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1. Relevance and aims 
 
In a recent literature overview Hean Tat Keh observes that “the study of 
productivity in marketing has received much attention from researchers for many 
years” (1997, p. 145). While the definition of productivity as the ratio of output to 
input does not pose problems, the definition and measurement of what constitutes 
channel output has been given various interpretations. On the basis of his literature 
review Hean Tat Keh classified channel output into physical units, sales value, value 
added, gross margin and distribution services. Amongst these outputs the latter is 
not the least important one. It may even be considered “the true output of the 
marketing channel” (Hean Tat Keh, 1997, p. 153). 
 
The concept and classification of distribution services play a central role in channel 
analysis in general and retailing analysis in particular, of both a scientific and 
applied nature. Its description and denomination as ‘distribution service outputs’ 
(SOUPS in abbreviation) were formulated by Louis P. Bucklin already in the 
seventies, together with its classification into four categories ‘decentralisation’, 
‘waiting time’, ‘lot size’ and ‘variety’. In view of the developments in the marketing 
discipline in more recent decades, however, one may wonder how representative this 
classic SOUPS concept and classification still are and whether they might not be in 
need of completions and adaptations. 
 
A representative and uptodate concept and classification of distribution service 
outputs is not only relevant from the point of view of academic research, but also 
highly important from a practical point of view. In particular it plays a key role in 
the following channel management issues:  
(i) The analysis of overall channel operations and/or of individual members. 
(ii) The assessment of the outputs of the overall channel and/or of individual channel 
members at a particular point in time. 
(iii) The prediction of the outputs and the efficiency of the overall channel and/or of 
individual channel members over time. 
(iv) The planning of operations and outputs of the overall channel and/or of 
individual members. 
(v) The (lack of) complementarity or the overlap of operations and outputs 
delivered by individual channel members and different channel types. 
(vii) The analysis and prediction of the spinning off and/or the assuming of 
distribution functions, tasks and outputs by channel members and types of channels. 
(viii) The development of vertical and horizontal distribution systems. 
(ix) The sensitivity (or elasticity) of intermediate and final demand to channel 
outputs. 
 
The aims of this paper are fourfold:  
(i) to assess as precisely as possible what the SOUPS concept and classification stand 
for. 
(ii) how it is dealt with in literature. 
(iii) to possibly contribute to a redefinition of the concept. 
(iv) to contribute to a more generic classification of different SOUPS. 
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The paper starts with a historical reconstruction of the SOUPS origin and 
classification. The standard concept and classification derived from that analysis are 
next compared with the way textbook authors deal with it. Based on this comparison 
critical comments are formulated regarding the concept and classification and 
suggestions are made to broaden them. In a similar train of thought the next two 
sections formulate criticisms and proposals to more explicitly delineate them and 
also to deepen them. In a final section a more generic SOUPS classification is 
proposed. Finally, there is a section with conclusions and suggestions for further 
research. 
 
 
2. Origin and nature of the classic SOUPS concept and classification 
 
 
2.1. The historical overview 
 
 
This section traces the roots of the SOUPS concept and classification with an eye on 
reconstructing its rationale. The traditional SOUPS concept and classification were 
formulated by Louis P. Bucklin. However meritorious Bucklin’s concept and 
classification formulation may be, literature review - not in the least reported by 
Bucklin himself - reveals the existence of a preceding historical roadmap with 
earlier partial steps and contributions by prominent marketing scholars. Figure 1 
provides a chronological overview of the major contributions to the SOUPS concept 
and classification. It is based on historical overviews and/or more isolated 
information by Alderson (1954), Bartels (1962), Bucklin (1966), Sheth, Gardner & 
Garrett (1988), Stern, El-Ansary & Coughlan (1996), Hean Tat Keh, 1997 and 
Coughlan, Anderson, Stern & E1-Ansary (2001). The upper part contains 
contributions from what in the words of Alderson (1954, p. 37) is called ‘general 
economics’. These are completions to the traditional viewpoint of 19th century 
‘general economics’, basically (still) using the latter’s relatively abstract concepts 
and vocabulary. The lower part of figure 1 contains the counterparts of the 
contributions from general economics. These are formulated in less abstract or 
general, but oppositely more concrete and specific terms and definitions. This part 
of figure 1 is referred to as ‘marketing economics’ in the words of Alderson (1954, p. 
37). The term marketing economics in our interpretation indicates that the 
marketing discipline as it appears here, has an applied economics nature, which was 
more typical of the early decades of its history. This is distinct from the 
multidisciplinary nature it acquired in the ensuing decades. The influences between 
the different parts and scholars are indicated by means of arrows: solid ones when 
the influence is evident e.g. from references; dotted ones when the influence can not 
be proven but plausibly be assumed. 
 
The fertile soil for the SOUPS concept in our view originated from three major 
factors (inspired by Bartels 1962):  
(i) The changing market circumstances in the U.S.A. around the beginning of the 
twentieth century, including developments like e.g. increased distances between 
production and consumption, generally increasing incomes, quickly developing 
product differentiation etc.  
(ii) The abstract nature of the 19th century economics discipline, that could not 
readily cope with these changes.  
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(iii) The rise of a new discipline called marketing (name first used in 1902) that was 
much more practically orientated and was in particular concerned with 
developments of the era like the more prominent role of middlemen. 
 
 
2.2. The contribution by Weld 
 
 
Chronologically the earliest core ideas of distribution service outputs were 
formulated already in 1915 by L.D.L. Weld (Bucklin 1966, p. 29), who “deserves 
credit as the founding father of the institutional school (...) This institutional school 
emerged in the 1910’s largely because of a perception among consumers that the 
prices they were paying at retail stores for agricultural products were unjustifiably 
high (...) In response to this growing dissatisfaction with the perceived wastefulness 
of the marketing channel members, several marketing scholars decided to evaluate 
the functions and efficiency of the organizations involved in transporting and 
transforming goods from the producer to the consumer (Sheth, Gardner & Garrett 
p. 74)”. More in particular the following 1915 quotation from Weld contains an 
early and embryonic identification of what would later be called by Bucklin 
“variety” and “lot size” respectively: “To produce the greatest economy in local 
shipment, the quantity sent at one time is too great for most retailers to handle. 
Retailers carry a large variety of products, and storage facilities for handling large 
units of various commodities are out of the question. Goods would have to be sent in 
small allotments, and retailers would have to obtain these small allotments from a 
great variety of stores” (Weld 1915 p. 126 as quoted in Bucklin 1966 p. 29). 
 
 
2.3. The contribution by Marshall and Butler 
 
 
A crucial comment on the rationale of marketing and distribution - and also a 
remarkably original one in comparison to the mainstream opinion of general 
economists - was made in 1920 by “no less authority than Alfred Marshall who said 
that economic progress consists largely in finding better methods for marketing at a 
distance” (Marshall 1920 as mentioned in Alderson 1954 p. 37). It is not clear 
whether Ralph Starr Butler was directly inspired by Marshall, but in any case in the 
same train of thought as the latter, a fundamental contribution to SOUPS was 
formulated in 1923 by the former. Similar to Weld before him, but contrary to him 
(still) in the relatively abstract language of general economics, Butler fundamentally 
defended the middlemen by stating: “Another great function of middlemen is to 
create utilities. There are four kinds of utilities. Elementary utility is illustrated by 
the qualities in wheat, which enable it to support life. Form utility is given to wheat 
when it is ground into flour in order to make it palatable (...) With elementary and 
form utility the market organization has nothing to do, but with place and time 
utility it has very much to do. Middlemen produce place and time utility; they carry 
things from the place where they are produced to the place where they are needed, 
and put the at the disposal of consumers at the time when they are needed” (Butler 
1923, pp. 20-21 as quoted in Sheth, Gardner & Garrett p. 75). 
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Figure 1: A flow chart representation of the SOUPS concept and classification origin 
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2.4. The two contributions by Alderson 
 
 
2.4.1. Delivery time 
 
 
The crucial recognition in general economics that middlemen would generate time 
and place utility, finds its most distinct corresponding formulation in marketing 
economics in 1950. More in particular in the form of the earliest and for that matter 
relatively loose formulation by Alderson of the postponement concept, which would 
next be used by sparse scholars like Cox & Goodman and Vail, Grether & Cox (as 
mentioned in Bucklin 1966, p. 18-19). In 1950 Alderson in this way helped to lay the 
basis of an endeavour, he motivated afterwards as follows: “Time and place utility 
have held little interest for the general economist but deserve a more intensive 
analysis from the viewpoint of the marketing economist” (Alderson 1954 p. 36). 
Bucklin would incorporate Alderson’s crude ideas in the double 
postponement-speculation principle, in which channel structure is explained by 
means of a time utility aspect, operationally defined ‘delivery time’ by Bucklin 
(Bucklin 1966 from p.18 on). Because of the wide scope of this principle, namely 
looking at the overall channel instead of at a single channel member only and also 
because of the inherent interactive optimisation process, ‘delivery time’ in our 
opinion is a typical product of the ‘functionalist school’ of marketing1. This 
interpretation matters in view of the criticism we will formulate concerning the 
classic SOUPS interpretation further in this paper (under point 5). 
 
 
2.4.2. Possession utilities 
 
 
Alderson needs also to be mentioned within the more abstract way of speaking and 
thinking of general economics itself as the author introducing the notion of 
‘possession utility’ next to ‘time and place utility’ (reprint Alderson 1954 p. 36). The 
notion of possession utility corresponded at a more abstract level with the more 
factual ‘discrepancy of assortment’ observation put forward in 1940 by David R. 
Craig and Werner K. Gabler (cited in a reprint of Alderson 1954 p. 38). In the 
words of Alderson: “In addition to distance in time and space, marketing channels 
serve to bridge the technological gap (which may be regarded as a third form of 
distance between production and consumption)” (reprint Alderson 1954 p. 38). 
 
To the extent that Alderson’s expression ‘marketing channels’ in the previous 
quotation would solely refer to ‘intermediaries’ his contribution would typically 
correspond (be it in more abstract terms) with the viewpoint of the institutional 
school. To the extent, however, that Alderson’s expression ‘marketing channels’ 
would refer to “a set of institutions utilized to move a product and its title from 
production to consumption, including consumers as institutions” (Bucklin 1966) his 
contribution would rather fit (be it in more abstract terms) the functional and in 
particular the functionalist school of marketing thought. We feel that the latter 
interpretation is correct, which would be in accordance with Anderson’s conclusion 

                                                           
1 Alderson by the way is "clearly the major intellectual driving force behind the emergence of this 
school of thought" (quote from Sheth, Gardner & Garrett, 1988, p. 86 who surprisingly discuss the 
postponement-speculation principle under the heading of the institutional school p. 77). 
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that “intermediaries arise in the process of exchange because they can (possibly sic) 
increase the efficiency of the process” (reprint Alderson 1954 p. 39). We think it is 
important to make this point, since in the evolutionary perspective of the marketing 
discipline, proper listings of institutions, functions, utilities and the like have little 
importance if it were not for further study in interactive schools of thought. 
Alderson’s publication, in our interpretation, was made at a point in time where the 
first interactive school of thought viz. the functionalist school was just born. His 
1954 publication indeed bears traits of both the institutional and the functionalist 
school, but with a slight predominance of the latter. 
 
