
a big part of such costs. E.g. personnel costs, database admin-
istration costs etc. 

� Access to new/other customers. The distribution through the
chain of brokers brings the product closer to customers. It brings
it to the places where the customers, who would not be affected
by the distribution channel, move. 

The above mentioned facts results in the state that the compe-
tition and market development have changed the situation signifi-
cantly. DELL had to respond to it by the change of the distribution
channels importance. Nowadays they are operating a direct channel
as well as distribution through a chain of brokers.  

Within the distribution channels we talk also about their devel-
opment. It is establishing, development and leaving the channels
regarding to company goals and market development. That means
their complex management. The example of DELL relates also to
that phenomenon. A common example is a “brick and mortar”
computer shop in a Slovak or Czech town. It is a communication
and distribution channel for the customers from that town. If it
makes an e-shop, another distribution channel, it can cover the
national market, gain more customers, get closer to the competi-
tion etc.

Another real example of the distribution channels development
is the process of the Coca Cola company. It is a global corporation
which has already expanded to the whole world. At such expansion
it must use and work in local conditions and use local resources
(inputs, people…). Therefore they build local production and dis-
tribution centres in strategic locations which are able to cover the
given market with their production and distribution. Coca Cola
themselves have specified the target destinations of their products,
i.e. the places where they desire to sell their products to target cus-
tomers:

1. Retail food and mixed goods shops (super and hyper markets,
small shop unions etc.) 

2. Drink machines (located in schools, public areas, waiting rooms,
in different companies etc.) 

3. Hotels, restaurants, cafes, including ”fast food“ etc. 
4. Mobile sale (any mobile sale where drinks may be offered or

solely drinks are offered) 
5. Amusement parks (water parks, theme parks such as Disney-

world etc.)
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2.1 Value Networks

In its wider meaning the company is in the centre of the value
network. It forms a system of partnerships and alliances concluded
by the company in order to supply and deliver its offer. The value
network includes company suppliers and their suppliers, also com-
pany direct customers and final customers. The value network also
includes value relationships with other essential entities (stakehold-
ers) such as research centres, particular researchers at universities
or governmental inspection bodies [10, 12, 6, 13, 14].

It is a relatively new concept built on a complex system
approach. It deals with all relevant events which affect the process
of value creation and delivery. The example of the product of the
company Apple, a well-known and popular iPod, may serve as
a good example. It is a simplified model of the value network shown
in the following Fig. 1. 

The product, iPod, is in the centre of the value network. On
the left there are suppliers of the main parts needed for physical
production of the product (suppliers of semiconductors, covers
and LCD displays). In the centre there are, together with the
product, partners who must cooperate with the company closely,
since their products and connected with iPod directly. They are
the producers of original accessories. If this is to be licensed by
the Apple company, it has to meet specified technical standards.
The software producers must also cooperate with the company
closely. Their applications must go through testing and must be
certified. In both cases there is an advantage that the products
(accessories and software), after having met the conditions, will be
included in the official Apple distribution network. Here we have
gotten to the distribution ways of the product shown on the right.
In case of iPod that can mean the official channels of the Apple
company or their partners. The product is available also in free
distribution which means they can be the distribution channels
completely independent from Apple. Each above mentioned dis-
tribution system is interconnected with particular final customers.

Apple is thus able to satisfy the demand in a global rate. Feedback
has not been shown in the figure. Of course, there is feedback. It
is the most intensive between directly interconnected customers
and producers of the accessories and software used by the cus-
tomers. 

2.2 Design and Principles of Distribution Channels 
Management 

Let’s look at the basic categories of the decisions which must
be made by the management regarding to the marketing channels
design. They are the categories which will be filled with particular
contents in a given case [10, 12, 6]:

1. The analysis of the levels of the provided services required by
the customers. The analysis focuses on the amount, waiting
and shipping period, territorial coverage, product diversity and
additional services 

2. Setting the goals and limitations. On the basis of the results of
the analysis exact goals regarding to the distribution are set. Lim-
itations, e.g. financial, personnel, quantity ones can be stated,
too. In fact they further complete and specify the stated goals. 

