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Introduction

The retail sector is undergoing a profound transformation, driven by the
integration of emerging technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI),

the Internet of Things (IoT), Blockchain, and Virtual Reality (VR). These tech-
nologies are reshaping not only the operational and strategic dimensions of re-
tailing but also the fundamental ways in which humans experience retail envi-
ronments. This technological evolution presents both opportunities and chal-
lenges, demanding a renewed focus on the human aspects of retailing.

The ninth edition of the Colloquium on European Research in Retailing
(CERR), hosted in Jönköping, Sweden, is organized around the theme Trans-
formation in Retail: Human-Centric Innovation. The event aims to serve as
a platform for advancing rigorous, interdisciplinary research that critically ex-
amines how retail innovation can remain anchored in human values, behaviors,
and social impact. We are glad to report that this theme has enjoyed massive
support and that 51 submissions have been presented to address such issues.
The list of presenters and an index of authors are included at the end.

Emerging technologies are enabling new forms of value creation. AI sup-
ports real-time decision-making and hyper-personalized marketing, allowing
retailers to predict and respond to consumer needs with unprecedented accu-
racy (Grewal et al., 2020). IoT facilitates seamless integration between physical
and digital touchpoints, contributing to improved logistics, dynamic pricing,
and interactive in-store experiences (Pantano et al., 2020). Blockchain, by en-
abling secure and transparent data management, offers retailers new tools for
supply chain verification and consumer trust-building (Brusset et al., 2024). VR
and augmented reality, meanwhile, open immersive pathways for consumers
to engage with products and brands beyond the physical store.

Yet, these benefits must be weighed against the risks of a technology-centric
approach that marginalizes human considerations. Algorithmic systems may
introduce biases or erode consumer autonomy. Data-intensive platforms raise
pressing ethical questions about privacy, surveillance, and consent. The au-
tomation of retail processes can have deep implications for employment struc-
tures, skill demands, and worker well-being. As these technologies increasingly
shape the architecture of retail, it becomes imperative to ask: how can innova-
tion serve human needs—not just operational efficiency?

This question underscores the significance of human-centric innovation, a
concept that emphasizes designing systems and experiences around human
values, participation, and well-being. As Wetter-Edman (2011) articulates in
her work on service design, human-centric approaches must go beyond func-
tional problem-solving to engage with the experiential, social, and ethical di-
mensions of service delivery. Her work over the years shows that innovation
is most impactful when it involves users as co-creators and responds to their
situated needs and contexts.

Retail research must thus adopt a holistic, interdisciplinary lens that brings
together technology, design, psychology, ethics, and systems thinking. Scholars
must examine not only how consumers react to technological interfaces, but
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also how these systems alter consumption practices, reshape expectations, and
influence social norms. Critical questions arise: How do consumers experience
AI-mediated personalization? In what ways can IoT-enabled spaces enhance or
compromise customer autonomy? What governance frameworks are needed to
ensure ethical blockchain implementation? How do VR environments impact
consumer trust, decision-making, and inclusivity?

The research presented at this year’s colloquium, the 9th edition, responds
to these questions from a range of methodological and theoretical perspectives.
Many contributions illustrate how emerging technologies can be deployed to
enhance human agency and well-being in retail settings. Others provide critical
insights into the risks of technocentric innovation that lacks ethical oversight.
Together, these works advance a collective understanding of what it means to
innovate responsibly in a rapidly evolving retail ecosystem. Again, the com-
munity of researchers involved in advancing the frontier of knowledge at the
intersection of retail, marketing, and operations management demonstrate the
applicability of scientific research in managerial settings. This and other books
of abstracts from previous editions can be found on the website of the Collo-
quium on European Research in Retailing.

The idea to establish a platform for European retail researchers who focus
on marketing as well as operations was born in 2010 at a conference in France.
The founding members consist of Professors Xavier Brusset (SKEMA Business
School, France), Herbert Kotzab (University of North Florida) and Christoph
Teller (University of Johan Kepler, Austria). The inaugural edition of the Col-
loquium on European Research in Retailing (CERR pronounce /’s3:(r)/) took
place in Paris in 2012. Thereafter, two more bi-annual events have taken place
– CERR 2014 at the University of Bremen and CERR 2016 at Toulouse Business
School. The 2018 edition took place at Surrey Business School, Guildford. The
next edition, in 2020, then moved to Spain and was held in Valencia. That edi-
tion, under the blight of the pandemic, was followed up in the following year
in 2021 and was held on the French Riviera: Sophia Antipolis, on the campus
of the SKEMA Business School. In 2022, the University of Zagreb took turns
to host it in Zagreb, captal of Croatia. In 2023, the United Kingdom was again
receving the scholars on the campus of the University of Portsmouth. We are
happy to have a Swedish host now accepting to host our Colloquium in 2025.

Since the first edition, the International Journal of Retail & Distribution Man-
agement has been supporting this effort by offering to publish special issues
with the best papers submitted to the colloquium (Kotzab et al., 2015, 2016,
Brusset et al., 2017, Frasquet et al., 2021, Kotzab et al., 2023). In particular, its
Editor in chief, Professor Neil Towers, has proved a staunch and enthusiastic
supporter. We wish to express here our deepest gratitude for his uncompro-
mising appreciation.

The founders’ main focus ever since has been that CERR creates a collegiate
environment that sparks ideas, initiates discussions and establishes networks
within the retail community in Europe and beyond. Currently, the founding
members represent the senior advisory board of CERR and ensure that its key
values are reflected in each edition of the colloquium.
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Jönköping, with its dynamic academic and entrepreneurial environment,
provides an ideal backdrop for this inquiry. Given the region’s vibrant ecosys-
tem of innovative SME’s and strong regional actors, CERR offers a crucial plat-
form for intellectual exchange among leading scholars, early-career researchers,
and industry practitioners committed to advancing retail theory and practice.
We are grateful that the M2C E-handel project co-financed by the European
Regional Development Fund, further facilitated this international event. This
year’s theme is a call to action: to ensure that retail transformation is not only
technologically sophisticated but also ethically grounded and socially respon-
sive.

As the retail landscape evolves at speed, guided by data, algorithms, and im-
mersive interfaces, the academic community must play a central role in shaping
its direction. The proceedings of CERR 2025 reflect this ambition—documenting
research that not only tracks transformation but helps steer it toward outcomes
that center the human experience.

We hope you find new and interesting insights in this book.