 
2.5. The contribution by Stigler 
 
 
In 1961 Stigler postulated that “the number of contacts an uninformed buyer 
undertakes, is a function of the improved price he can secure by making additional 
contacts, the number of units of the product to be purchased, and the cost of making 
the contacts” (Stigler 1961 p. 36 as quoted in Bucklin 1966 p. 46). In this way Stigler 
broadened earlier observations by Copeland in 1928 (?), which in the meantime had 
been used by Katona and Mueller and had been respelled by Holton (references in 
Bucklin 1966 p. ). One implication in terms of marketing economics is, that the 
higher the number of trading points, or in other words the market decentralisation 
is, the more beneficial that is to the customer/consumer because of the 
correspondingly decreasing search costs. In his function ‘modelling of the 
distribution channel’ Bucklin (1966) picked up this idea, introducing ‘market 
decentralisation’ as a third form of ‘distribution service output’. 
 
 
2.6. The classic integration by Bucklin 
 
 
Bucklin deserves merit mainly because of his integrative work in three successive 
monographs (1966, 1972 and 1978a). 
 
 
2.6.1. The 1966 contribution by Bucklin 
 
 
In his 1966 monograph Bucklin (Bucklin 1966 p. 8) explicitly joins Alderson’s ideas 
(Alderson 1954 p. 8) by arguing that the best indicator of channel output is the value 
it creates (Bucklin 1966 p. 7) and by suggesting a return to the (general) economist’s 
traditional breakdown of values into form, time, place, and possession utilities. At 
the same time Bucklin observes a major problem because “despite the apparent 
relationship between these concepts and the channel, the problem of measurement 
remains. The meaning of, say, one util of time, place, or possession is by no means 
clear. To make these terms more useful, transformations into operational values is 
necessary. Toward this end the three types of utility can be regarded as being 
provided by certain services performed by the channel: lot size, delivery time, and 
degree of market decentralization. In essence, these services are undertaken for the 
consumer by the commercial institutions of the channel. The consumer determines 
the level of these services he desires. In general, the lower the level of services 
provided by the commercial institutions, the greater the relative role of the 
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consumer in the channel” (Bucklin 1966 p. 8). Bucklin next distinguishes three types 
of services (outputs) performed by the channel: 
 
(i) “The output of lot size is a matter of the number of units that the consumer 
receives at any given delivery. The smaller the lot size, the greater the level of 
service that is provided by the channel (...) In a sense, the importance of lot size is 
derived from place utility. Although they seem unrelated, distance affects the cost of 
providing a given lot size. The greater the distance, the greater is the relative cost of 
providing small lot sizes to the consumer” (Bucklin 1966, p. 8). 
(ii) “The output of delivery time is defined by the period that the consumer must 
wait, after ordering, before he receives his goods (...) Delivery time is related to both 
time and place utility. Place affects the service because greater distance typically 
imposes more costly means for providing fast delivery. Although the relationship to 
time utility is apparent, delivery time is not necessarily related to the time the goods 
spend traversing the channel. Travel time itself is of remote consequence to the 
consumer. His interests lie in the total time it takes to secure what he wants” 
(Bucklin 1966, p. 8). 
(iii) “The market decentralization output of the channel is measured by the number 
and dispersion of trading points throughout some region that draws its supplies of a 
product from some group of closely competing manufacturers (...) This situation 
affords convenience to the consumer requiring minimal time and effort for buying 
the product (…) Market decentralization is related most closely to ownership utility, 
but may play a role in time utility as well” (Bucklin 1966, p. 8). 
 
Bucklin’s 1966 publication is clearly a first endeavour to translate general 
economics’ concepts into an integrated set of marketing economics concepts. 
Bucklin’s merits lie predominantly in his integrative effort. The importance of 
Alderson as a source of inspiration concerning the preceding extension of the 
general economics utility framework is substantial, and is also explicitly recognized 
and reported by Bucklin. The authors of the (perhaps more embryonic) original 
ideas concerning the operational notions, lot size (Weld 1915), of waiting or delivery 
time (Alderson 1950) and of decentralization (Stigler 1961) are also explicitly 
available in Bucklin’s literature list. Very remarkable though is, that in 1966 
Bucklin does not formulate a counterpart yet for Alderson’s possession utilities. 
 
 
2.6.2. The 1972 contribution by Bucklin 
 
 
In 1972 Bucklin publishes a monograph on “competition and evolution in 
distributive trades”. This monograph contains only a brief definition of on this 
occasion not three, but four market characteristics that affect the middleman’s 
opportunities: “distance and lot size, user time horizon, market decentralization and 
assortment building” (Bucklin 1972, p. 18). We mention this monograph for reasons 
of historical completeness, since it does indeed contain a new category viz. 
“assortment building”. This category, however, is only roughly indicated (p. 27) by 
saying that “consumers buy a wide range of products” which would suggest that 
“breadth of assortment” is meant. The further modelling, however, could also apply 
to “depth of assortment”. 
 
2.6.3. The 1978a contribution by Bucklin 
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Based on the previous findings and also on descriptions in Stern, EI-Ansary & 
Coughlan (1996) and in Coughlan, Alderson, Stern & El-Ansary (2001), we may 
conclude that Bucklin’s 1978 publication by Bucklin is his ‘definitive integration’. 
The 1978 publication is more explicit, clear and complete than the previous ones 
concerning the denomination of the total SOUPS concept and subconcepts, 
synonyms and operational definitions. From informal textbook study it was also our 
impression that the SOUPS 1978 description is the one that is most typically being 
used in textbooks up to this day. Both concept and classification seemed to have 
reached a degree of denomination, definition, completeness and consistency in the 
eyes of many scholars to be implemented and referred to as a standard without 
much doubts or criticism. The 1978 concept definition and classification seemes to 
serve as ‘the’ regular reference in textbooks and also in all sorts of studies and 
papers. In other words they seem to have become the classic reference and standard. 
From here on, we will refer to them like that (see summary Stern, EI-Ansary and 
Coughlan, 1996, p. ???). They describe “four generic service outputs: (i) spatial 
convenience (or market decentralization), (ii) lot size, (iii) waiting or delivery time, 
and (iv) product variety (or assortment depth and breadth). Spatial convenience 
provided by market decentralization of wholesale and/or retail outlets increases 
consumers’ satisfaction by reducing transportation requirements and search costs. 
(...) Similarly, the number of units to be purchased at each transaction can obviously 
affect the industrial or household consumer’s welfare. When the marketing channel 
system (term Bucklin? cfr onderscheid functie/instituut/systeem?) allows consumers 
to buy in small lot sizes, purchases may move directly into the consumption process 
(...) Consequently, the smaller the lot size allowed by a channel, the higher the 
channel’s service output and, normally, the price to the consumer. Waiting time, the 
third service output identified by Bucklin, is defined as the time period that the 
industrial or household consumer must wait between ordering and receiving 
goods…. Finally, the wider the breadth of assortment or the greater the product 
variety available to the consumer, the higher the output of the marketing channel 
and the higher the distribution cost (...)” (Stern, El-Ansary & Coughlan, 1996, pp. 
16-17). 
 
In conclusion, the SOUPS concept resulted basically from the translation of non-
traditional forms of economic utility from general economics into marketing 
economics. These non-traditional forms of utility were formulated roughly speaking 
throughout the first half of the 20th century, typically – even when not always – 
before more or less corresponding operational benefits were formulated in 
marketing economics, more in particular predominantly in the functionalist school 
of thought. There is no one-to-one correspondence though, but indeed only a rough 
correspondence between non-traditional economic utilities and distribution service 
outputs. SOUPS are operational values to express the benefits following from the 
execution of the distribution function by whoever assumes it partly or completely: 
distribution specialists and/or production specialists and/or consumers themselves. 
There is no clear argument for their completeness as expressions of economic 
utilities. In addition it must be remarked that their traditional 4-fold classification 
by Bucklin remains confined to economic benefits.  Put otherwise, classic SOUPS 
typically fit the marketing economics discipline far better than the multidisciplinary 
marketing field.   
3. The discussion of the classic SOUPS concept and classification in marketing and 
distribution textbooks 
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This section studies a sample of marketing and distribution textbooks, to assess how 
these deal with the SOUPS concept and classification. We have four important reasons 
to do so. 
(i) Firstly, the textbook medium is generally a particularly important one in the 
transfer of marketing knowledge. It is the level in the communication channel of 
knowledge closest to the end user. As a result it would contain “crystallised 
knowledge”, trickled down from more specialized sources deemed to be most relevant 
or useful. As a result textbook research allows to assess which SOUPS contributions 
are deemed most interesting by textbook authors - not the least important category of 
experts. In particular this approach allows an approximate measurement of the 
popularity of SOUPS classifications. It is of interest to see whether the textbook 
discussions indeed indicate that the classic SOUPS concept and classification are 
considered representative to deal with conceptual, managerial and empirical issues. 
(ii) Secondly, the verifiable opinions of this type of expert audience can also be screened 
concerning queries or shortcomings they report or contain concerning the SOUPS 
concept and/or classification.  
(iii) Thirdly, the same goes for possible completions textbook authors provide with or 
without literature references. The combined view of the opinions of textbook authors 
can be interpreted as the result of a representative ‘think thank’. 
(iv) Fourthly, textbook research adds to a completeness check of our specialised 
literature references. 
 
The textbook review focuses on general marketing textbooks, channel management 
texts as well as on retailing texts as these are most likely to contain 
SOUPS-discussions. In view of the countless number of possible textbooks, a 
preliminary sample was tentatively studied by means of an informal content 
analysis. The sample consists of textbooks written by leading marketing authors 
and/or published by reputable publishers. The assumption is that high quality 
textbooks are more likely to contain the present accepted status of knowledge. If 
these books fail to discuss SOUPS in any sophisticated way it seems likely that the 
lesser publications would fail to do so too. A preliminary judgement/convenience 
sample of 31 textbooks was studied (see attached reference list). 
 
