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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 General Introduction 

As of today, we already live in a digital world (Kannan and Li 2017). Everything in our life is 

related to digital technologies. We work with computers; we live with smart furniture; we 

connect with each other through our smart phones. In this reality, retailing is changing from 

day to day (Rigby 2011). We buy clothes from Taobao, buy food from Albert Heijn’s online 

store, and buy electronics at Jingdong’s. There is no need for consumers to walk outside of 

their houses; everything can be purchased with a computer or a mobile phone. Or consumers 

can look for product information online first and then travel to brick-and-mortar stores to 

purchase. They can even use in-store terminals to place orders when some products are out-

of-stock in stores. These developments started as E-commerce in the late 90’s of the last 

century with the upcoming of the Internet and have now transformed into digital commerce 

(Rigby 2011). In fact, there were already 1.66 billion people worldwide buying goods online 

and around 2.3 trillion dollars online sales being achieved in 2017 (Statista 2018). The most 

impressive example is Amazon, which now is transforming the retail business with new AI 

technologies, such as Alexa, new digital loyalty initiatives, and Amazon Prime (e.g., Kahn, 

Inmann, and Verhoef 2018). In China, retail giant Alibaba is a very strong digital player with 

an annual revenue growth rate of 60% and its New York-listed company’s revenue achieved 

11.8 billion dollars at the end of June 2018 (South China Morning Post 2018).  

The rapid growth of digital retailing attracts much attention from marketing 

researchers (e.g., Kannan and Li 2017). One of the interesting questions that both retailers and 

researchers face is the influence of the proliferation of marketing channels on retailing 

strategies and customer purchase behavior, which have been discussed in a substantial amount 

of published papers (e.g., Melis et al. 2015, 2016; for a review, see Kannan and Li 2017). 

Multichannel studies have become an important area of research within marketing and 
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retailing (e.g., Verhoef, Kannan, and Inman 2015). Studies define multichannel retailing as a 

set of activities through which retailers sell products or services via more than one channel 

(Levy and Weitz 2009; Lin 2012). In the beginning stage of multichannel strategy studies, the 

most discussed channel was online websites because they have significantly reshaped 

purchase behavior and marketing styles compared to the era when only traditional brick-and-

mortar stores existed (e.g., Perea y Monsuwé, Dellaert, and De Ruyter 2004). Recently, 

mobile Internet technologies promote the online world to step further as mobile apps put the 

whole world on everyone’s smart phones (Shankar et al. 2010). Retailers’ marketing on apps 

and consumers’ responses to apps are getting more and more attractive, especially in regions 

where people are big fans of mobile life, like in China (WARC 2017). The emergence of 

mobile technologies and channels reflects the increasing number of touchpoints consumers 

can use in their shopping journey (Verhoef, Kannan, and Inman 2015). With the usage of all 

these channels and touchpoints, Verhoef, Kannan, and Inman (2015) suggest that 

omnichannel retailing is replacing multichannel retailing. They further define omnichannel 

management as a synergetic management of the multiple available channels and touchpoints 

to optimize both customers’ experience across channels and channel performance.  

Next to omnichannel retailing, researchers also discuss digital retailing and digital 

marketing strategies (e.g., Rigby 2011). Digital marketing is defined as “an adaptive, 

technology-enabled process by which firms collaborate with customers and partners to jointly 

create, communicate, deliver, and sustain value for all stakeholders” (Kannan and Li 2017, p. 

23), which actually is a great challenge for retailers. It is not easy for retailers to provide 

appropriate strategies of pricing, promotion, assortment, and service in each channel and 

integrate strategies across multiple channels (e.g., Verhoef 2012). In this thesis, we discuss 

multichannel and omnichannel retailing, where a strong focus is on the usage of mobile 



Omnichannel Retailing | 3 

 
 

channels in customer interactions. Beyond that we also consider digital marketing tactics by 

considering the effects of online discounts in a digital retailing context.  

1.2 Conceptual Background 

A review paper by Neslin et al. (2006) discusses several prominent issues in multichannel 

contexts and proposes that retailers face challenges in understanding customer behavior across 

channels, evaluating single channel’s contribution, allocating resources across channels, 

integrating channels, and utilizing data from different sources. More recently, additional new 

channels and touchpoints such as mobile applications and social media increase the 

complexity of digital retailing (e.g., Verhoef, Kannan and Inman 2015; Brynjolfsson, Hu, and 

Rahman 2013). The advanced technologies encourage consumers to behave in many different 

ways and thus also catching researchers’ interest. We do see an increasing number of studies 

on different aspects of multichannel retailing. However, despite there are multiple overview 

papers and book chapters on multichannel retailing (e.g., Verhoef 2012), the current literature 

lacks a comprehensive review of the studies given the rapid development of purchasing 

technologies. This is essentially important given the noted changes in channels and 

touchpoints. Thus, this thesis will first update the current understanding of how retailers and 

consumers interact with each other in the current retailing context with all available channels 

by overviewing about 150 papers published in academic journals.  