3. Identification of main variants of the distribution channels
– Types of brokers – particular brokers who will perform the

work in particular distribution channels (people and orga-
nizations) 

– Number of brokers 
� Exclusive distribution – used in the case when the pro-

ducer wants to keep intensive control of his product. It is
represented by strict and exact limitation of the number
of brokers. The producer defines who can distribute his
products. It is often used with exclusive goods and luxu-
rious brands (e.g. Gucci, Versace, Lamborghini etc.)

� Selective distribution – only a few brokers are used, not
all of those who want to distribute or sell the product.
The producer may define the criteria. Middle rate of
control. 

� Intensive distribution – the producer wants to get his
product into as many shops as possible. The lowest rate
of control. It is used especially at common consumer goods
such as cosmetics, sweets etc. 

– Conditions and obligations of the distribution channel mem-
bers. The producer can specify them and check if they are
observed. The possibilities are derived from the producer’s
prestige and economic power.

4. Evaluation of the main alternatives. It is proper to prepare a few
variants of the distribution system. Then those ones which can
best fit to the specified goals and possibilities may be chosen
from the available possibilities.  
– Economic criteria related particularly to the efficiency. 
– Rate of control and adaptability, i.e. what rate of control of

the distribution channels the producer wants to have; what
are the possibilities of the distributors to adjust to new or
modified conditions (e.g. new products, new technical doc-
umentation, modified warranty conditions, etc.). 

Fig. 1 Example of a value network (own solution)



73C O M M U N I C A T I O N S    2 / 2 0 1 2   �

2.3 Point of Sales

In this case we are talking about the place where a customer
meets the product. Usually the physical attributes of the area are
concerned, i.e. the architectonic solution of the exterior, interior,
as well as its geographic location. In its wider meaning we can talk
about the personnel offering the product parameters, i.e. their abil-
ities, knowledge, behaviour, clothes, appearance etc [4, 8, 9, 10,
12, 6, 13, 7, 14]. Nowadays it is of course also the level of the web
sites where the products can be ordered or where the information
about them can be found (limpidity, information, possibility to order
and pay, possibility to provide feedback, graphics, design etc.) [5].
A complex view therefore takes physical, design, technical and
personnel parameters into consideration – their level, quality and
quantity.

The sales point in the direct control of the Apple company can
serve as a good example. They support, by all their parameters, the
image and philosophy of the company in form of care for the Cor-
porate Identity. The company premises are situated in city centres,
they have modern architectonical solution corresponding to design
principles of the company, the staff is highly motivated and their
relationship to the company products in very close. 

The similar example from a different industry is represented by
official branded car services of the Toyota company. The company
has specified a few principles the satisfying of which is a matter of
course. The walls and floors are shiny white and the whole premises
are maintained extra clean. This has a positive communication
effect on a customer. Connection with cleanness and preciseness
is made here.

Upon the above mentioned facts we can state that the para-
meters of the place where a customer meets the product have an
essential effect on the internal and external communication of the
organization [15]. Such parameters affect especially the image (of
the product, brand, company, operation…), position of the brand
(regarding to the competition, customers), satisfaction of a cus-
tomer (potential and measured) or self-specification regarding to
the competition (especially differentiation).

2.4 E-commerce and Digital Distribution 
as Current Trends

Information and communication technologies and their devel-
opment change the market substantially. Usually very rapid changes
are concerned. There is a new, non-physical value in form of digital
contents there. It can have a form of the data, software, music,
video, games etc. the word “multimedia” is often used in this
meaning. New innovations from new technologies, methods and
opportunities can bring significant benefits to an enterprise [16].
Regarding to the distribution we talk particularly about electronic
trade and electronic distribution.

The following are defined as basic terms related to this topic:
E-business (designates utilisation of the electronic means and plat-

forms for the purpose of business), E-commerce (a company or
a web site offers or sells products on-line), E-purchasing (a company
purchases goods, services and information from different suppliers
on-line) and E-marketing (a company informs purchasers, commu-
nicates, promotes and sells their products on the Internet) [6].