Surprisingly 5 textbooks do not contain any SOUPS-discussion at all (Boyd, Walker 
& Larreche 1995; Lucas, Bush & Gresham 1994; Mason, Mayer & Ezell 1994; 
Mason, Mayer & Wilkinson 1993; Webster 1994). In a few textbooks the treatment 
was too partial for the discussion to be taken up in our inventory (Bearden, Ingrain 
& LaForge 1995, p. 360-362; Pride & Ferrell 1991, p. 314-317; McCarthy & 
Perreault 1993, p. 320-323; Urban & Star 1991, p. 464). A typical example is 
McCarthy & Perreault’s discussion of ‘discrepancies and separations’ that quite 
distinctly suggests the concepts of ‘lot size’ and ‘variety’ (without naming them), 
that hardly refers to the idea (let alone the term) of ‘decentralisation’ and that 
remains completely silent about ‘waiting time’. 
 
 
 
 
 
Of the 31 sampled textbooks 22 do contain a ‘full’ SOUPS-discussion, meaning that 
the four classic service outputs are discussed in one or other way. Our preliminary 
and informal content analysis reveals that these discussions mainly differ in two 
respects (next to e.g. the length of the discussion or the presence of illustrations):  
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(i) the Alderson/Bucklin-concepts and -classification differ in how literally they are 
reproduced. 
(ii) they differ according to whether or not additional utilities or benefits are 
suggested. 
 
 
3.1. Literal reproduction or not 
 
 
Concerning the literal reproduction of the classic SOUPS concept and -classification 
basically three possibilities seem to occur:  
(i) Some descriptions come very close to the original as far as the names of the 
concepts and the phrasing is concerned. Next to this nearly identical character of 
the descriptions the concepts are also identified, meaning that the original authors 
are referred to. A very clear example is Berman (1996, p. 14). 
(ii) In some books one finds descriptions that are similar to the original but in a less 
literal way: the phrasing is further away from the original and/or the concepts are 
not named and/or the original authors are not mentioned. An example is Rosebloom 
(in Baker, ed., 1999, p. 14) who very distinctly discusses the need to bridge four 
discrepancies (viz. of quantity, assortment, time and space) between production and 
consumption without, however, naming neither the SOUPS-concepts nor its authors. 
(iii) Some discussions are only more or less roughly similar. In fact the resemblance 
is only recognizable to someone who is familiar with the original concepts: the 
names are not given, the phrasing is only remotely alike and no reference at all is 
made to the original source. Put otherwise the concepts and classification are only 
available in an implicit or almost implicit way. For example by the way some 
distribution functions and benefits are discussed they logically match the classic 
SOUPS or its general economics background ideas. An example of the latter is 
Lambin (2000, p. 13) who briefly discusses ‘state, place and time utility’, a threefold 
set of exchange utilities in which, however, between the lines of the discussion, the 
four classic SOUPS can be recognized. 
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Table 1. Types of discussions of the classic SOUPS-concepts and -classification in a preliminary sample of marketing textbooks 
 

 
DISCUSSION OF  
CLASSIC SOUPS 
-CONCEPTS/ 
-CLASSIFICATION 

 
LARGELY EXPLICIT/ 
LITERAL/ 
IDENTICAL/ 
IDENTIFIED 

 
SOMEWHAT EXPLICIT/ 
LITERAL/ 
IDENTICAL/ 
IDENTIFIED 

 
IMPLICIT/ 
BUT NOT LITERAL/ 
NOT IDENTICAL/ 
NOT IDENTIFIED 

LIMITED TO 
CLASSIC SOUPS  
WITHOUT  
ANY COMPLETIONS 
 

Berman 1996, p. 14 
Shaw & Ennis in Blois (ed.) 2000, p.  
Stern, El-Ansary, Coughlan 1996, p.16-19. 

Bradley, 1995,p. 758-759 
Rosebloom in Baker (ed.), 1999, p. 104 
 

Lambin, 2000, p. 13 

SOMEWHAT  
EXTENDED BEYOND  
CLASSIC SOUPS 
IN NUMBER 
OR NATURE 

Baker 2000, p. 398-399 
Coughlan, Anderson, Stern & El-Ansary 
2001, p. 329  
Kotler 2000, p. 494-495 
Pelton, Strutton & Lumpkin 2001, p. 75-76 
Stern, El-Ansary & Coughlan, 1996, p.  

Davidson, Sweeney & Stamfl 1988, p. 4-7 
Doyle 2002, p. 329 
Levy & Weitz 1992, p. 7-9 
Levy & Weitz 1995, p. 7 

Best 2000, p. 205 
Brassington & Petit 1997 p. 458-461 
Jobber 1995, p. 466-468 
Kotler, Armstrong, Saunders & Wong, 1997, 
p. 907 
Newman&Cullen 2002, p. 269 
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Stern, El-Ansary & Coughlan 1996, from p. 
196 on. 

SUBSTANTIALLY  
EXTENDED BEYOND  
CLASSIC SOUPS  
IN NUMBER 
AND NATURE 
 

  Sullivan&Adcock 2002,p .295 
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3.2. Completion with additional elements or not 
 
 
Textbook discussions also differ according to whether or not they complete the 
classic SOUPS concept and classification with additional elements. 
(i) Some discussions confine themselves more or less strictly to the classic SOUPS 
like in the examples mentioned under 3.1. 
(ii) Other discussions extend (somewhat) beyond the classic SOUPS in number or 
nature. Most typically a relatively large number of other economic utilities are 
added to the strictly distributive utilities: like financing facilities, installation, 
repair, explanation, promotion etc. A typical example is Newman and Cullen’s 
text (2002, p. 269-270) saying (that) “the essential economic function of retailers 
is to provide their customers with several basic and important services including: 
accessibility of location, convenience of timing, choice of products, information 
about the products (and) convenience of size (appropriate quantities)”. Newman 
and Cullen complete this enumeration with “additional services, such as advice 
and design, customer assistance, and home delivery that the retailer offers in 
response to consumer demand and competitive pressures”. Less typical than the 
previous treatment a smaller number of additional benefits is discussed. 
Exceptionally a less utilitarian, but e.g. more psychological benefit like 
atmospherics is discussed. A textbook example of that kind is available in Best 
(2000, p. 204-205) who mentions brand image confirmation as an additional value 
offered to consumers. 
(iii) Some discussions extend substantially beyond the classic SOUPS both in 
number and nature. An illustration is the text by Sullivan & Adcock who in a 
long discussion of all sorts of distribution benefits also include less common ones 
like e.g. atmospherics but e.g. also a children’s crèche.   
 
 
3.3. The mapping of textbook discussions 
 
If both aforementioned distinctions or dimensions are combined a 3x3 scheme is 
obtained (see table 1). The textbooks of the sample fit 7 of the 9 resulting cells. 
Evidently not much numerical value can be attributed to this small sample. 
Nevertheless the following tentative conclusions come to the fore: 
(i) There are far more extended discussions than limited ones, suggesting the 
insufficiency of the classic SOUPS viz. the need of a revised and/or more 
elaborated set.  
(ii) The extended discussions are most typically extensive in number of additional 
outputs, but also most typically concentrate on economic utilities. These 
discussions are in essence quite similar, even when there are individual accents 
marking this ‘set of variations on a theme’, the central part of which was 
composed by Alderson and Bucklin. Next to these economic distribution (?) 
service outputs, one also encounters more sporadically, diverse suggestions 
concerning non-economic distribution service outputs like e.g. atmospherics. 
(iii) Remarkably, authors quite typically seem to consider identical benefits 
delivered by a function(s) with benefits delivered by institutions. This is striking 
as distribution service outputs follow by definition from the execution of the - 
generic - distribution function, which can partly or fully be carried out by 
different agents. By definition the distributive activities of intermediaries 
dominate their other activities.  
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(iv) A notorious exception to the previous discussions is the reputable textbook of 
Stern, El-Ansary and Coughlan (1996) in which, interestingly, not just one, but 
three different types of excerpts are available. In a general conceptual part on 
distribution channels (p.16-19) a very literal, identified discussion is available of 
the classic SOUPS. In a more strategy oriented chapter these classic SOUPS are 
explicitly completed to some extent with an academically published list of 
additional distribution utilities (Stern, El-Ansary and Coughlan, 1996, p. 196). 
Next Stern et al. report on consultancy projects where pragmatic lists of service 
outputs were generated from exploratory field research. In these somewhat 
extended ad hoc lists the informed reader can still recognize the classic SOUPS, 
even when they are no longer explicitly taken up as a classic set. This peculiar 
arrangement in one of the absolutely leading textbooks itself, underscores the 
need for a full and explicit set of distribution benefits, which would at the same 
time be conceptually defensible and operationally usable.  
(v) Textbook discussions that at the same time extend substantially beyond the 
classic SOUPS both in number and nature and that also treat the classic SOUPS 
in a thorough, structured way are not at all available in this sample of high 
quality texts.  
(vi) The overall impression following from this exploratory textbook review 
confirms the conclusions from a study of the Howard & Sheth typology of buyer 
behaviour, as a case in point of the transfer of knowledge via marketing 
textbooks (van Waterschoot & Gijsbrechts 2002). At one point in time some 
leading marketing scholars invent or summarize a new concept and 
corresponding classification. Ideally one would expect that these (new) ideas 
would be continuously used, double-checked, compared, confirmed, 
disconfirmed, counterargued, rejected, explicitly completed, revised and refined. 
Practically speaking this does not occur at all. On the contrary the original ideas 
start living a life of their own no longer firmly connected to their roots: little 
referencing takes place, little rigour is exerted in the transmission of the concept 
and little use is made of the concept as a vehicle to capture and convey new 
scientific and empirical findings. Instead the original ideas are typically 
reproduced in a rather loose, improvised way even by reputable authors. The 
positive observation in the Howard & Sheth case is that the sum of loosely 
generated comments contain a richness of ideas, which may in turn be more 
formally summarized. Presumably a similar positive perspective is available in 
case of the Alderson-Bucklin ideas. Supposedly, if a meticulous list were made of 
all sorts of distribution benefits encountered in textbook discussions and if these 
were next semantically checked and logically grouped, this would represent one 
approach - next to others - to help in preparing a generic list (or structure) of 
distribution service outputs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Broadening the classic concept and classification of distribution service outputs 
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In line with its roots in marketing economics, the classic SOUPS concept is 
confined to economic utilities, which is an option that from the point of view of a 
multidisciplinary field seems anachronistic. Strong arguments exist to extend it to 
all sorts of benefits following from distribution efforts - economic and non-
economic benefits alike. Arguments of both a deductive as well as of an inductive 
nature can be put forward in this respect. In the same train of thought it can be 
argued that the SOUPS concept ought to be broadened beyond economic price 
elements and also that it should not be limited to physical goods sold via physical 
stores. This section is not only broadly inspired by the previous textbook review, 
but also more specifically by specialized conceptual and empirical papers.  
 