Jönköping, 20 June 2025

Hamid Jafari
Jönköping University, Jönköping, Sweden

Xavier Brusset
SKEMA Business School, Université Côte d’Azur, Paris, France

Marta Frasquet
Depto de Comercialización e investigación de Mercados

Universidad de Valencia, Valencia, Spain
Christoph Teller

Institute for Retailing, Sales & Marketing
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Introduction 

This paper examines the role of category management in the context of private label grocery 

products within the UK, drawing on the Service Eco-System framework Akaka and Vargo 

(2015); Akaka et al. (2013) to explore value co-creation. The research uses the Service Eco-

System framework by Akaka and Vargo (2015); Akaka et al., 2013), emphasizing the co-

creation of value in service systems. It also aligns to the ecosystem service approach with 

service-dominant logic (Matthies et al., 2016). Specifically, it investigates category 

management in the UK grocery sector and how private label products are integrated into the 

product assortment.  

Category management, a strategic approach in the grocery industry, involves collaboration 

between retailers and suppliers to manage product categories effectively (IGD, 2025; Wu et 

al., 2024; Benson, 2020; Gooner et al., 2011; Aastrup et al., 2007). By focusing on product 

categories rather than individual brands, this approach aims to optimize market demand and 

customer satisfaction (Alan et al., 2017). With the growing popularity of private label 

products due to improvements in quality, availability and consumer perceptions, especially in 

the UK, this study seeks to understand how value is generated and co-created through 

category management (Kantar, 2025; IGD, 2025; Latinovic and Chatterjee, 2024; Teece et al., 

2024; Benson et al., 2019; Morris et al., 2018). 

 

1



Purpose 

Category Management in Grocery Retail 

Category management, developed in the 1990s through collaborations like Procter & Gamble 

and Walmart, focuses on optimizing product categories rather than individual brands (Wu et 

al., 2024; Nielsen et al., 2006). This approach develops collaboration and resource-sharing 

between retailers and suppliers, with suppliers offering insights to manage categories 

effectively (Wu et al., 2024; Hubner, 2011). Private label manufacturers increasingly aim for 

the role of 'category captain,' influencing product assortment, pricing, and placement (Nakkas 

et al., 2020; Gundlach et al., 2019). However, private label suppliers often struggle to gain 

parity with branded suppliers in category management, limiting their value contribution 

(Benson, 2020; Kurtulus and Toktay, 2011). 

Category Management Relationships: Private Label in the UK Grocery Market 

The rise of private label products in the UK reflects growing consumer trust in their quality 

and value (Valaskova et al., 2018). Retailers have capitalized on this shift by emphasizing 

both price and quality, maintaining consumer loyalty (Gielens et al., 2021; Keller et al., 2020; 

Chakraborty, 2018). Retailers allocate more shelf space to private labels as their sales grow, 

often at the expense of national brands (Wu et al., 2024; Amrouche and Zaccour, 2007). 

Effective category management also involves educating consumers about the innovation and 

reliability of private label products, which increasingly influence consumer loyalty (Mishra et 

al., 2020; Marques et al., 2020). 

Value Co-Creation and Service Dominant Logic (S-DL) 

Service Dominant Logic (S-DL) shifts the focus of value creation from the retailer to the 

interaction between the retailer and supplier (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). In category 

management, both parties collaborate to create value for the consumer. As Chandler and 

Vargo (2011) note, value co-creation depends on an equitable relationship between the retailer 

and supplier. Misalignment of continuous interaction can result in value co-destruction from 

value loss (Makkonen and Olkkeonen, 2017; Echeverri and Skalen, 2011). 

The research aims to explore the role of value co-creation in category management within the 

UK grocery market. The objectives are to: 

• Critically assess the extent to which the service eco-system perspective applies to 

understanding value co-creation in UK grocery category management relationships. 

• Make recommendations to retail managers on the relevance and application of this 

framework in professional settings. 

Conceptual Framework 

The Service Eco-System framework, based on S-DL, emphasizes that value is co-created 

through interactions among multiple actors within a system (Vargo et al., 2020). A service 

eco-system is a self-adjusting system of resource-integrating actors connected by shared 

institutional arrangements creating value through service exchanges (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). 

The framework has four key characteristics: 

Value is phenomenological: Value perceptions vary across different actors, depending on 

their role and perspective within the service eco-system (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). 

Value is always co-created: Vargo et al., (2020) argue that value is always co-created within 

service eco-systems through the integration of network actor resources and knowledge. 
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Value is multidimensional: Value in a service eco-system is always influenced by individual, 

social, technological, and cultural factors, shaping product category decisions (Vargo et al., 

2017). 

Value is emergent: Value within service eco-systems emerges through actor interaction and is 

contextually situated (Vargo et al., 2017). 

Methodology 

This research adopts a phenomenological methodology, drawing inspiration from value theory 

and the Vargo et al. (2017) Service Ecosystem model. The primary goal is to explore the lived 

experiences of practitioners involved in category management within private label grocery 

settings. According to Lewis and Staehler (2010), phenomenology emphasizes the importance 

of experiencing phenomena in specific contexts to understand them fully, which aligns with 

Vargo et al. (2017) first axiom of value co-creation, asserting that value is always experienced 

phenomenologically. 

Practitioners in category management were asked to reflect on their daily experiences, 

particularly focusing on what they consider valuable in their relationships and how value is 

co-created within these contexts. In line with axioms (2) and (3) of the Service Ecosystem, 

which suggest that value is co-created and multidimensional, the research sought to capture 

the perspectives of all social actors in the private label grocery sector. Both suppliers and 

retailers were included in the study, ensuring a comprehensive view of value creation in this 

ecosystem. The sample encompassed large and small manufacturers and retailers, including 

representatives from the ‘big-4’ supermarkets, discounters, and premium food retailers. 

Participant identities and affiliations were anonymized in accordance with ethical protocols. 

The research involved twenty-five senior practitioners from the UK food industry, 

interviewed using a semi-structured, inductive approach, designed to co-create a conversation 

that fully explored the participants viewpoint (Saldanha and O'Brien, 2013). Interviews 

ranged from one to two hours in length, generating over 150,000 words of verbatim data. All 

interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed by the lead author, with follow up deeper 

interviews where key points were identified by the author during transcription. Data collection 

spanned one year and was approved by Sheffield Hallam University’s Ethics Committee. 

