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ABSTRACT

The emergence of multiple channels is reshaping consumers’
purchase behavior and retailers’ marketing styles. We
synthesize existing research on multichannel retailing based
on more than 150 articles published in peer-reviewed
marketing journals, most after 2006. From this synthesis,
we reveal conditions under which both consumers and
retailers can benefit from a multichannel context. More
specifically, we identify multichannel retailing as a win-
win game contingent on market environments, retailer
characteristics, channel attributes, product categories, social
and situational factors, and customer heterogeneity. Last,
we highlight multiple directions for future research.

Keywords: multichannel retailing; multichannel shopping;
multichannel marketing.
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1
Introduction

The plethora of new channels has changed the infrastructure of today’s
retailing environment (Neslin et al., 2006). Especially Internet-based
channels (i.e., online and mobile channels) and advanced technologies
have created new and innovative opportunities for retailers’ marketing
activities and improved the flexibility of their marketing decisions
(Verhoef et al., 2015). For example, channels such as e-mail, websites,
mobile devices, and social media allow retailers to reach consumers
through various formats without the limitations of time and location.
Technologies such as location-based services installed in mobile phones
allow retailers to use the exact locations where target consumers
are to transmit coupons and advertisements to them in real time
(Andrews et al., 2016; Verhoef et al., 2017). Retailers no longer rely
solely on traditional channels (e.g., physical stores, catalogs) given
the omnipresence of advanced channels. A report by Episerver (2015)
indicates that nearly 95% of retailers realize the importance of a
multichannel strategy to target consumers. Another study by Pew
Research Center shows that approximately 86% of apparel retailers
have already adopted up to four social media channels to communicate
with consumers (Morrison, 2015).

2
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3

A wealth of related research has emerged since the appearance of
Internet-based channels. A majority of early studies focused on the
intention of consumers to purchase from a retailer’s new channels. Later
studies have discussed how new channels and the mix of traditional
and new channels influence customer loyalty and retailer performance.
Some of these studies show that adding a new channel has a positive
effect on customer loyalty and firm value by increasing customer
revenue, decreasing search cost, and providing better service outcomes
to consumers (e.g., Homburg et al., 2014; Wallace et al., 2004). Other
studies argue that cannibalization effects exist across channels (e.g.,
Falk et al., 2007). For example, Ofek et al. (2011) show that the addition
of a website decreases a retailer’s overall profit when competition is
intense, because the retailer needs to invest more in customer assistance
provided in stores (e.g., greater shelf display, more qualified sales staff,
floor samples) to improve differentiation from rivals that do not provide
similar store assistance. However, not all customers benefit from the
focal retailer’s improved store assistance. Huang et al. (2016) find that
a small percentage of website purchases shifted to a newly added mobile
app because of its greater convenience. Other research further indicates
that synergy and cannibalization effects co-exist and are contingent on
retailer characteristics (e.g., the presence of stores) (Wang and Goldfarb,
2017). In essence, different findings appear in articles on multichannel
retailing with different contexts, though little is known about what
drives these divergent findings.

Thus, the aim of this article is to present an overview of and draw
conclusions from extant studies related to multichannel retailing. Neslin
et al. (2006) provide an influential review on multichannel retailing that
includes both traditional and online channels. Thereafter, academic
interest increased dramatically, with a large number of new articles
being published on this topic (see Figure 1.1). For example, retailers
have adopted additional new channels and new channel technologies
with unique characteristics, which has further increased the complexity
of multichannel retailing. These new channels generate different effects
on retailer performance from the effects of offline and online channels
(Fong et al., 2015). Thus, an updated understanding of how retailers
and consumers influence and interact with each other in multichannel

Full text available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1561/1700000059
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Figure 1.1: The number of published articles on multichannel retailing from 2006.
Notes: We used 14 keywords to search 649 articles from Web of Science, limited to 26
journals of business, economic, management, and psychology, such as Marketing Science
and Journal of Retailing. Reading the abstract of all articles, we deleted those that had low
relativity with multichannel retailing. The final number of articles counted in the figure is
345, including one article published in 2017. The 14 keywords are “multichannel retailing,”
“online offline,” “multichannel marketing,” “cross-channel,” “multichannel marketing,”
“channel elimination,” “channel migration,” “channel integration,” “multichannel shoppers,”
“multichannel customers,” “multichannel customer management,” “mobile marketing,”
“mobile app,” and “purchase journey.”

retail contexts is required. More specifically, we focus on the following
questions: (1) What factors influence channel choices of retailers
and customers? (2) How do retailers employ multichannel marketing
strategies, and how do customers use different channels to search and
purchase during their purchase journey? and (3) How do multichannel
strategies and channel selection behavior affect customer outcomes (e.g.,
satisfaction, loyalty) and retailer performance (e.g., purchase frequencies,
sales, profit)?

After presenting the definitions of key terms used in multichannel
retailing, we introduce our framework. Next, we synthesize existing
research and specify the three research questions with six subtopics by
considering the perspectives of both customers and retailers. At the
end of each subtopic, we discuss future research directions derived from
research gaps, unresolved issues in practice, and environment changes.
We conclude with thoughts about future retailing.
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