 
4.1. Beyond economic utilities 
 
 
At the turn of the twenty-first century Wilkie and Moore (1999, p. 198) published 
an extensive and authoritative “deliberation on the scope of the marketing field 
and on its contributions to society”. They looked “across time (one-houndred 
years sic), across societies and into the operations and structure of the aggregate 
marketing system itself” (Wilkie & Moore, 1999, p. 198). As Wilkie and Moore 
base their analysis on a host of books and articles from other thinkers and critical 
observers from inside and outside the marketing discipline, their contribution is 
predominantly integrative and deductive. One major conclusion of it is that 
marketing not just produced and produces economic benefits to consumers, but 
generally also a whole range of social and psychological benefits, meriting further 
study. Marketing encompasses more than “ (…) the economic calculus that 
reports on the system as if it were a relentless machine spewing out streams of 
utiles. Instead we examine briefly the aggregate marketing system as a human 
institution composed of people living their lives on a variety of fronts. Our effort 
here is illustrative, intended to raise this topic as worthy of further attention by 
marketing scholars” (Wilkie & Moore, 1999, p. 213). The same authors also 
provide an indication of the sort of social and psychological benefits the 
marketing system generally provides, together with a few suggestions relating to 
distribution in particular. “Consumer activities enable learning, socializing and 
self enhancement (...) ; benefits are emotional, subjective, and experiential (...) 
Spending money can bring feelings of achievement, status, control, and even play. 
Shopping is an enjoyable activity for many. Although intangible and difficult to 
express, our treatment of the marketing system’s contributions to consumers 
would be incomplete without discussion of these sometimes meaningful 
consequences” (Wilkie & Moore, 1999, p. 213). If the overall conclusion of Wilkie 
et al. is true, and there is every reason to believe so, then one can logically 
conclude that what is true for the overall field, would normally also apply to the 
subfields. Put otherwise if the overall marketing system generates lots of 
identifiable non-economic benefits in a whole range of situations, it is logical to 
assume that the same goes for its major subfunctions, in particular the 
distribution function. A few hints in the previous quote (like shopping possibly 
being an enjoyable activity) confirm this assumption. 
 
The above predominantly deductive reasoning can be completed and checked by 
comparing it with inductive study results. In particular with the results from a 
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classic inductive study by Tauber (1972). In 1972 Tauber raised the question of 
“why do people shop?” as distinct from the questions “Why do people shop in 
more than one store?” (comparison shopping) and “Why do people shop where 
they do?” (store patronage). The issue of comparison shopping as indicated by 
the corresponding question basically refers to the coping of individuals with 
market imperfections. The store patronage question basically refers to the classic 
distribution service outputs. Tauber’s vantage question on the other hand focuses 
on shopping motives that are not related to the actual buying of products. Put 
otherwise it considers “satisfactions which shopping activities provide” (next to 
utilities obtained from the merchandise that may purchased) (Tauber, 1972, p. 
46). Based on in-depth interviews Tauber made a list of shopping activities and 
corresponding satisfactions, that he afterwards classified as either personal or 
social (see table 2). If Tauber’s empirical findings were true and would still hold 
today, and again there is no reason to doubt this, this cannot mean other than 
that retail institutions offer a set of benefits other than strict economic utilities, 
matching the motives found in the Tauber study. And is one entitled to exclude a 
similar possibility for other sorts of institutions assuming (part of) the 
distribution function? 
 
Tauber’s rather elaborated list, is cited in many textbooks or seems to have 
served as a source of inspiration for textbook authors. The list seems to be the 
best available option to summarize our textbook sample discussions of non-
economic distribution benefits, including those by authors who neither implicitly, 
nor explicitly rely on Tauber  (additional economic distribution service outputs 
are discussed under 8). Our general impression is that many of the Tauber 
categories are explicitly or implicitly confirmed by the textbook authors of our 
sample. Moreover, they are never counterargued. This means that the expert 
opinions of representative textbook authors indicate the relevance of broadening 
the classic distribution service outputs to include also social and personal ones. 
 
Remarkably, the pragmatic twofold classification based on inductive research by 
Tauber (and confirmed by many textbook authors), matches exactly the 
fundamental split up of non-economic benefits offered to consumers, as outlined 
by Wilkie and Moore after extensive deductive research. This perfect match 
underscores the criticism that the classic economic SOUPS are too narrow. At 
this point we feel the question is therefore no longer whether or not to broaden 
the SOUPS-concept to also include non-economic benefits, since the answer seems 
overwhelmingly positive. The issue at this junction is rather one of correct 
boundaries and of the best choice of major subcategories, an issue discussed 
under 7.1.. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.2. Beyond monetary price elements 
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The classic SOUPS concept is an interactive concept including a price element 
determining and reflecting a (possibly temporary and/or partial) equilibrium 
state in a distribution channel. In the functionalist approach, of which Bucklin is 
a a leading author, not surprisingly it is clearly the monetary price of service 
outputs, influencing this channel equilibrium. In line, however, with point 4.1. 
one can generally argue, that exactly like the benefits resulting from the 
execution of the distribution function extend beyond economic utilities, the 
disadvantages or ‘costs’ following from it extend, or at least may extend, beyond 
financial costs. Indeed like under 4.1. all sorts of disadvantages can principally be 
envisaged to go together with particular SOUPS-combinations. 
 
The previous very general argument is particularly plausible in a retailing 
context. It is sustained by a recent, representative literature review by Baker et 
al. (2002), encompassing two major observations. Firstly, this review indicates 
that even within the more abstract framework of economic behaviour, modern 
economists incorporate more than just the financial price of a transaction, as 
summarized in the following quotation (including its references): “Economic 
pricing models acknowledge that time/effort costs influence consumers’ 
perceptions of what they give up in an exchange (Becker 1965), and research 
anchored in Becker-based models (e.g., Marmorstein, Grewal, and Fishe 1992; 
Schary 1971) suggests that time spent in stores looking or waiting for goods and 
services has an economic value to consumers” (Baker et al., 2002, p. 122). 
Secondly, the review by Baker (et al.) also underscores the relevance of also 
considering other than time/effort costs in a retail setting, as summarized in the 
following quotation: “The psychic cost (...) represents consumers’ mental stress 
or emotional labor during the shopping experience. Environmental psychologists 
(e.g. Mehrabian and Russell 1974) have focused on understanding these costs, 
which we view as consumers’ negative affective reactions to a store and/or its 
environment” (Baker et al.,2002, p. 122). 
 
Now, even if the previous considerations have grown from a retail context of 
consumer goods, one can wonder whether they could not hold (perhaps with 
lesser likelihood, magnitude and/or impact) in other channel settings and other 
channel levels as well. 
 
 
4.3. Beyond physical consumer goods in physical stores 
 
 
The classic SOUPS concept and classification originated in a context of consumer 
goods sold via physical stores. Its authors did not formulate any exclusiveness as 
to other contexts. Still it is advisable to explicitly check whether the SOUPS 
concept and classification can and should not be broadened to include the rest of 
the marketing field, including such subfields like: B2B contacts, organisational 
contacts between intermediairies, social marketing, non-profit marketing,  
service marketing and e-marketing. 
 
 
4.3.1. Evident, questionable and borderline cases 
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The typical channel descriptions by Bucklin and his predecessors concern 
physical goods sold via physical stores. Merchandise examples would include 
rather old-fashioned product categories like pots, hats, shuffles, ties, etc. Also 
recent textbook authors are inclined to depart from a similar context, be it with 
more modern illustrations.  
 
The answer to a logical first question of whether the concept also holds within the 
channel itself, is evidently positive. In the attainment of an equilibrium in any 
indirect channel of whatever length, some or other SOUPS composition is 
necessarily reached at channel levels preceding the retail level. A telling quote 
(also implicitly linking SOUPS to functions - see point 5) going all the way back 
to Weld (1917 p. 306) is provided by Bucklin (1966 p. 11): “The splitting up of the 
marketing process among successive middlemen is merely a case of specialization 
in marketing functions. The organization of any trade is characterized by the 
extent to which the functions are divided among several middlemen or are 
‘integrated’ in the hands of a few middlemen or in the hands of the producer 
himself”. Still, in spite of its importance this aspect of within channel interaction 
is seldomly discussed, seldomly modelled and still more seldomly modelled in 
conjunction with SOUPS aspects at the retail level. As professional contacts are 
concerned, self evidently economic service outputs will dominate SOUPS at 
intermediate levels. Still, it is imaginable that non-economic service outputs 
might also play a part. If service outputs of mixed types are conceivable in 
contacts between or with intermediaries, it is for that matter also logical that they 
would generally hold at least in terms of theoretically possible categories in other 
settings of organisational marketing.  
 
An important question is whether classic SOUPS also cover service marketing – 
which is in a way the counterpart of physical goods marketing. The stereotypical 
axioms of this subfield seem to counterargue this. As the service marketing field 
is so important and still growing (see for example Fisk e.a. 1993 or Berry and 
Parasuraman 1993), we shall deal with it extensively in the next point. A similar 
critical question can be raised about non-physical shops, in particular e-
marketing. Also this sector is a challenging subfield deserving more in-depth 
treatment. 
 
In the early seventies a long debate took place among leading scholars to 
determine the borderlines of the marketing discipline. This ‘broadening 
controversy’ was summarized at one point by Philip Kotler, by distinguishing 
‘three levels of consciousness’ (Kotler, 1972). The first level referred to the 
traditional business organisation-client-contacts and did not pose real problems. 
The same was true for the second level referring to the contacts between ‘any 
organisation’ and its clients. We believe that the broadening of distribution 
service outputs needs to be evaluated in a similar way: with a little interpretation 
effort and creativity the similarity seems reasonable e.g. between a charity 
organisation and its clients. The third ‘level of consciousness’ of the broadening 
controversy of the marketing concept concerned ‘any organization’ and ‘any 
public’ e.g. a charity organization and the government. Whether these contacts 
fully belonged to the sphere of marketing proved in our assessment to be as 
difficult to determine as the gender of the angels. The practical conclusion 
seemed to be that, if situations were not genuine marketing situations, but at least 
showed similarities to them, this was sufficient reason to consider using 
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marketing techniques to better understand and manage such situations. We take 
a perfectly similar stance with regard to SOUPS. 
 