Thematic analysis was employed to identify and categorize key themes from the interview 

data. This yielded over 160 codes across both supplier and retailer interviews. Through the 

constant comparison method Clarke et al. (2015) recurring patterns emerged, that offered an 

understanding how value is co-created in category management relationships (Spradley, 

1979). 

Findings 

This paper highlights the shifting dynamics in grocery retail, particularly the rise of private 

label products, and investigates how category management collaborations between retailers 

and suppliers create value within a service eco-system. Private label products have 

experienced substantial growth, evolving from generic low-cost alternatives to high-quality 

competitors of branded items (McNeill and Wyeth, 2011). Reports from Kantar (2025) and 

IGD (2025) highlight a shift in consumer purchasing behaviour, with private labels gaining 

annual market share. Retailers are increasingly focusing on the value of private label products, 

which are often associated with price competitiveness and quality. 

This research supports the notion that value co-creation in category management is crucial in 

this context. However, private label suppliers face significant challenges. Large, branded 

manufacturers dominate category management due to their superior resources, such as data 
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analytics, marketing budgets, and established relationships with retailers. As a result, private 

label suppliers are often seen as secondary players, despite their growing value. A key issue 

explored is whether private label suppliers can assume the role of category captain, typically 

held by branded manufacturers. Although private label suppliers lack the resources of their 

branded counterparts, their deep sector knowledge and close ties to their products position 

them as potential leaders, particularly in price-sensitive categories. 

The research shows that private label suppliers face increasing pressure to meet consumer 

demands for innovation and quality, especially regarding food trends and retailer preferences. 

Despite operating with lower profit margins, they are well-suited to take leadership in 

category management, leveraging their specialized knowledge and flexibility. Consumer 

interest in private label products continues to rise, driven by lower prices and improved 

quality (Kantar, 2025; IGD, 2025). Private label suppliers struggle with resource imbalances, 

which limits their ability to compete with branded manufacturers. Branded category captains 

are less effective in categories dominated by private label, as they offer more tailored and 

innovative solutions. 

From a phenomenological perspective, in this research, grocery retailers and suppliers were 

found to have different perceptions of value depending upon their level of investment and 

involvement in the product or category (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). In this context the actors 

involved in category management reported that they work together to create value by 

integrating their respective knowledge and resources. For example, the retailers in the sample 

contribute insights into consumer behaviours in relation to their respective categories, whilst 

the manufacturers provide insight and expertise on category trends. In some cases, this even 

amounted to manufacturer brand managers being embedded within retailer executive teams to 

drive innovation and create value across their categories. This gave rise to the term of the job 

role ‘implant’, thus aligning with Vargo et al.’s (2020) intention that actors within service 

eco-systems integrate knowledge and resources. This also relates to the multi-dimensionality 

of value co-creation defined by Vargo & Lusch (2016). When working with retailer 

management teams the ‘implant’ will advise, innovate, problem-solve, and lead category 

processes and decisions. The company employing the ‘implant’ gives them direct access to 

the retailer and easier to fulfil the role of category captain. In this research the informants 

interviewed also explained that the value of a product category is shaped by various factors 

such as brand image, consumer preferences, and cultural trends, which influence decisions 

around product assortment and marketing. As one manager in the UK explained, value is 

continually shaped through interactions with their manufacturing partners, therefore value 

emerges across different contexts at different times. This dynamic and evolving nature of 

value creation underscores the importance of the eco-system perspective within the UK 

grocery market category management relationship (Vargo et al., 2017). 

Practical and Managerial Implications 

This research bridges the gap between academic theory and practical application, offering 

valuable insights into the shifting role of private label products in the UK grocery sector. It 

highlights the potential for private label suppliers to assume category captain roles, 

challenging existing literature that often overlooks them in favour of branded manufacturers. 

By recognizing the entrepreneurial potential of private label suppliers, retailers can innovate 

in product development and packaging, creating differentiated offerings. 

The research also identifies value co-creation and value co-destruction within category 

management relationships. Despite their resource limitations, private label suppliers can 

contribute valuable retailer-specific insights. As consumer preferences evolve, retailers must 
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reconsider their category management strategies and embrace the growing influence of private 

label products. 

 

Research limitations and outlook 

This research examines category management in the UK grocery sector, focusing on the 

evolving role of private label suppliers in value co-creation within the service ecosystem. It 

highlights how private label products, once secondary, are now poised to lead category 

management. The findings suggest that private label suppliers are increasingly able to take on 

roles traditionally reserved for branded manufacturers, such as category captains. This shift is 

driven by changes in consumer behaviour, the growing importance of price and quality, and 

the specialized knowledge private label suppliers bring. The study also emphasizes that 

private label suppliers, through innovation and alignment with retailer needs, are well-

positioned to lead within category management. As the market evolves, retailers must adapt 

by adopting new models of category management that reflect the increasing significance of 

private label products. 

Future research should explore the expanding role of private label suppliers across the broader 

UK grocery market, considering more categories and participants for a deeper understanding 

of the dynamics among private label suppliers, branded manufacturers, and retailers. 

Quantitative studies could further validate these findings and assess their generalizability 

across a larger sample. 
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Introduction 

Online stores boomed in recent years (Grewal et al., 2023a; Ratchford et al., 2023; Szocs et 

al., 2023) and are forecasted to continue growing by nearly 11 percent by 2027 (Statista 

Research Department, 2023). Despite the rapid growth of online sales and brick-and-mortar 

retailers' challenges from emerging digital and mobile technologies (Pantano & Dennis, 

2019), over 80 percent of retail sales continue to occur in brick-and-mortar stores (Grewal et 

al., 2023a). This illustrates that brick-and-mortar stores continue to play an important role. To 

remain competitive, brick-and-mortar stores must create experiences that are difficult for 

online retailers to replicate (Grewal et al., 2023b) and must consequently invest in technology, 

personalization, and convenience to create this (Grewal et al., 2023a). 

In today’s retail landscape, many brick-and-mortar retailers struggle to provide personalized 

experiences (Scholdra et al., 2023). Implementing technologies can help retailers overcome 

these challenges (Riegger et al., 2022; Scholdra et al., 2023; Szocs et al., 2023; Wang et al., 

2023). These technologies, referred to as technology-enabled personalization (TEP), 

simultaneously integrate physical and digital personalization dimensions using historical and 

real-time data, yet research on its impact on customers remains scarce (Riegger et al., 2021).  