The business model of the Amazon company can serve as
a good example of e-commerce. It started in 1995 as a so called
”pure-click“ company, that means the company focused on solely
on-line ordering system through their web site. Originally it was
a book shop. Step by step they have extended their range of goods.
Nowadays they are selling and distributing almost all portfolios of
consumer goods (e.g. clothes, electronics, cosmetics…). Their com-
petitive advantage was their sole focus on the Internet. Their sales
point is their web site. That was just here where they have brought
the following essential innovations: 
– As the first ones they made it possible to comment and evaluate

the products being sold. A user had to register. Everyone could
see the evaluation. They started to make the product charts ac-
cording to the users’ evaluations. The customer thus got bigger
trust to a then new form of shopping. At the same time they
attracted new customers who were looking for some informa-
tion regarding to the use of some products etc.

– The company started to gather the data on their customers. Since
the registration is required, they monitored the facts such as what
the person looks for, what he comments, how he comments,
how often he buys, what amount he spends etc. Upon such data
Amazon adjusts the offer, customizes the offer for the particu-
lar person.

– Nowadays Amazon has expanded also in the digital distribution
of music, games and electronic books (described further in the
text). 

Digital distribution is an intensive trend of these days. Techni-
cal possibilities of communication networks are still getting bigger.
The development since 2000 in the Slovak Republic can serve as
a good example. Internet connection was then made mostly using
the Dial-up technology with the theoretical highest transmission
speed of 56kb/s. Nowadays mobile and optical networks are com-
mon. In 2010 the average connection speed was 10, 18 Mbit/s in
Slovakia [17]. The price of such connection is the same as for
Dial-up in 2000, often even lower. The data storage places such as
hard disks have undergone the similar development. Their capacity
has been increased significantly and their price has been decreas-
ing permanently. In 2000 common hard disks had the capacity of
approx. 1 GB. The capacity of the current hard disks is normally
in the range of terabytes. 

Videogames, music, films, software and data form digital con-
tents. As it has been mentioned above, the technical capacities
today enable their on-line transmission. We can see here a sudden
regression of physical media (CD, DVD etc.) and sudden launch-
ing of on-line distribution, cloud computing, video on demand etc.
Mobile devices participate in this trend and support it. A mobile
phone has not been only a communication device now. It is a centre
of personal joy and planning. The contents distributed through the
communication networks to final users is a product – it makes value.
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Without applications, or music and video such technologies are
irrelevant. The demand in this area tends to rise, especially in the
area of digital joy.

The products of the Apple company are a good example of
utilisation of the digital distribution as a competitive advantage.
Particularly the products iPod (digital mobile music player) and
iTunes (software for administration and purchase of music and
video) are concerned. Apple noticed enormous users’ demand for
music distributed through the Internet at first in the MP3 format.
However, such demand was satisfied illegally. Therefore Apple
created a legal solution. It offered a complex product in form of
a mobile player and a software, which enabled buying music on-
lone simply and legally. The products were interconnected regarding
to the function – they supported each other. E.g. the first generation
of the players, launched on 23/10/2001, was equipped with the
FireWire interface, which is the Apple’s patent and a competitor
of USB. FireWire was used in the computer platform MAC, at PC
this interface was rather an exception. Of course there was a fact
that the player required the cooperation with the iTunes software
for its proper function, e.g. when transferring music from a com-
puter to the player etc. The products were made in accordance with
the philosophy of Apple. There was an emphasis on the design of
the player and function of the whole solution. This was really high
– however, it required the using of the whole platform from Apple.
We can say that Apple satisfied a real need on the market in form
of the first commercial system of the digital music distribution.
They became market leaders and they have not lost this position
so far. 

Another current and suitable example is a digital distribution
of books of the Amazon company. Amazon sells cheap, simple elec-
tronic book reader based on the e-ink technology. This technology
simulates real paper and is extra energy saving. The reader is sup-
ported by the on-line sales of electronic books. The system is com-
fortable for the users and enables to send the purchased titles
directly to the particular reader to the particular user. We can say
that Amazon was inspired by the process of Apple in case of iPod
and iTunes. However, their solution is more open. The reader sup-
ports standardized formats and no special software is needed to
download books to the reader. Amazon even provides free text con-
version to the needed format on-line and free of charge. Let’s look
at some data regarding to the market success of this model [18]: 
� In 2010 Amazon sold 143 electronic books for the Kindle reader

for each 100 classical books.
� Net income from sales in 2010 achieved USD 12.95 billion,

which means the inter-annual increase by 36 % to compare with
the fourth quarter 2009.