 
4.3.2.  Service Marketing 
 
 
A confrontation of the (classic) SOUPS concept with service marketing is 
particularly challenging in view of the traditional axioms that essentially claim 
that in service marketing distribution, production and communication coincide. 
We consider these axioms overgeneralizations and deal with this challenge, 
starting from the heterogeneity of the service sector. Towards this aim we refer to 
a classic paper by Lovelock (1983, pp. 9-19) summarizing and classifying a major 
part of the diversity of the service sector (without claiming it to be exhaustive). 
One crucial observation (p. 18) with an eye on our analysis, is that services may 
consist of a number of components, next to the core service product – services 
which may possibly be organized separately (such as obtaining information, 
making reservations and making payment). Even when this observation itself 
seems crucial and correct, the examples given by Lovelock do not seem the best 
illustrations of it, since: 
(i) They refer to other (service) marketing mix elements than product elements 
viz. communications, price elements and the like (instead of to multiple service 
product dimensions). 
(ii) The service product indeed often is multidimensional and if so quite naturally 
consists of a core service product and more auxiliary services: the core service of 
a lawn care company for example would he mowing the lawn, auxiliary services 
would be keeping an eye on the timing, warning the customer about the timing, 
cleaning up afterwards, advising and informing the customer about other aspects 
of the garden etc. Also physical products might complement the service product, 
be it in a relatively subordinate way (which distinguishes it from predominantly 
physical offerings, where the balance would by definition be the opposite).  
 
Fundamental to our discussion is the view that the production of the service and 
its distribution are not conceptually identical (in other words that the execution 
of the respective functions delivers distinct utilities), even when there is much 
overlap in numerous actual situations. This view is sustained by the distinctions 
Lovelock proposes between methods of service delivery (p. 18 incl. fig. 5). These 
distinctions indeed concern differences in the way the service is made available, 
while assuming the production of the service remains the same. If production and 
distribution of services were identical and coincidental from every point of view, 
they would be strategically and tactically inseparable and one could not vary the 
distribution elements, while keeping the service product constant. The argument 
and examples of Lovelock indeed indicate the opposite of strategical and tactical 
‘inseparability of the service product and its distribution. More in particular 
Lovelock’s classification of “methods of service delivery” as well as his examples 
refer to variations in presumably the most traditional or classical of distribution 
service outputs viz. decentralisation, while the core service product remains 
unaffected. In the same train of thought as Lovelock’s “decentralisation” 
distinctions, we can add similar conceptual distinctions in terms of the other 
traditional distribution service outputs viz. waiting time, lot size and variety. Also 
these distribution service outputs can be conceived in various combinations, while 
the service product remains the same. Illustrations can easily be added to the 
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(decentralisation) examples suggested by Lovelock (p. 18) like: e.g. opening hours 
of barbershops, operating hours of buses, a minimum number of seats to charter 
a bus, the completion of barber services with other beauty services etc. 
 
Fundamental also to our discussion is the view that the production of the service 
product and its communication are not identical (in other words that they deliver 
distinct utilities), even when there is much overlap in actual situations. 
Lovelock’s classifications summarized in figures 1, 2 and 3 of this paper 
(Lovelock, 1983, resp. on p. 12, 13 and 15) are excellent frameworks to discuss 
this view. For three of the four cells of Lovelock’s figure 1 (1983, p. 12) examples 
indicating non-conceptual coincidence of communication about and the 
production of the service product can easily be found. Information concerning a 
museum can e.g. be made available on television, in brochures, in magazines, on 
websites and so forth, whilst the service is most typically enjoyed on the premise 
of the museum. This observation evidently sustains our view that one cannot 
claim inseparability of communication about and production of a service product 
as a general rule. It is not because production and communication often (even 
when not always) coincide in terms of time and space, once a communication has 
been decided upon, that they would be inseparable from a strategic and tactical 
point of view. It is indeed only in one of the four cells of figure 1, more in 
particular for those services where tangible actions are carried out while the 
customer is physically present, that very typically much (most of) communication 
coincides with the production of the service. But even here (more exceptional) 
examples can be found to argue the abovementioned absence of conceptual 
inseparability. In passenger transportation e.g. much communication takes place 
outside the transportation vehicle. Even in those situations were practically 
speaking production and communication of the service product coincide, 
different combinations of the two can be planned and implemented.   
 
For two of the four cells of Lovelock’s figure 2 (1983, p. 13) examples are 
abundantly available to indicate that communication about and production of 
services need not physically coincide. Whether there is a continuous relationship 
or no formal relationship, the continuous delivery (production would be a better 
term) of the service clearly does not coincide with communication about it. 
Insurances and police protection are evident examples. But also in case of 
discrete transactions examples are not hard to find, like with long-distance phone 
calls (communication most typically between the client and his correspondent) or 
with car rental (where non-personalised communication is mostly independent of 
the consumption of the service, and where personalised communication typically 
precedes and follows consumption). 
 
In Lovelock’s figure 3 (1983, p. 15) the cell combining a high extent to which 
customer contact personnel exercise judgement in meeting individual customer 
needs, with a high extent to which service characteristics are customised, is 
clearly typical of a high practical overlap between communication and 
production. This observation does not imply, however, a conceptual identicality 
of the two functions (and there respective delivered utilities) because of the three 
other cells were counterexamples are readily available. Moreover, even in this 
cell with a typically high factual coincidence of communication and production 
examples can be found counterarguing the generality of this coincidence. A 
plumber is evidently helped by a good summary of the wishes and/or complaints 
from his client, but while carrying out the job it may be to the best interest of 
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both parties if he can concentrate on his job, without being bothered by the 
customer’s remarks all the time.  
 
Similar observations and arguments could be formulated concerning the possible 
coincidence of the distribution of and the communication of services. Even when 
these are factually speaking more intertwined, than would be the case with 
physical products, they are not identical conceptually speaking. Hence, they 
deliver separate utilities. Lovelock’s paper provides no explicit discussion of non-
economic SOUPS. Yet, many of the examples from his paper could be taken to 
illustrate the possible prevalence of the whole range of different satisfactions 
other than strictly economic ones. The same goes for the corresponding set of 
dissatisfactions. 
 
 
4.3.3. E-marketing 
 
 
Amongst major new trends in marketing (see O’Connor and Calvin, p. 27) the 
emergence of e-marketing represents a challenge for a SOUPS-concept originated 
from more traditional settings. Bucklin and his predecessors indeed developed 
the concept of distribution service outputs in an era when physical distribution 
and the dissemination of information largely coincided. Information followed 
“the linear flow of the physical value chain” (Evans & Wurster, p. 73). 
Widespread connectivity between almost all market parties great and small, 
shatters the rules about how value is created (idem passim), raising the question 
as to the relevance of the traditional distribution service outputs concept and 
classification. Throughout their seminal paper Evans and Wurster indeed 
describe several developments following from the ‘new economics’, which 
probably imply a major restructuring of many sectors. Traditional value chains 
are deconstructed and next reconstructed in new sorts of built ups that are based 
on economies of scale and scope that before were not possible. So we need to 
answer the question whether the Internet makes the classic SOUPS-concept and 
classification irrelevant, inadequate, incomplete or even obsolete. 
 
The answer basically follows from the fact that “the Internet is simply a means of 
communication between consumers, marketers and millions of other 
organizations” (Coupey, p. 8). Coupey (pp. 251-260) provides a structured 
discussion of the internet’s impact on aspects of channel strategy (and structure). 
One major observation is that the Internet as a means of communication can be 
used within a direct, an indirect, a hybrid or a multichannel structure or strategy 
(Coupey, pp 252-255). Another observation is that the Internet tends to “affect 
the spinning off of some (portions of) distribution activity to other channel 
members (reintermediation) or the shift of such activity to channel members 
operating via the Internet (desintermediation)” (Coupey, pp. 255-256). Coupey 
(pp. 256-257) also points at the likely increase of the participation of Internet-
based organisations operating as cybermediaries or infomediaries as a 
consequence of the increasing integration of the Internet into distribution 
strategy, the three main forms being: information brokers, transaction brokers 
and marketplace concentrators. Next, Coupey (pp. 258-259) discusses possible 
effects that the Internet may have on channel member relationships in the form 
of power shifts and channel conflicts. The same author (Coupey, pp. 259-260) also 
refers to channel performance changes including the amount of time savings, 
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product sales and distribution reach. The same source also points at the possible 
implications on other marketing mix categories (Coupey, pp. 260-263). 
 
The conclusion from the previous overview evidently is that the Internet’s impact 
on marketing in general and on distribution in particular is substantial, if not 
dramatic. At the same time it is clear in our assessment that the resulting or 
affected marketing phenomena neither entail new types of utilities, nor new 
functions. What is concerned is the delivery (in technically innovative ways) of 
known types of utility and known types of (sub-)functions by new and existing 
channel members in different combinations, hierarchies, scopes etc. In other 
words the Internet does not make the SOUPS-concept and classification 
irrelevant, inadequate, incomplete or even obsolete. On the contrary the Internet 
makes the need of a sound concept and classification more prominent than ever 
to feasibly analyse, describe, forecast and prescribe new phenomena and choices. 
 
 
5. The delineation of SOUPS: the functional(ist) versus the institutional and 
systems view 
 
 
For a classification to possess generic properties one necessary condition is that 
its classes are collectively exhaustive, meaning that any element belonging to the 
population to be classified can be captured (Shelby D. Hunt, 1976). From the 
perspective of classificatory properties it was mainly this property that was 
discussed in the previous section. The conclusion is that the boundaries of a 
generic SOUPS classification need to be substantially extended beyond the classic 
SOUPS. They need to be broadened to such an extent that they would coincide 
with the overall boundaries of the marketing discipline, concerning the range of 
possibly affected need categories and possible types of transactions (and 
relations). This does not mean though that we advocate a SOUPS broadening 
without limitations. On the contrary a clear delineation of SOUPS boundaries is 
called for to avoid vagueness. More in particular it is vital in our view to be as 
precise as possible concerning the SOUPS origins. The delineation of distribution 
values indeed differs according to the assumption of how they originate. One 
interpretation rather fits the institutional school of thought; SOUPS would result 
from the activities carried out by institutions, in particular intermediaries. A 
different interpretation, rather fitting the functional(ist) school of thought, is that 
SOUPS would result from the execution of the overall distribution function or 
from a (sub-)set of distribution (sub-)functions. The two interpretations do not 
coincide. Distribution service outputs need not necessarily correspond with the 
values delivered by intermediaries for two principle reasons.  
(i) The distribution (sub-)function(s) can and very often are partly (or even 
entirely) assumed by the producer and/or the consumer/customer.  
(ii) Intermediaries can and indeed very often do assume to a certain extent also 
other than distribution functions (by definition they do not completely assume 
other functions, since that would then become their principle function e.g. 
production, which would imply they would no longer be distributors but 
producers).  
 
Table 3 represents the different points of view that could be taken. The 
functional(ist) view would be represented by cells 1+3+5. The institutional view 
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would in case of a focus on intermediaries be represented by cells 3+4. If the 
output of the whole system is of interest all cells matter. 
 