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is fourfold. First, we investigate the effect of TEP in brick-and-

mortar stores on employees, an often-overlooked aspect (Grewal et al., 2023b). Second, we 

focus on the long-term impact of TEP on consumers, specifically customer loyalty. Third, we 

explore the underlying mechanisms of this effect, examining the role of decision convenience 

and customer experience. Additionally, we elaborate on Gahler et al.'s (2023) unified six-

dimensional customer experience measure that applies across different interaction contexts, 

touchpoints, and journey stages. Fourth, we examine the moderating effect of human-enabled 

personalization (HEP) on these relationships.  
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Conceptual framework  

We examine the framework developed by Grewal et al. (2023b), specifically focusing on TEP 

as an in-store technology. We expand this framework by assessing how TEP can enhance 

efficiency and improve experiences in brick-and-mortar stores, considering both customer and 

employee perspectives. 

The Mediating Role of Convenience and Customer Experience 

To create in-store experiences that are difficult for online retailers to replicate, retailers must 

invest in personalization and convenience (Grewal et al., 2023a). In-store technologies that 

remove friction (i.e., inconvenience) may also enhance customer experiences (Grewal et al., 

2023b). Customers seek convenience during shopping to enhance their overall experience 

(Weidig et al., 2024). Furthermore, Lemon and Verhoef (2016) emphasized that customers' 

assessment of their experiences directly influences key outcomes such as customer loyalty.  

The Moderating Role of HEP 

While TEP can enhance efficiency and experience, its effectiveness depends on the presence 

or absence of HEP. The staff presence-absence paradox highlights consumers’ conflicting 

preferences for HEP. While some prefer independent shopping, others seek human interaction 

(Riegger et al., 2021). Technology can substitute human interaction in service contexts (Sheng 

et al., 2024). As per Marshall’s (1890) substitution concept, TEP can replace HEP when 

absent but adds little value when HEP is present due to the redundancy effect (Jones & 

Zaksaite, 2018). 

Based on the existing literature, we propose the following hypotheses (see Figure 1 for the 

conceptual model):  

H1: The effect of TEP (vs. no TEP) on decision convenience (a), customer experience (b), 

and customer loyalty (c) is moderated by HEP in such a way that TEP only has a positive 

effect when HEP is absent. 

H2: There is a serial and parallel mediation such that TEP in the absence of HEP enhances 

decision convenience, which subsequently improves different dimensions of in-store 

customer experience, ultimately driving customer loyalty. 

Figure 1. Moderated serial and parallel mediation model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Product category involvement was included as control variable. 

Methodology 

Our research adopts a mixed-method approach, combining qualitative (Study 1) and 

quantitative data (Study 2 & Study 3). Across all three studies, TEP was implemented using a 

tablet with a built-in 3D scanner in a high-end lingerie store. For Study 1, we conducted 5 in-
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depth interviews with employees to investigate the experienced and expected effect of TEP  in 

the presence of HEP, which refers to personalization delivered by frontline employees 

(Canhoto et al., 2023), on both employees and customers in brick-and-mortar stores. We 

asked the participants open and sentence completion questions. In Study 2, we conducted a 

between-subjects field experiment (N=97) to assess the real-world impact of TEP (vs. no 

TEP) on customers in the presence of HEP. Participants were regular store visitors who were 

randomly assigned to one of two conditions (TEP vs. no TEP). We used validated scales to 

measure our dependent variables. Decision convenience was assessed using Colwell et al.’s 

(2008) scale and is defined as customers’ perceived time and effort required to make service-

related purchase or usage decisions (Berry et al., 2002). Customer experience was measured 

using Gahler et al.’s (2023) six-dimensional scale, capturing a customer’s subjective, 

multidimensional response to an interaction at a specific touchpoint (Gahler et al., 2023). 

Customer loyalty was assessed with Zeithaml et al.’s (1996) scale and refers to a deeply held 

commitment to repurchase a preferred product or service despite potential influences to 

switch  (Oliver, 1999). We also included product category involvement as a control variable, 

measured using Strazzieri’s (1994) scale. Furthermore, we also tracked the purchases of the 

customers who participated in this study. Study 3 builds further on Study 2 by introducing 

two additional conditions (HEP vs. no HEP). This scenario-based experiment (N=475) 

allowed for a more controlled and comprehensive measurement of customers' responses to 

TEP. Participants were recruited through social media or e-mail and were randomly assigned 

to one of the four scenarios. Study 3 used the same measurements as Study 2. 

Findings 

Study 1: Interviews  

The findings of Study 1 suggest that TEP – in the presence of HEP – might generate 

efficiency gains for employees and improve customer experiences. TEP – in the presence of 

HEP – might generate efficiency gains by reducing the time spent on determining the correct 

product size and providing personalized recommendations. Following these time efficiency 

gains, the employees expected higher sales due to more products being presented and/or 

customers experiencing a better fit and thus choosing to buy more items.  

We found no direct indication of efficiency gains for customers. However, efficiency gains 

for employees might indirectly affect customers (Grewal et al., 2023b). For instance, by 

achieving the correct product size more quickly, the consumer might be indirectly affected 

due to the personalized advice being provided more quickly. In addition, while respondents 

did not explicitly state that the technology improved their employee journey, the technology 

might give employees a clear starting point for finding the perfect product for their customers. 

This may enable them to personalize the shopping experience more effectively. 

Furthermore, the findings suggest that employees might also signal additional positive 

expected effects on the overall store image, competitor differentiation, and customer loyalty. 

Study 2: Field experiment 

The findings of Study 2 reveal no significant effects of TEP – with the presence of HEP – on 

decision convenience, the six customer experience dimensions, or customer loyalty. 

Additionally, the results suggest that participants spent more on average when TEP (vs. no 

TEP) was used. These findings are in line with Study 1, where employees expected that 

customers using TEP would spend more. However, the ANCOVA test revealed no significant 

differences between the two conditions (TEP vs. no TEP).  
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In this study, isolating the effects of TEP was not possible due to the constant presence of 

HEP. Therefore, we conducted a subsequent study (Study 3) exploring the consumer 

perspective on a broader scope by incorporating two additional conditions (HEP vs. no HEP). 

Study 3: Scenario-based experiment 

The findings of Study 3 reveal that TEP – in the absence of HEP – enhances decision 

convenience and customer loyalty. However, when HEP is present, TEP has no significant 

impact on these outcomes, supporting H1a and H1c. Regarding customer experience, no 

significant interaction effects were found, leading to the rejection of H1b. 