Based on this review we identified research challenges. One of the main challenges is 

the emergence of mobile channels and more specifically mobile apps. The knowledge of how 

mobile apps affect purchase behavior is limited (Verhoef, Kannan, and Inman 2015), although 

apps serve an important role in most retailers’ channel mix today (e.g., Sterling 2018). Global 

in-app purchase revenues achieved 37 billion dollars in 2017 from 712 million dollars in 2012 

(Dogtiev 2018). Retailers and digital platforms, such as Booking.com and Albert Heijn, are 

using apps as a dominant channel in their digital marketing strategies. There has been some 



4 | Chapter 1 

work on the effects of app-usage on purchase behavior (e.g., Dinner, Van Heerde, and Neslin 

2015; Wang, Malthouse, and Krishnamurthi 2015), but more research is clearly warranted 

(Kannan and Li 2017).  

Digital retailing is also a battlefield. Large retailers, such as Amazon and Alibaba, are 

very successful with market shares around or even above 50% in their online markets 

(Thomas and Reagan 2018; eMarketer 2018). However, there are many smaller online 

retailers and start-ups that aim to benefit from the online market growth as well (Long 2018). 

Many of them are not successful and struggle to survive (iResearch 2013). They have to 

invest strongly in marketing and fight for customers. A noticeable strategy is that these online 

retailers provide long-term and deep discounts or coupons to attract and retain customers, 

instead of temporary promotions as offline stores normally offer. The question is once 

customers get used to long-term and deep discounts, how will they respond to such a strategy? 

Will the strategy really achieve what retailers desire?  

To fill in the gap and answer the questions mentioned above, this thesis is composed 

of three main essays. As depicted in Figure 1.1, Chapter 2 is an overview paper of 

multichannel retailing and also proposes research directions for future studies. Research 

directions derived from this chapter serve as a base for the next two empirical studies. Chapter 

3 addresses how a newly added mobile app influences customers’ purchase likelihood and 

their actual spending. Chapter 4 focuses on the impact of long-term and deep discounts in 

digital channels on consumers’ purchase behavior.  In chapter 5, we summarize main findings 

of the three chapters and discuss implications as well as ideas for future studies.  
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Multichannel Marketing Strategies

Marketing mix

Channel integration

Multichannel Shopping Behavior

Single channel adoption

Multichannel adoption

Determinants 

and moderators

Retailers’ Performance Derived From:

Purchase frequency, order size

  

Sales, profit, stock return

Customers’ Performance Derived

From:

Satisfaction

Loyalty

Chapter 2: Literature review

Chapter 4

Chapter 3

 

Figure 1.1 The outline of dissertation 
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1.3 Outline of the Dissertation 

The general aim of this dissertation is to prove more insights into the role of digital channels 

for consumers and retailers. Table 1.1 summarizes contributions and findings of each chapter. 

We specifically introduce each chapter’s study in the following. 

1.3.1 Multichannel retailing: a literature review and research agenda 

This article aims to present an overview of and draw conclusions from recent literature related 

to multichannel retailing. Most of the synthesized studies here were published after 2006. We 

focus on the following major questions which are specified with six sub-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 shopping 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)? The current work is served to 

understand customers’ channel choices and responses to retailers’ multichannel marketing 

activities, and help retailers to make better channel strategies and resource allocation. Based 

on reviewing papers, we also derive multiple groups of research directions from literature 

gaps, unresolved issues in practice, and environmental changes.  

1.3.2 The effects of app adoption on customer purchasing behavior 

Given the lower cost of providing a mobile website than that of offering a mobile app 

(Summerfield 2017), retailers planning to step into mobile commerce predominately extend 

their business to mobile websites instead of launching an app immediately. However, some 

studies report that most of consumers’ mobile shopping comes from mobile websites (e.g., 

Panico 2013), while others indicate that consumers are spending more and more time on 

mobile apps (e.g., Chaffey 2017). Thus it is confusing for retailers who already offer mobile 

websites whether they should add an app as another purchase channel or not. In academia, 
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studies pay much attention on adding an app to an existing online website (e.g., Kim, Wang, 

and Malthouse 2015; Huang, Lu, and Ba 2016; Wang, Malthouse, and Krishnamurthi 2015), 

but neglect the context in which a retailer adds a mobile channel to another mobile channel. 

Given the channel difference between apps and online websites is notably larger than the 

difference between apps and mobile websites in terms of device and using context, it is not 

clear whether the effect of adding an app to an online website can be extended to adding an 

app to a mobile website. Also, consumers might behave differently in the two mobile 

channels since, for instance, they might perceive higher user control in mobile apps than on 

mobile websites due to apps’ convenience and ubiquity (e.g., Kleijnen, De Ruyter, and 

Wetzels 2007). Thus, it is interesting to look at how consumers’ purchasing behavior changes 

after they adopt an app. 