 
Table 2. Different functional and institutional interpretations 
 
                                       FUNCTIONS 
 
INSTITUTIONS 

DISTRIBUTION 
PRODUCTION  

(AND STILL OTHER 
FUNCTIONS) 

PRODUCER 
(PRODUCTION SPECIALISTS) 1 2 

INTERMEDIARIES 
(DISTRIBUTION SPECIALISTS) 3 4 

CUSTOMER 5 6 

 
It is not always fully clear in the texts we studied to trace the SOUPS origins, 
whether service outputs were supposed to result from specific institutions; versus 
from the execution of a function that might be assumed by all sorts of institutions 
in all sorts of (possibly complementary) arrangements or still differently from a 
set of functions carried out by a set of institutions. Even Bucklin could have been 
somewhat more explicit in his core publications (1966, 1972, 1978) in indicating 
whether SOUPS result from institutions, a function, or from the combination 
which would be equal to ‘the distribution system’. We have reason to believe 
though that Bucklin principally adheres the functional view. As already indicated 
in the historical overview Bucklin’s intellectual work rather fits the functionalist 
school of thought, implying a functional view on SOUPS. Importantly, we 
mention that Hean Tat Keh in his overview of distribution outputs takes the 
institutional point of view and more in particular the one focusing on 
intermediaries (1997, p. 152).  
 
As to our sample of marketing and distribution textbook authors, they typically 
seem to take the stance of describing institutions and in doing so describe the 
distribution function(s) as they are usually carried out by intermediaries, next to 
other functions as they are typically carried out by the same intermediaries. An 
example of the latter is the task of information and promotion as carried out by 
intermediaries. So, textbook authors tend to assimilate non-distributive activities 
of intermediaries into their distributive activities. In terms of schools of thought, 
academics tend to discuss a typical concept of the functionalist school from the 
point of view of the institutional school. The practical danger of this common 
treatment, as argued further on, is that this way of reasoning tends to confirm 
conventional roles within a channel, instead of providing overviews that offer a 
perspective on all sorts of arrangements, including less conventional ones. 
Clearly it can make sense to study SOUPS from the different perspectives 
represented in table 3. However, for the sake of distribution structure analysis 
and prediction and also for the planning of structural channel decisions it is far 
more logical to do the analysis in the first place on the basis of functions, and next 
to look at the sorts of arrangements that may carry out these functions leading to 
desired SOUPS. This point of view is very well expressed by Urban and Star in 
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the following quote: “While the decision to use (…) channels is generally 
motivated by their physical distribution function, it is important to realize that 
they often also carry out functions such as merchandising (presentation, display), 
personal selling, advertising, pricing, and after sales service. The total package of 
functions performed by the channel (hence corresponding customer values, 
including distribution values sic) should be consistent with the overall strategy 
for a product or product line (…) Possible permutations are endless (…) At the 
strategic level, the material thing to remember is that channel composition is 
critical to providing the desired ‘bundle of utility’ to the end consumer, and that 
the choice of channel(s) must be consistent with the rest of the marketing 
strategy” (Urban & Star, 1991, p 464). 
 
Our conclusion is that distribution service outputs should refer to potential 
benefits for the customer as resulting from execution of the distribution (sub-
)function(s). In other words we adhere the point of view of the functional(ist) 
school. Not because we do not see any merit in the stance of the institutional 
school. The reason for our preference for the functional(ist) school is the reason 
that it fits the more analytically and strategically oriented aims of the 
functionalist school (and also of the behavioural school of marketing). On the 
other hand, the institutional school serves mainly descriptive purposes and 
depends, by the way, on sound definitions provided by the functional school. 
 
 
6. Deepening the classic SOUPS concept and classification: different levels of 
measurement 
 
 
For a classification to be adequate it is critically important that the underlying 
concept would also be clearly defined. The items to be classified must be specified 
as distinctly as possible. This must prepare for ensuing steps like the positive 
definition of classification dimensions and the establishment of mutual 
exclusiveness between classes.  This section in other words prepares for 
deepening the classic SOUPS concept and classification. It will concentrate on the 
level of measurement of SOUPS.  
 
Provided that SOUPS refer to ‘need fulfilment’ as a result of distribution efforts, 
this notion can be measured at different levels of abstraction. In the overall field 
of marketing, it is accepted that customer needs can be measured at a very 
operational level or at a more abstract level and also at intermediate levels. This 
idea has been represented by the means of a metaphor of a ladder or a means-
end-chain. Technically this issue has been approached by means of research 
techniques aimed at unravelling or mapping need hierarchies, referred to as 
‘laddering’. Within the means-end-chain built up the more operational, concrete 
level of need fulfilment (and corresponding measurement) would be vertically 
represented underneath more abstract or fundamental levels of need fulfilment. 
The idea is that need fulfilment at relatively low levels would contribute (via not 
necessarily obvious paths) to need fulfilment at levels situated higher up in the 
hierarchy, as represented in figure 2. There is every reason to believe that this 
general marketing phenomenon is also at stake in more specific distribution 
phenomena. 
 
Figure 2. A representation of the hierarchy of customer needs 
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The ambition of this paper is foremost to contribute to a SOUPS classification at 
the most abstract level, that of ‘values’ viz. the most general and therefore most 
abstract ones. The existence of a sound typology of basic customer values is a 
prerequisite for more operational sorts of classifications. More specific and 
operational sorts of needs criteria would indeed imply they are less embracing; 
rather be subcriteria and would also be more numerous. The most specific, 
operational level would be where needs would be expressed as (the satisfaction 
derived from) attributes. An attribute of a shop would e.g. be that it is cozy. The 
satisfaction derived from this attribute would be ‘coziness’, which fits the 
broader category of emotional needs (Lambin, 2000, p. 109). The option of this 
paper to concentrate on the generic or most fundamental level of looking at 
SOUPS, does not mean that we would consider more operational levels futile. 
Very much the opposite. Concentrating on a generic or all embracing level and 
framework is rather a prerequisite for the development of more focused 
subclassifications. A generic SOUPS scheme typically imposes principle 
guidelines and limitations upon more detailed, operational subclassifications, 
even when the latter can and should challenge the more embracing typology. 
 
 
7. Towards a more generic SOUPS concept and classification 
 
 
This section proposes a comprehensive, three-dimensional scheme of customer 
values in which SOUPS logically fit (see table 4). This means the scheme covers 
more than just SOUPS (more precisely concerning its third dimension). The first 
dimension classifies positive customer values according to the fundamental 
underlying motive. The second one concerns similar negative values. Thirdly 
values are classified according to the generic marketing function they serve, 
including the distribution function, in comparison to the classic delineation. The 
two first dimensions intend to broaden the SOUPS horizon based on the earlier 
arguments. The rationale of the third dimension is to allow to sharply delineate 
SOUPS amongst other functional outputs. 
7.1. Dimension 1:  Positive customer values according to fundamental  
 underlying motive. 
 
 
Under 4.1. it was argued that distribution service outputs also concern non-
economic ones, in particular social and emotional benefits. Also, it can generally 
be argued that presumably any need category touched upon by marketing 
activities can potentially be affected by more specific activity classes like 
distribution. Compatible with these two arguments Lambin’s overview of need 
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classifications provides three classificational options viz. the typologies of in 
chronological order first, Maslow, second, Rokeach and third, Sheth, Neumann 
& Gross (Lambin, 2000, p. 105 – 111).   
 
The latter is by far the strongest option for the following reasons (Sheth, Newman & 
Gross, 1991, passim): 
(i) The Sheth, Newman & Gross typology surmounts pragmatic grouping and/or 
empirical findings, as it is (also) founded on theoretical grounds. 
(ii) The theory developed by Sheth, Newman and Gross departs more in particular 
from the axiomatic proposition that consumer choice is a function of multiple values 
- a stance strongly advocated under 4.1. Its included consumption values extend 
beyond economic utilities. Personal, emotional, psychological, social elements and 
the like are all included (see further). Vice versa there are no elements 
counterarguing the findings mentioned under 4.1.. 
(iii) “Various disciplines have contributed theory and research relevant to these 
values” (Sheth, Newman & Gross, 1991, p. 160). More than 650 references were 
explicitely studied by the authors. Each consumption value is in particular 
consistent with various components of models advanced by Maslow, Katona, Katz 
and Hanna. 
(iv) Also the definition of functional or economic values (see further) takes into 
account perceptual phenomena, which is in accordance with the overall point of 
view of the marketing discipline as distinct from the presumptions of earlier 
marketing economics. 
(v) Sheth, Newman and Gross claim their consumer values to make differential 
contributions in any given situation. Put otherwise the classification possesses, in the 
words of Hunt (1976), the generic quality of collective exhaustiveness. The authors 
provide the example (Sheth, Newman & Gross, 1991, p. 162) of a purchase situation 
of golden coins, in which the functional and emotional values would be particularly 
important, whereas the other values would have little influence. This property 
suggests that this ‘consumer’ value classification can plausibly be generalized to 
more general ‘customer’ settings. In particular to business-to-business settings, 
where typically non-economic motives are less important, but could still play a part. 
Channel conflicts e.g. are by definition emotionally loaden.   
(vi) “The consumption values identified by the theory are independent, relating 
additively and contributing incrementally to choice” (Sheth, Newman & Gross, 
1991, p. 163). This important property meets one of the necessary criteria put 
forward by Hunt (1976) for a classification to have generic properties viz. the 
property of mutual exclusiveness. 
(vii) The categories making up the classification are positively defined (see further), 
which is another necessary criterion for a generic typology. As a result of this 
feature, there is no “all other category”. 
(viii) The theoretical typology “has been operationalized and tested in more than 200 
consumer choice situations” by its authors, who also developed “a standardized or 
‘generic’ questionnaire format” as well as “a standardized procedure for adapating 
the format to the specifics associated with each unique choice situation” (Sheth, 
Newman & Gross, 1991, p. 163). 
 
The first category from the Sheth, Newman and Gross typology corresponds with 
traditional economic utilities, but in perceived terms. Functional values refer to 
“the perceived utility acquired by an alternative as the result of its ability to 
perform its functional, utilitarian or physical purpose. Alternatives acquire 
functional value through the possession of salient functional, utilitarian or 
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physical attributes”. In our interpretation this category corresponds with the 
traditional notion of utility as implied in economics. The fact that Sheth et al. 
refer to ‘perceived utility’ rightly leaves room for perceptual phenomena, even 
when this particular category might not be the one most typically affected by 
perceptual phenomena. Another attractive feature of the definition is the 
reference to ‘alternatives’. This very general specification rightly leaves room for 
all sorts of applications. Still, we would prefer the term ‘value’ over ‘utility’. 
 