Results from our customized PROCESS model (Hayes, 2022) indicate a significant 

interaction effect of TEP and HEP on decision convenience, showing that TEP has a positive 

effect only when HEP is absent. This increased decision convenience triggers parallel 

mediation pathways, enhancing four dimensions of customer experience. Ultimately, higher 

levels of affective, cognitive, sensorial, and symbolic experiences contribute to greater 

customer loyalty. These results support H2. Furthermore, the results indicate that the 

cognitive dimension not only has the most substantial impact on customer experience through 

decision convenience but also plays a crucial role in driving customer loyalty in personalized 

retail environments. 

Contributions 

Our research advances the literature on in-store technologies, personalization, and customer 

experience by exploring the dynamic interplay between TEP and HEP. We emphasize HEP’s 

moderating role in shaping customer outcomes, revealing when TEP adds value and when it 

becomes redundant. By incorporating HEP as a moderating factor, we offer a deeper 

understanding of how technology and human interaction influence customer outcomes. Our 

findings show that TEP positively impacts decision convenience and customer loyalty only in 

the absence of HEP. 

While prior studies focus primarily on consumers (Grewal et al., 2021; Grewal et al., 2023b), 

we examine how TEP influences both customers and employees. Our findings show that 

consumer-facing technologies (i.e., TEP), when combined with HEP, can also enhance 

employee efficiency.  

While existing literature highlights the importance of examining the impact of technology-

enabled in-store personalization on customer experiences (Gahler et al., 2023) and customer 

loyalty (Grewal et al., 2023b), our study provides empirical evidence reinforcing that TEP – 

in the absence of HEP – indirectly enhances overall customer experiences via decision 

convenience, ultimately fostering greater customer loyalty. By demonstrating how TEP can 

affect customer experiences, our research expands the understanding of the personalization-

customer experience relationship, an area that remained underdeveloped (Lambillotte et al., 

2022). We further advance customer experience research by measuring customer experience 

as a six-dimensional construct rather than unidimensional, which tends to overlook its 

complexity and the varied ways in which consumers interact with personalized in-store 

technologies (Gahler et al., 2023). By conceptualizing customer experience as a 

multidimensional construct encompassing six key dimensions, our study provides a more 

comprehensive understanding of how TEP can influence the customer experience.  

Practical implications 

Our findings offer valuable contributions for brick-and-mortar retailers who are seeking to 

adapt their strategies and business models to the evolving retail landscape. By gaining insights 

into how in-store technologies, especially those facilitating personalization (i.e., TEP), affect 
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employee and customer outcomes, retailers can make more informed decisions regarding 

technology investments. This knowledge helps develop innovative strategies to create in-store 

experiences that are difficult for their online competitors to replicate. Our research shows that 

TEP – in the presence of HEP – does not enhance customer efficiency; it appears to lead to an 

increase in average sales, even though the effect is not significant. However, when HEP is 

absent, TEP does create significant value for customers by indirectly enhancing overall 

customer experiences via decision convenience, ultimately fostering greater customer loyalty. 

This suggests that investing in TEP can be valuable for retailers, either to improve employee 

efficiency or to serve as a substitute for personalized service when staff assistance is not 

feasible. 

Research limitations and outlook 

While this research provides valuable insights into TEP in brick-and-mortar retail settings, 

several limitations present opportunities for future exploration. Firstly, our studies are limited 

to a single product category – lingerie – restricting their generalizability. As a female-targeted 

product, only female participants were studied. Future research should explore TEP across 

diverse retail sectors and consumer groups to provide deeper insights into the effects of TEP. 

Secondly, our study focuses on a single pre-purchase touchpoint, limiting insights into TEP's 

broader impact. Future research should explore TEP across the entire shopping journey, 

including entrance displays, interactive shelves, checkout areas, and customer service desks 

that enable personalization, to better understand its effects on decision-making, experience, 

and loyalty. Lastly, the technology used in our empirical studies cannot be considered a fully 

representative example of TEP, as it lacks historical data integration (Riegger et al., 2021). 

Incorporating historical data could offer deeper personalization efforts and potentially lead to 

different or more enhanced effects on customer outcomes, making this an important avenue 

for future research. 
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Introduction 

In a world confronted with the urgent realities of finite resources and environmental impact, 

the need to transition from a linear to a circular economy (CE) is more pressing than ever.  It 

is increasingly seen as a solution to environmental and socio-economic challenges caused by 

the overuse of non-renewable resources, rising waste (solid and electronic), pollution (soil, 

water, and air), and resource shortages (Lieder and Rashid, 2016). The CE concept works on 

the principle of replacing the linear model of production and consumption that follows a 

“take-make-dispose” pattern, with a closed-loop circular system. According to (KPMG, 2024) 

latest circular economy report, only 7.2% of the global economy operates on a circular model 

despite a worldwide urge to take action and preserve natural resources. 

The research around CE started as a concept connected to industrial ecology, but gradually it 

gained attention as an independent research area within environmental sustainability studies.                      

Not only does it involve around the sustainability and the responsibility towards the natural 

resources, but it added another dimension which is the importance of the economic benefit 

with a more human centric approach. 

Our main focus in this study is the retail sector due to its pivotal role in driving sustainable 

consumption and production practices, making it a key enabler of circular strategies through 

closed-loop supply chains, waste reduction initiatives, and reverse logistics. Growing interest 

in CE in retail has spawned a body of literature examining this theoretical construct (e.g., 

Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Prajapati et al., 2022) 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this work is to explore the CE research in retail and identify the pioneer 

studies (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017) along with the emerging topics in 

order to highlight the different stakeholders that influence the adoption and success of 

circularity in the retail sector.  
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Methodology 

This study utilizes a strategy of bibliometric to explore the intellectual environment and 

thematic change of circular economy studies in retailing during the last 7 years. Bibliometric 

analysis reveals research trends, prominent authors, and networked clusters. The bibliometric 

information was pulled from WoS, an extremely large scholarly database, by using the query 

"Circular Economy AND Retail." The search was limited by applying some inclusion criteria: 

article papers only in the period of January 2018 to February 2025, English-language 

published, and in the fields of Business, Management and Environmental Science, excluding 

all types of Engineering approach papers. The search resulted in a total of 232 records. A 

systematic process of screening was conducted following the PRISMA protocol to allow for 

inclusion of the relevant studies while being rigorous and transparent. After the elimination of 

duplicates and irrelevant documents, the final dataset comprised 112 articles. 