We address this issue by exploring whether consumers’ app adoption leads to 

additional purchases and how this change differs across customers with different levels of 

spending share for different product categories (i.e., high- vs low-price products, credential vs 

non-credential products) and loyalty, after correcting for consumers’ self-selection bias. The 

article contributes to the literature on multichannel and omnichannel retailing and digital 

marketing. Existing multichannel and omnichannel studies have mainly discussed the effects 

of channel addition for very different channels, for example, adding an online website to 

physical stores and vice-versa (e.g., Avery et al. 2012; Homburg, Vollmayr, and Hahn 2014; 

Pauwels and Neslin 2015; Melis et al. 2016; Van Nierop et al. 2011), or adding an app to an 

online website (e.g., Kim, Wang, and Malthouse 2015; Huang, Lu, and Ba 2016; Wang, 

Malthouse, and Krishnamurthi 2015). We compare two similar mobile channels and discuss 

how consumer purchasing behavior changes in the context of adding an app to a mobile 

website. By doing so, we not only contribute to the literature, but also provide retailers with 
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valuable insights of whether they should invest in apps and apps are most attractive to which 

customers.  

1.3.3 The effectiveness of a discount strategy in digital channels 

Ecommerce is booming in China which has caused intense competition between online 

retailers in the market (The Economist 2017). A recent study by eMarketer reported that the 

top three retailers in China account for 79.7% of total retail ecommerce sales, while the total 

number of online retailers is far more than one thousand (eMarketer 2018). Small and 

medium-sized online retailers only have small market shares and struggle to survive. One of 

the commonly used strategies by these retailers is providing long-term and deep discounts. 

However, little is known about the effectiveness of such a strategy.  

We argue that a long-term and deep discount differs from a temporary one because it 

is offered continuously instead of only during a specific time period. First, digital channels 

improve information transparency and enable consumers to search and compare prices much 

easier compared to traditional channels. Second, in a context of long-term discounts, 

consumers expect that discounts will be there forever based on self-learning. Third, today’s 

consumers are getting more knowledgeable and are highly likely to question retailers’ 

motivations behind a promotion strategy. Long-term and deep discounts might be perceived 

as negative signals of poor product quality or low reputation of the retailer. Besides, we 

observe two common types of long-term and deep discounts, i.e., product-specific discounts 

and coupons which are not restricted to some particular product. The two types of discounts 

might influence consumer purchasing differently due to distinct usage restrictions. 

With our research, we aim to address four research questions: (1) What are the effects 

of long-term and deep discounts on customers’ purchase incidence, spending, and purchase 

quantity? (2) What are the effects of customers’ discount expectations on purchase incidence, 

spending, and quantity? (3) Whether do customers’ discount expectations impact the 
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effectiveness of the current discount? (4) Does consumers’ channel preference for different 

digital channels (mobile vs. online/PC) play a moderating role in the relationship between 

discounts and customer purchasing? By doing so, we contribute to prior literature by 

considering (1) a long-term and deep discount strategy (2) with two types of discounts (which 

will be detailed later). Also, we account for (3) customers’ discount expectations from 

previous experience and (4) their preference for online and mobile channels.  
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Table 1.1 Overview of major chapters 

Chapter Contributions Findings Data sources 

Chapter 2: Multichannel Retailing: A 

Literature Review and Research 

Agenda 

 Propose a systematic framework to 

outline empirical findings on 

multichannel retailing research 

 Pose multiple groups of directions for 

future research on the influence of 

multichannel retailing implementation on 

customers and retailers 

 Multichannel retailing is a win-win 

game for consumers and retailers, 

which is contingent on market 

environments, retailer characteristics, 

channel attributes, product categories, 

social and situational factors, and 

customer heterogeneity.  

Published academic papers from double-

blind peer reviewed journals 

Chapter 3: The Effects of App Adoption 

on Customer Purchasing Behavior 
 Examine effects of adding a mobile 

purchase channel on customer spending. 

 Contribute to both literature of mobile 

channel purchasing and adding a similar 

channel to an existing channel 

 App adopters are more likely to 

purchase, purchase more frequently, 

and spend more in each order than non-

adopters. 

 App adopters who have a lower 

spending share of high-priced products 

purchase more in each order than 

customers with a higher spending share 

of this category. 

 App adopters who show higher loyalty 

to the focal retailer purchase less in 

each order than non-loyal customers.  

Transactional data from a Chinese 

multichannel retailer, selling non-

prescription drugs and cosmetics 

Chapter 4: The Effectiveness of a Long-

term and Deep Discount Strategy in 

Digital Channels 

 Examine effects of a long-term and deep 

discount strategy on customer spending 

 Examine consumers’ discount 

expectations’ effects on spending and the 

interaction between discount 

expectations and current discounts 

 Discuss the role of customers’ channel 

preferences for different digital channels 

on their purchasing responses to 

discounts 

 Product-specific discounts (PD) 

positively influence customer spending 

and purchase quantity following a 

(slight) concave pattern. 

 Order coupons (OD) positively 

influence spending and quantity in a 

(slight) convex way. 

 Both expectations of PD and OD 

negatively influence purchase incidence 

and spending in most cases. 

 The expectation of PD show opposite 

interactions with PD at different levels 

of PD. 

 We do not find significant roles of 

customers’ channel preferences.  

Transactional data from a Chinese digital 

retailer, selling mom & baby products 

and other categories 
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