The two following categories match the literature summary under 4.1.. Social 
value refers to “the perceived utility acquired by an alternative of its association 
with one or more social groups. Alternatives acquire social value through 
association with positively or negatively stereotyped demographic, socio-
economic and cultural ethnic groups”. Depending on ones identity the 
attractiveness of a hypothetical shop e.g. in a Jewish quarter of a multicultural 
city run by Jewish people, may differ markedly from the attraction of an 
identical shop in the same quarter run by say Arab people. Emotional values 
indicate “the perceived utility acquired by an alternative as a result of its ability 
to arouse feelings or affective states. Alternatives acquire emotional value when 
associated with specific feelings or when they facilitate or perpetuate feelings”. 
Perfume would be a (stereo)typical product example. Purchasing in a high street 
boutique versus on-line might be a corresponding retail example. 
 
The two final categories were hardly mentioned in the literature review under 
4.1.. Still it can logically be argued that, as they presumably play a part in 
consumer behaviour in general, they might be of potential importance in 
distribution. Epistemic value refers to “the perceived utility acquired by an 
alternative as a result of its ability to arouse curiosity, provide novelty and/or 
satisfy a desire for knowledge. Alternatives acquire epistemic value through the 
capacity to provide something new or different”. This sort of value seems to 
typify advanced economies, not in the least their retail apparatus. Many retail 
formats and specific businesses are particularly apt in delivering epistemic 
values. Examples are highly specialised. CD- or book stores, antique shops etc. 
Finally, conditional value indicates “the perceived utility acquired by an 
alternative as a result of the specific situation or the context faced by the choice 
maker. Alternatives acquire conditional value in the presence of antecedent 
physical or social contingencies that enhance their functional or social value, but 
do not otherwise possess this value”. Even when this sort of value seems by its 
very nature more difficult to plan, its occurence is quite well imaginable in 
different settings. 
 
TABLE 3. A GENERIC PERCEIVED CUSTOMER VALUE SCHEME 
 
 

 DIMENSION 1: POSITIVE PRODUCTION VS. EXCHANGE VALUES 

POSITIVE EXCHANGE VALUES DIMENSION 3:  

FUNDAMENTAL 
UNDERLYING 
MOTIVE 

POSITIVE 
PRODUCTION 

VALUES 
POSITIVE 

DISTRIBUTION VALUES 
(Positive Distribution 

Service Outputs) 

POSITIVE 
COMMUNICATION 

VALUES 
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FUNCTIONAL 
VALUES  Classic Distribution  

Service Outputs  

SOCIAL VALUES    

EMOTIONAL VALUES    

EPISTEMIC VALUES    

CONDITIONAL 
VALUES    

 DIMENSION 2:  NEGATIVE PRODUCTION VS. EXCHANGE VALUES 

NEGATIVE EXCHANGE VALUES 
DIMENSION 3:  

FUNDAMENTAL 
UNDERLYING 
MOTIVE 

NEGATIVE 
PRODUCTION 

VALUES 
NEGATIVE 

DISTRIBUTION VALUES 
(Negative Distribution 

Service Outputs) 

NEGATIVE 
COMMUNICATION 

VALUES 

FUNCTIONAL 
VALUES    

SOCIAL VALUES    

EMOTIONAL VALUES    

EPISTEMIC VALUES    

CONDITIONAL 
VALUES    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7.2. Dimension 2: Negative customer values according to fundamental 
 underlying motive 
 
 
A second dimension concerns disutilities or more generally ‘negative values’ 
customers undergo as a result of the adoption of the acquired product (or service) 
and/or as a result of the acquisition process. Evidently the disutility following 
from the payment of a monetary price for a product is the most typical and 
straightforward example. This monetary price may explicitly or implicitly 
concern the product (or service) itself and/or the acquisition process or elements 
thereof like e.g. the transportation price. 
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At the same time positive and negative customer values need not necessarily 
belong to the same category and even if they do they need not necessarily be of a 
compensatory nature. This argument holds particularly strongly for 
non-monetary costs, as is apparent from the following quotation taken from 
Baker (et al., 2002, p. 122), together with its references: “Studies in 
environmental psychology and marketing that have examined the affective 
influence of the environment primarily have taken a positive view of affect (i.e. 
what increases a person’s pleasure). In line with Zeithaml’s (1988) notion of 
nonmonetary costs, we focus on the negative affect stemming from store 
environments. This perspective is also consistent with the argument that positive 
and negative affect are distinct constructs (Babin, Darden, and Babin 1998; 
Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988) and that negative affect has a stronger impact 
on consumers (Babin and Darden 1996). Even when the previous observation 
would only hold for nonmonetary costs, which need not be the case, this would in 
itself be sufficient reason to keep positive and negative customer values generally 
apart. 
 
The basic idea, however, is that this second dimension groups negative 
consequences resulting from or coinciding with the use, adoption or consumption 
of a ‘product’ in the broadest sense of the word and/or of the acquisition of it. To 
express the generic character of this dimension the term ‘negative value’ is used. 
This choice also provides comparability and compatibility with the first 
dimension. A similar logical division of negative values making up this second 
dimension is used as in the first dimension. This arrangement would also allow to 
discern the different mutual influences of different cost elements on itself, as well 
as on positive distribution benefits. As argued by Baker et al. (2002, p. 122): 
“Although time/effort costs and psychic costs are conceptually related constructs 
(e.g. crowding can trigger both perceptions of physical density and a negative 
emotional reaction to physical density), researchers in economics and marketing 
have treated them as distinct (e.g. Bender 1964; Zeithaml 1988)”. An illustration 
of the previous is the confirmation in Baker et al.’s empirical study of the two 
following distinct hypotheses: 
(i) “As customers’ perceptions of store design cues become more favourable, 
customers will perceive psychic costs to be lower” and  
(ii) “As customers’ perceptions of design cues become more favourable, 
customers will perceive monetary prices to be higher” (Baker et al., 2002, p. 127, 
136 and 137). 
 
 
7.3. Dimension 3: Customer values according to generic underlying marketing 
 function 
 
 
If SOUPS are considered values, benefits and the like following from the 
execution of the distribution function (as argued earlier), their delineation is 
determined by the delineation of the distribution function. As a result a precise 
definition is needed of this distribution function. In order to do so, one (i) needs to 
depart from the most generic classification of marketing functions and (ii) 
assume behind the most fundamental functions the presence of a multitude of 
subfunctions, presumably fitting a hierarchical multi-layer structure and (iii) also 
assume possible interactions between those subfunctions. This vantage point is 
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neither the same as the acceptance of overlap within the classification, nor the 
same as excluding the possibility that subfunctions are linked to more than one 
generic function in one or other fashion. 
 
The most generic classification of marketing (or exchange) functions matches the 
most fundamental functions recognizable in a generic exchange framework, 
which in turn represents the core essentials of marketing (Kotler 1972 and 
similar): 
(i) The most essential exchange function consists of determining the nature, 
composition and destination of the goods and/or services that will be marketed. 
(The actual production of the offering is not a marketing issue).  
(ii) The determination of how the offering will be delivered and the actual 
delivery is what the distribution function stands for. 
(iii) The communication function refers to the determination of how to convey 
information, and also of the actual conveyance of information on the two 
previous functions, and of vice versa (determining how to) collecting the 
necessary information so that the two previous functions can properly be 
executed. 
(iv) The pricing function determines the conditions of exchange. 
 
The drawing of the borderlines between functions (i) and (ii) can most easily be 
done by making use of the abstract utility types taken from general economics. 
Elemental and form utility (and corresponding non-economic benefits) are 
created by function  
(i) under the form of either physical products e.g. machinery (possibly 
complemented with auxiliary products like e.g. spare parts and/or with auxiliary 
service products like e.g. installation) or of service products e.g. gardening 
services (possibly complemented with auxiliary service products like e.g. cleaning 
up and/or with auxiliary physical products like e.g. seeds). The distribution 
function  
(ii) on the other hand is the one creating time, place and possession utilities (as 
explained in the reconstruction of the SOUPS history) and also of course of 
creating corresponding non-economic benefits. So, conceptually this distinction is 
quite straightforward.  
 
 
 
 
 
The distinction between (i) and (ii) is more difficult to draw in practice, however, 
as a result of a number of factors that tend to blur the picture: 
(i) The institutions involved have most typically a mixed nature. Producers tend 
to assume the distribution function to a certain extent, next to their production 
activities. Intermediaries often engage more or less in the production function, 
e.g. by assuming the installation or customization responsibility. Consumers may 
engage some of the distribution and/or production function. They may transport 
and assemble their Ikea furniture themselves for instance. Evidently, those 
institutions predominantly exert by definition their primary function, but the 
occurrence of mixed functions is possible and even typical: complete 
specialisation is the exception rather than the rule. 
(ii) Product services and service products are not identical. In the first case by 
definition the physical product is the most important value creating element, in 
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the second case it is the other way around. An offering often consists of one or 
more products (services) completed with one or more complementary services or 
vice versa. It is not always obvious, however, which services or products belong 
together to determine the essential values enjoyed by the customer. 
(iii) The distribution function encompasses distribution service products like e.g. 
transportation, but also physical distribution product services like e.g. vending 
machines. 
(iv) In a more affluent, sophisticated society transvections seem to occur more 
and more frequently. If the distribution and production function are both 
organised in some or other stepwise, and intertwined fashion (according to the 
postponement principle) distinguishing between the two functions becomes more 
difficult. 
(v) Finally the prevalence of the communication function makes the 
interpretation more difficult. Particularly when the service product itself 
happens to consist of information like e.g. in case of consulting or when the 
communication function coincides with some of the auxiliary product service like 
e.g. in the case of training users of standardised software. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. How generic are post-classic SOUPS completions? 
 
 
Textbook research gives every reason to consider Bucklin’s 1978a publication to 
have brought the classic SOUPS concept and classification. It is clearly the source 
textbook authors keep referring to. Still a few attempts to update and adapt the 
classic concept and classification have taken place, roughly speaking in the 
nineties. In this final section we shall review them based on the overviews by 
Stern, El-Ansary and Coughlan (1996) and of Hean Tat Keh (1997).  
 
 
8.1. The post-classic 1978 revision by Bucklin 
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Interestingly Bucklin published a different SOUPS interpretation (Bucklin 1978b as 
quoted in Hean Tat Keh p. 152) in the very same year of his classic publication 
(Bucklin 1978a). In it he “writes that there are three types of services: logistical, 
informational and product functional” (Hean Tat Keh p. 152). This idea 
corresponds with his SOUPS revision of 1996 (see further), implying two major 
consequences. The first implication is a very clear confirmation that Bucklin intends 
to study the subject matter from a functional(ist) point of view. The second 
implication is that the scope of the SOUPS concept and classification is extended 
beyond the distribution function, to also include the communication and the 
production function. As a result the scope of Bucklin 1978b concerns “distribution 
system service outputs” rather than “distribution service outputs” (see conclusions). 
 