The VOSviewer was used for the co-citation analysis, keyword mapping of co-occurrence, 

and visualization of networks that identified dominant research clusters. Co-citation analysis 

helped to identify influential works in the field, while the keyword analysis highlighted 

emerging topics and research trends. 

 

Findings 

A bibliometric analysis using VOS viewer has allowed for the identification of key authors, 

co-citation networks, and research clusters, highlighting the theoretical foundations and 

intellectual development of circular economy research in retail.  

Research clusters 

the keyword co-occurrence network revealed four primary thematic clusters: 

- Cluster 1: Sustainability and business models 

- Cluster 2: Supply chain management and performance 

- Cluster 3: Consumer behavior  

- Cluster 4: Barriers and Challenges in Circular Economy 

Dominant themes 

The findings show that sustainability is a dominant theme in retail circular economy research, 

underlining the move from linear towards circular business models (Vadakkepatt et al., 2021). 

Incorporating circular strategies, such as product life extension, reuse, and waste reduction, 

has proven to be a necessity instead of a "way to go". Collection programs, refill and resale 

schemes, and reverse logistics networks have emerged as considerable mechanisms for 

monetizing used and returned merchandise reinforcing the role of retailers as key enablers of 

circularity.  

Studies emphasize the use of digital technologies such as blockchain traceability for products, 

artificial intelligence-based demand forecasting, and IoT-based inventory management 

(Centobelli et al., 2022). These technologies are helping companies to streamline inventory 

management, minimize waste, and facilitate better coordination among suppliers and retailers 

(Vadakkepatt et al., 2021). 

Although, common challenges include high operational costs, an uncertain legal framework, 

and resistance from consumers and businesses alike Kirchherr et al., 2017, Bernon et al., 2018 

21



 

3 

 

and Borrello et al., 2017 recognize logistical and financial constraints as key hindrances to CE 

adoption. To overcome these barriers, collaboration between stakeholders, policy reforms, 

and technological advancements is necessary to create more efficient, cost-effective CE 

systems  (Merli et al., 2018).  

Contributions 

Considering different researches analysing the CE and Retailing, this paper is the first 

bibliometric analysis to explore the CE in retail. Providing a mapping for the key authors, 

keywords and temporal evolution of themes and emerging trends. 

This bibliometric analysis is aimed at synthesize relevant research papers in the field of CE in 

retail, to guide the researchers who will address this field in the future, and to highlight factors 

contributing to the success of CE in retail and the evolution of management solutions to face 

cost, logistical and ethical challenges. Several recommendations for the scalability of CE are 

also demonstrated. This research offers a clear and holistic approach to the CE in retail, its 

main trends and the development of the research in circular business models to respond to 

managerial challenges. 

 

Practical implications 

Several managerial implications can be drawn from the results of the bibliometric analysis as 

it is particularly important for engaged parties to know their influence on consumer 

acceptance of circular practices. Furthermore, we highlighted practical recommendations to 

shareholders regarding the adoption of CE in retail with the technology revolution.  

Subsequently, the paper revealed business models enabling the development of the sector 

along with a 360° view of barriers hindering the expansion and scalability of sustainable 

practices. 

 

 Social implications  

As this paper discusses sustainability, social implications can be provided which also affect 

consumer behavior and the public economy. Research results help companies increasingly 

engage in CE practices which in turn, raise the consumer awareness about the importance of 

preserving natural resources.  

 

Research limitations and outlook 

While this study has generated new insights for CE research in retail, there are limitations that 

should be mentioned. The bibliometric approach relies on accurate keyword selection and 

indexed databases, potentially excluding relevant studies. Text-mining focused on highly 

cited papers, which may overlook newer or region-specific research, especially outside the 

WoS database. Additionally, the study does not cover all possible CE concepts. Further, 

empirical testing is also necessary, and future studies must include case studies, survey-based 

studies. 
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Appendix: The 30 most cited papers of the bibliometric analysis 

 

Title 
Author (s) 

(year) 
Journal Citations Key Ideas Study Type 

Sustainable Retailing Vadakkepatt et al. 
(2021) 

JR 106 Retailers play a crucial role in sustainability by linking upstream suppliers 
and downstream consumers, enabling circular economy practices. 

Theoretical Study 

Performance evaluation of reverse logistics in food supply chains in a circular 

economy using system dynamics 

Kazancoglu et al. 

(2021) 

BSE 95 Reverse logistics in food supply chains significantly contributes to 

environmental performance, reducing waste and emissions. 

Empirical Study 

Consumers' Value and Risk Perceptions of Circular Fashion: Comparison 
between Second-hand, Upcycled, and Recycled Clothing 

Kim et al. (2021) SUS 99 Consumer's perception of value and risks varies from second-hand to 
upcycled, and recycled clothing; emotional value has the strongest influence. 

Empirical Study 

Sustainable reverse supply chains and circular economy in multichannel retail 
returns 

Frei et al. (2020) BSE 73 Retail returns management lacks a sustainable approach; strategies must be 
adopted to align with circular economy principles. 

Qualitative Study 

Spanish SMEs' digitalization enablers: E-Receipt applications to the offline retail 

market 

Gavrila and De 

Lucas Ancillo 
(2021) 

TFSC 66 Digitalization enables SMEs to compete with e-commerce platforms through 

cloud solutions and business model transformation. 

Exploratory Study 

Role of customers in circular business models Mostaghel and 

Chirumalla (2021) 

JBR 67 Examines customers' purchase intentions in circular business models and 

identifies key factors influencing ethical consumption. 

Theoretical Study 

A digitally enabled circular economy for mitigating food waste: Understanding 

innovative marketing strategies in the context of an emerging economy 

 de Souza et al. 

(2021) 

TFSC 57 Investigates how supermarkets use digital technologies like Big Data to 

reduce food waste and enhance sustainability. 

Empirical Study 

The role of product history in consumer response to online second-hand clothing 
retail service based on circular fashion 

Kim et al. (2021) JRCS 56 Examines how providing product history affects consumer trust and 
perception of second-hand fashion. 

Experimental Study 

Determinants of consumer demand for circular economy products. A case for 

reuse and remanufacturing for sustainable development 

D.Hunka et al. 

(2021) 

BSE 52 Explores consumer demand for reused and remanufactured products using 

experimental methods. 