� Net profit increased by 8 percent to USD 416 million inter-
annually (2009 – 2010).

� Income from sale for the whole calendar year 2010 reached
USD 34.20 billion.

� Net profit was by 28 percent higher inter-annually (2009 – 2010)
and reached the level of USD 1.15 billion.

3. Discussion

The development of the information-communication technol-
ogy (ICT) has changed the whole society. The distribution processes
are not an exception. The traditional attributes have not lost the
importance, however, the significant influence of ICT is obvious
e.g. at placing orders, monitoring of the way of the goods, ware-
house management, logistics etc. Produced values with significant
demand have also moved to the digital world. “Proper use of ICT
can significantly affect the creation of business strategy [19].” The
data which we make are often more valuable than the hardware
we work with etc. 

The above facts result in a few basic recommendations related
to the current issues of the value distribution:
1. Focus on stakeholders, i.e. the entities which are essential for

the organization and able to affect it significantly, is important
[20, 13]. The distribution chain, sellers, web sites administra-
tors, companies providing the hosting and functioning of the
web site or orders… these all are important stakeholders.
Therefore, it is necessary to specify, clearly and exactly, who
are our stakeholders and what value they expect.

2. The analysis of the possibilities to make a base and initial
point for distribution ways planning. Today’s market provides
a lot of ways to distribute the value more efficiently or to target
more customers or to target a specific group of selected cus-
tomers etc. 

3. A complex view to the production and consumption of the
values comes from the system approach. The value network is
a suitable help to understand the importance of individual rela-
tionships, communication and their subsequent control. 

4. Particular distribution channels have different importance and
different value. According to these attributes, which should be
known at first, it is then necessary to approach the manage-
ment of the relations within the given channels. 

5. Physical attributes of the place where a customer meets the
product affect his decision and satisfaction. 

6. The Internet and mobile communication are a matter of course
today. At least basic Internet support is suitable for almost
every company. 

7. Web site is a communication platform. It represents the cor-
porate and product image. Its quality and services which it
provides affect the customers’ decision and satisfaction. 

8. The Internet and mobile communication represent a possibil-
ity how to expand, how to get more customers. 

9. Internet trade and digital distribution are strong trends. Digital
contents is very attractive for people. It is important to care
about the current, comfortable and safe possibilities of its dis-
tribution to the customers. 

10. The distribution does not refer only to the product itself but
also the corporate values and Corporate Identity. Therefore,
we cannot forget that the additional services to the products
such as consulting, information, warranty, complaints, installa-
tion, trainings etc. are concerned, too. This all can mean a sig-
nificant competitive advantage.
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We should realize that there is not a single clearly best way of
distribution. Combination of them is often suitable, e.g. a direct
channel, a chain of brokers and Internet support. The fact that the
only guarantee is a guarantee of change applies, too and the same
applies also for the communication with a customer and distribu-
tion of value for a customer and for stakeholders. We could realize
such changes at the above mentioned examples of the global com-
panies.  

4. Conclusion

We have discussed the distribution, value networks and utili-
sation of the information communication technology in innovative
approaches to communication and value supply for stakeholders
in the papers. The article was intended to stimulate the concerned
to think about the fact how it is possible to modify the current
approaches of companies creatively into a new quality in form of
the examples.

The value for a customer will not be a value which he requires
if the distribution does not contribute its share. The focus on the
idea of the value network may be interesting for a lot of our com-
panies (therefore also this article), on the other hand we should
realize that creative and innovative approach is necessary and very
important also in this case.

Unfortunately a lot of our companies cannot see anything in
our ideas presented above which we should deal with intensively
today. It is often caused by the fact that a lot of them have their
energy focused on many operative activities and they have not
created enough space for strategic thinking e.g. in form of the study
of the best practices to the distribution and value networks.  
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