 
8.2. The 1988,1990 contribution by Betancourt and Gautschi 
 
 
From the overview of Hean Tat Keh it turns out that Betancourt and Gautschi 
(1988, 1990 as quoted in Hean Tat Keh p. 152) refined Bucklin’s post-classic 1978b 
classification into accessibility, product assortment, assurance of product delivery at 
the desired time and in the desired form, availability of information and ambience. 
From this brief description it is indeed clear that the production function is involved 
(desired form) and also the communication function (availability of information and 
also of ambience). As it is by no means convincingly argued that the outputs of the 
latter functions are exhaustive (they rather look like a selection), “the refinement” 
(in the words of Hean Tat Keh p. 152) by Betancourt and Gautschi seems to imply a 
deviation from Bucklin 1978b. Betancour and Gautschi rather seem to describe “the 
typical intermediary” or else “the typical channel output”. For that reason it seems 
to imply a distortion of Bucklin’s functionally inspired view into a predominantly 
institutional view. One could say that this study concerns distributor service outputs 
rather than distribution service outputs (see conclusions). 
 
 
 
 
 
8.3. The 1992 contribution by Rangan, Menezes and Maier 
 
 
In 1992 Rangan, Menezes and Maier published a framework for channel selection 
for new industrial products. In it they offered a “parsimonious list of eight channel 
functions and their implications for channel choice: product information, product 
customization, product quality assurance, lot size, assortment, availability, after- 
sales service and logistics” (Rangan, Menezes & Maier 1992, p. 72). From the 
SOUPS point of view this contribution:  
(i) implies a confirmation of the applicability of the SOUPS concept to industrial 
applications.  
(ii) presents a classification of service outputs (e.g. lot size or assortment) rather than 
of functions; 
(iii) even when the authors explicitely prefer the functional(ist) channel view over 
the institutional view (p. 73).  
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(iv) It is also clear that, in line with Bucklin 1978b, next to the distribution function, 
also the communication and production function are considered as generators of 
service outputs; 
(v) to the extent that the latter typically are assumed or can be assumed by 
industrial intermediaries. The latter aspect implies some contradiction with the 
functional(ist) credo of its authors. 
 
 
8.4. The 1992 contribution by Oi 
 
 
Hean Tat Keh’s overview (1997) also contains a summary of a contribution by Oi 
(1992). “Working independently, Oi (1992) provides a similar conceptualization (to 
Bucklin 1978b and Betancourt and Gautschi 1988), and breaks distribution services 
down into:  
(i) exchange - they consummate transactions that transfer property rights to the 
goods they handle. 
(ii) a product line - they assemble and display an array of goods. 
(iii) convenience - they offer this product line at a location and time that have the 
effect of reducing transaction costs. 
(iv) auxiliary services - they sometimes provide delivery, credit, and implicit 
warranties, and  
(v) production - they may engage in packaging and processing goods to put them in 
a more suitable form to the customer” (Hean Tat Keh, 1997, p. 153). From this 
summary: 
(i) we conclude that Oi essentially brings a variation on the theme originally 
proposed by Bucklin (1978b).  
(ii) Within the limitations of our paper we can not make detailed comparisons 
between Oi and similar authors,  
(iii) but we suffice to observe that in Oi’s descriptions the institutional emphasis 
seems to be particularly strongly present. 
 
 
 
 
 
8.5. The 1996 contribution by Bucklin, Ramaswamy & Majumdar 
 
 
This contribution departs from the vantage point Bucklin already choose in 1978b. 
The basic idea is that a distribution channel assumes responsibility concerning three 
major functional areas: logistics, informational and product functional. With an eye 
on analysis, prediction and prescription the authors integrate the different functions 
into one single framework labelled as the Structure-Output Paradigm. “This model 
regards the channel as the means by which services are provided to end-users and 
their needs as constituting the chief inputs into the channel design process” (Bucklin, 
Ramaswamy & Majumdar 1996, p. 73). 
 
We interpret this study as particularly relevant for analyzing channel situations, 
where the typically mixed or hybrid nature of intermediaries from a functional 
perspective, implies an almost unavoidably significant participation in both 
communication and production activities. Looking at three major functions on such 

35



 

occasions offers a more complete basis for analysis, prediction and prescription of 
the channel structure. At the same time it seems evident that in terms of service 
outputs neither a new concept nor a new classification is proposed in comparison to 
Bucklin 1978b. In comparison to the classic Bucklin 1978a concept and classification 
evidently the difference is substantial. 
 
 
9. Conclusion and future research 
 
 
Distribution service outputs refer to perceived customer benefits resulting from 
the execution of the distribution function, by whoever assumes it partly or 
completely: distribution specialists and/or production specialists and/or 
customers themselves. Traditionally they are limited to economic benefits, that in 
turn in theoretical models are balanced by different channel participants against 
financial costs and prices. Most typically SOUPS are discussed at the retail level 
of consumer goods channels, even when the concept itself does not impose this 
focus. SOUPS appear to be studied at different levels of abstraction ranging from 
the attribute level to the basic customer value level. 
 
Distribution service outputs structurally play a pivotal role in the marketing 
discipline. The classic formulation and classification by Bucklin in 1978a is the 
result of the integration of interdependent and cross-fertilizing contributions, 
stemming from both general economics and marketing economics. Marketing 
economics, in particular the institutional and functional(ist) school, focused on 
operational expressions of more general exchange utilities. The integration by 
Bucklin in a few steps, is to be seen as a product of the functionalist school. 
 
Authors of marketing and distribution textbooks almost unavoidably discuss 
distribution service outputs. In almost any sampled case the Bucklin 1978a 
typology is available or recognizable. It does indeed deserve the qualification of 
classic typology. Still, it is not on any occasion reproduced as properly as it 
should. Moreover, additional comments by textbook authors describing SOUPS 
indicate the classification is too narrow. 
 
Studies in marketing both of a macro and of a micro nature, of a conceptual as 
well as of an empirical nature, indeed indicate that the SOUPS concept and 
classification should better be broadened to also encompass non-economic 
distribution outputs. The same goes for non-monetary price elements. Moreover 
the SOUPS concept and classification should not be confined to physical 
consumer goods. It should cover any field of marketing, just as it should cover 
any fundamental customer benefit or motive category. In summary its boundaries 
in terms of customer values, costs and fields of application should correspond with 
those of the overall marketing discipline. The classic SOUPS concept and 
classification formulated in the seventies, however meritorious in many respects, 
were anachronistic already at the moment of their birth. By this we mean that they 
were the temporary end-result of a scientific development stemming from 
marketing economics (which in turn rooted in general economics), implying a much 
more narrow view than the one the multidisciplinary marketing field had acquired 
already at that very moment, and that was during that very decade about to be still 
significantly broadened. This anachronism calls for an appropriate broadening of 
the SOUPS concept and classification to match the boundaries of the overall 
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discipline. This call for broadening is recognizable between the lines of the 
comments of authors of representative, general marketing and distribution 
textbooks. 
 
The broadening ideas found in specific post-classic literature are of a different 
nature, leading to two particularly important related interpretation issues.  
(i) A careful distinction needs to be made in the first place between the service 
outputs institutions (particularly intermediaries and still more particularly retailers) 
deliver, versus the service outputs provided by the execution of the distribution 
function by whoever assumes it. The former we would prefer to call ‘distributor’ 
service outputs, whereas we would call the latter ‘distribution’ service outputs. A 
full service wholesaler for instance may offer similar distribution service outputs in 
comparison to a limited service wholesalers, whereas their respective distributor 
service outputs differ markedly by definition. The relevance of the chosen focus is 
situation dependent. Analysis and planning of network density for instance requires 
a distribution service output perspective. A retail firm image study would oppositely 
require a distributor service output perspective. Textbook authors seem to be not 
explicit enough concerning this distinction. In line with the functional(ist) school the 
present paper focused on distribution service outputs.  
(ii) Concerning the functional(ist) approach, the pessimistic quality assessment 
formulated already many decades ago still seems to hold. Functional listings are still 
relatively rudimentary in terms of completeness and hierarchy. The generic 
distribution function e.g. embraces many subfunctions. A similar stance can be 
taken concerning other generic functions like production and communication. 
Distribution, production and communication can, however, be studied in 
combination in a channel context. The focus is then still on functions, but the scope 
is significantly wider than in case of a sole focus on the distribution function. The 
whole distribution system is considered, concerning its delivery of what we would 
call “distribution system service outputs”. The post-classic SOUPS contributions 
typically take the latter stance. The study of Bucklin, Ramaswamy & Majumdar of 
1996 is probably the most representative and also most explicit example. Also here 
one needs to conclude that the difference with the previous types of focus can be 
significant. Also here it is important to mention that the best option depends on the 
setting. To the extent that specific communication and distribution tasks are closely 
intertwined e.g. in case of e-marketing a systems approach might be preferable. The 
possibly more integrated approach does not take away the necessity though, that its 
fundamental components should be well defined and classified. It does not take 
away the need, to make a deliberate choice between different viewpoints and to 
convey this choice very clearly to readers and users. Many examples can be given of 
both general textbook authors as well as of specialized scholars who fail to do so. 
 
Next to the necessity of broadening SOUPS and of clearly indicating the particular 
stance taken (institution, function, system) we conclude there is a significant need of 
deepening the SOUPS framework. An illustration stems from the typical 
multiplicity of the variety of goods and service, both of a core and of an auxiliary 
nature. Very often waiting time and decentralisation are only determined 
concerning the principle part of that variety. A retail network e.g. would imply a 
high density and long opening hours concerning its typically stocked merchandise. 
Its auxiliary product and services contrary might have different service output 
characteristics. A non-standard size might e.g. only be available after a delivery time 
of three weeks, but would be delivered free to the customers home. These many and 
varied combinations are not only of strategic and managerial importance, but may 
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also matter a great deal in more operational classifications in academic studies. The 
SOUPS concept and classification should therefore also be deepened by carefully 
fitting more operational customer benefit levels (e.g. the attribute level) into more 
generic levels. Subclassifications should carefully be checked in terms of already 
existing classifications as well as in terms of classificatory properties. Inventing 
the wheel again should be as much avoided, as using improvised classifications 
with major ‘all other’ categories in it.  
 
On the basis of the literature studied, the text proposes a substantially broadened 
SOUPS framework, compatible with the overall boundaries of the marketing 
discipline. Also the major categories match recent findings and the consensus 
amongst scholars concerning the overall marketing discipline. In terms of 
broadness the proposed classification attains a degree of comprehensiveness that 
may well be considered generic. In terms of ‘deepening’ the SOUPS concept and 
classification the evaluation of the scheme and also of the present status in 
literature is much more mixed. Generally speaking there is a huge need for 
integration, state of the art inventories and double checks. There is a huge need 
for more transparency, more explicit summaries of contemporary standard 
definitions and typologies. 
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