Empirical Study 

A sustainable step forward: Understanding factors affecting customers' behaviour 

to purchase remanufactured products 

Alyahya et al. 

(2023) 

JRCS 49 Identifies factors affecting consumer purchase decisions for remanufactured 

products. 

Comparative 

Analysis 

Shedding light on sharing economy and new materialist consumption: An 
empirical approach 

Alonso-Almeida et 
al. (2020) 

JRCS 47 Explores how the sharing economy is reshaping consumer materialism, 
leading to a shift from ownership to experience-based consumption. 

Empirical Study 

Antecedents of Blockchain-Enabled E-commerce Platforms (BEEP) adoption by 

customers - A study of second-hand small and medium apparel retailers 

Jain et al. (2022) JBR 43 Examines factors influencing consumers' adoption of blockchain-enabled e-

commerce for second-hand apparel. 

Empirical Study 

Actual consumers' response to purchase refurbished smartphones: Exploring Nasiri and JRCS 42 Analyses consumer sentiments in online reviews to identify factors affecting Empirical Study 
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perceived value from product reviews in online retailing Shokouhyar (2021) satisfaction with refurbished smartphones. 

Reusing Food Waste in Food Manufacturing Companies: The Case of the 
Tomato-Sauce Supply Chain 

Secondi et al. 
(2019) 

SUS 41 Examines how food waste can be repurposed within the supply chain to 
enhance sustainability. 

Empirical Study 

Family Businesses Transitioning to a Circular Economy Model: The Case of 

Mercadona 

Núñez-Cacho et al. 

(2018) 

SUS 42 Investigates how family businesses adopt circular economy models, focusing 

on Mercadona as a case study. 

Theoretical Study 

Sustainable reverse logistics practices and performance evaluation with fuzzy 

TOPSIS: A study on Indian retailers 

Sharma et al. 

(2021) 

CLSC 36 Evaluates reverse logistics practices of Indian retailers using Fuzzy TOPSIS 

and identifies key parameters for performance optimization. 

Empirical Study 

Global Research Trends in Consumer Behavior and Sustainability in E-

Commerce: A Bibliometric Analysis of the Knowledge Structure 

Rita and Ramos 

(2022) 

SUS 36 Analyses global research trends on sustainable consumer behavior in e-

commerce through a bibliometric approach. 

Theoretical Study 

Practical solutions for circular business models in the fashion industry Dragomir and 
Dumitru (2022) 

CLSC 37 Examines circular business practices in the fast fashion industry based on 
sustainability reports from global brands. 

Empirical Study 

How does the retailing industry decide the best replenishment strategy by 

utilizing technological support through blockchain? 

Saxena and Sarkar 

(2023) 

JRCS 33 Proposes a blockchain-RFID hybrid model for improving replenishment 

strategies in retail supply chains. 

Empirical Study 

Major Shifts in Sustainable Consumer Behavior in Romania and Retailers' 
Priorities in Agilely Adapting to It 

Purcarea et al. 
(2022) 

SUS 27 Investigates shifts in sustainable consumer behavior in Romania and how 
retailers adapt to these changes. 

Empirical Study 

Factors explaining shared clothes consumption in China: Individual benefit or 
planet concern? 

Khan et Rundle-
Thiele (2019) 

IJNVSM 29 Investigates consumer motivations for using online shared clothing 
platforms, examining economic and environmental concerns. 

Empirical Study 

Reducing waste management challenges: Empirical assessment of waste sorting 

intention among corporate employees in Ghana 

Adu-Gyamfi et al. 

(2023) 

JRCS 25 Examines corporate employees' motivations for waste sorting, integrating 

environmental consciousness and hedonic motivations. 

Empirical Study 

Impacts of logistics service quality and energy service of Business to Consumer 

(B2C) online retailing on customer loyalty in a circular economy 

Zheng et al. (2022) SETA 22 Examines how logistics service quality and energy efficiency impact 

customer loyalty in online retail. 

Empirical Study 

Towards circular economy in the agrifood sector: Water footprint assessment of 

food loss in the Italian fruit and vegetable supply chains 

Agnusdei et al. 

(2022) 

EI 23 Analyses water footprint linked to food loss in Italy’s fruit and vegetable 

supply chains. 

Empirical Study 

The challenge of remanufactured products: The role of returns policy and channel 

structure to reduce consumers' perceived risk 

Confente et al. 

(2021) 

IJPDLM 23 Examines the impact of return policy leniency and distribution channels on 

consumer acceptance of remanufactured products. 

Empirical Study 

Street food traders, farmers and sustainable practice to reduce food waste in the 
Italian context 

Alfiero et al. 
(2020) 

BFJ 22 Analyses how food waste management affects performance and 
sustainability in street food markets. 

Empirical Study 

COVID-19 demand-induced scarcity effects on nutrition and environment: 

investigating mitigation strategies for eggs and wheat flour in the United 
Kingdom 

Trollman et al. 

(2021) 

SPC 20 Examines how consumer behavior during COVID-19 affected food shortages 

and environmental impacts. 

Empirical Study 

Identifying the motivating factors to promote socially responsible consumption 
under circular economy: A perspective from norm activation theory 

Sajjad et al. (2024) JRCS 19 Investigates consumer motivations for purchasing circular products using 
Norm Activation Theory. 

Empirical Study 
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Commercial used apparel collection operations in retail supply chains Cai et al. (2020) EJOR 19 Analyses used apparel collection (UAC) programs in fashion retail and their 

economic impact. 

Empirical Study 

Drivers and barriers to fashion rental for everyday garments: an empirical 
analysis of a former fashion-rental company 

Bodenheimer et al. 
(2022) 

SSPP 19 Analyses the failure of an online fashion rental company and its business 
model challenges. 

Empirical Study 
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Introduction  

Online retail has been capturing a greater share of retail sales. In 2024 online sales accounted 

for 17% of retail sales worldwide (Coppola, 2025). This has environmental consequences. 

Home delivery (HD) in B2C e-commerce increases CO2 emissions due to its capillarity, 

demand for fast delivery, and failed delivery attempts. The rise of omni-channel retailing, 

which integrates offline and online channels, creates new opportunities for more efficient and 

sustainable last-mile delivery options (Klein and Pop, 2022). Click&Collect (C&C) has 

emerged as a delivery option that allows retailers with physical stores to save costs and 

compete more effectively with online retailers. C&C is also a way to save transportation to 

consumers’ homes and thus could be a more sustainable delivery mode (subject to consumers’ 

travel mode) (Buldeo Rai et al., 2023). 

An additional impact of last-mile delivery comes from the amount of packaging waste, which 

is neither reusable nor biodegradable (Koch et al., 2022). As Peng et al. (2022) point out, 

research on last-mile sustainable packaging has focused on HD, ignoring other alternatives 

based on the integration of online and offline channels such as C&C. Consequently, more 

research is needed. 

 

                                                 
1
 This research was supported by the Generalitat Valenciana under Grant CIAICO/2023/060. 
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Purpose 

This paper aims to examine how sustainable packaging and the disclosure of environmental 

impact information of last mile delivery influence consumer preferences for C&C versus HD. 

Furthermore, it explores the moderating role of environmental concern in shaping these 

effects.  

Conceptual framework 

Consumers increasingly demand eco-friendly packaging from retailers, as it signals the 

retailer’s commitment to reducing environmental impact and aligns with consumers’ 

environmental values. According to goal-framing theory (Lindenberg and Steg, 2007), when 

normative goals such as acting in an environmentally responsible way are activated, they can 

dominate decision-making over competing goals like convenience. Thus, when consumers 

place an online order, they are expected to favour C&C when this option is presented as more 

sustainable in terms of packaging compared to HD. 

However, online consumers still often lack adequate information on the sustainability impact 

of their behaviour. The norm activation model (Schwartz, 1977) suggests that awareness of 

how our actions affect others activates personal norms, creating a moral obligation to act 

responsibly. Providing information about the environmental impact of delivery options makes 

the trade-offs between convenience and sustainability explicit, encouraging consumers to 

choose the less polluting option. 

Furthermore, when retailers disclose such information, consumers are more likely to 

recognize that sustainable packaging is a key environmental measure. This makes the 

environmental benefit more tangible and increases the perceived value of choosing C&C. 

Finally, consumers with higher environmental concern tend to show stronger responses to 

sustainable practices, meaning their preference for sustainable packaging and eco-friendly 

delivery options is amplified. 

Methodology 

A survey-based experiment was conducted to test the hypotheses, manipulating two factors: 

sustainable packaging for C&C and disclosure of HD’s environmental impact. Data was 

collected via an online questionnaire administered by a market research institute, targeting 

urban online fashion shoppers using gender and age quotas. The valid sample comprised 360 

respondents (90 per scenario). Participants faced a scenario where they shopped online for 

sneakers (€100, no shipping costs) and had to choose between C&C and HD, with varying 

information: sustainable packaging for C&C (yes/no) and disclosure of C&C’s higher 

sustainability (provided/not provided). Environmental concern was measured using a seven-

point Likert scale from Goh and Balaji (2016). 

Findings 

A binary logistic regression analysis was conducted using a forward selection stepwise 

method. The dependent variable was the delivery option decision (C&C or HD), while 

independent variables included the retailer’s use of sustainable packaging and disclosure of 

environmental impact information. Manipulation checks confirmed that both factors were 

perceived differently across scenarios.  
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Results indicated a good model fit and reasonable predictive accuracy. Findings showed that 

sustainable packaging alone did not significantly influence consumer choice for C&C. 

However, when consumers were environmentally concerned, sustainable packaging positively 

affected C&C selection. Disclosure of environmental impact information significantly 

increased the likelihood of choosing C&C, and this effect was further strengthened among 

environmentally concerned individuals. No significant interaction was found between 

packaging and information disclosure. 

Contributions 

Our conclusion on the moderating role of environmental concern reinforces the key role 

environmental attitudes play in sustainable consumption (Moshood et al. 2022; Kerber et al., 

2023). This moderating effect, both on sustainable information disclosure and packaging, 

aligns with goal-framing theory, which suggests normative goals become stronger when 

values and attitudes are aligned. While prior research highlights growing demand for eco-

friendly packaging (Koch et al., 2022), our results show that sustainable packaging in C&C 

delivery alone does not drive choice. This may indicate that many consumers are not fully 

aware of packaging’s environmental impact, so this practice alone is insufficient to motivate 

store visits, with convenience probably remaining the stronger driver. 

Practical implications 

This research offers insights for retailers on promoting greener delivery choices. Disclosing 

the environmental impact of delivery options can encourage consumers to choose C&C, 

benefiting retailers through lower logistics costs and potential in-store purchases. Informing 

about sustainable packaging can also help, but mainly among environmentally concerned 

consumers. 

Social implications 

Sharing information on delivery impacts and sustainable packaging can shift behaviour, but 

not all messages are equally effective. Highlighting HD transport emissions is likely to have 

broader impact, while packaging appeals mainly to green-minded consumers. These changes 

could help reduce e-commerce’s carbon footprint. 

Research limitations and outlook 

Future research should test other product categories, consider different delivery times, and 

examine the credibility of sustainability claims, which may affect consumer trust and choices. 
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Introduction 

Retailers worldwide face rising societal, regulatory and consumer pressures to embed 

sustainability throughout their operations. Scholarship on the subject has burgeoned, yet 

insights remain fragmented across topics such as supply-chain auditing, branding or 

operational eco-efficiency. The literature therefore lacks an integrative perspective on 

how management control systems (MCS) can orchestrate and align these disparate 

initiatives. 

Purpose 

The purpose of the literature review is to (1) map current knowledge at the intersection of 

management control, sustainability and retailing; (2) synthesize the evidence into a 

holistic framework of control types; and (3) outline future research and practice agendas 

aimed at accelerating sustainable transformation in retail. 

Conceptual framework 

Drawing inductively from the reviewed studies, seven distinct but inter-connected control 

levers were identified: cost, operational, supplier, governance, bureaucratic, financial and 

administrative controls. Together they form a multi-level “control web” spanning internal 

processes and external networks. The framework highlights how strong links (e.g., cost-

finance-administration) can reinforce sustainability ambitions, whereas weak links (e.g., 

governance–supplier) expose implementation gaps. 

Methodology 

Following PRISMA and systematic literature review guidelines (Tranfield et al., 2003) 

Scopus and Web of Science were searched (keyword string retail AND control AND 

sustainab). After duplicate removal and screening against quality and relevance criteria, 
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98 peer-reviewed articles published up to May 2024 were retained. Each article was 

coded for definitions, theoretical lens, method, context and findings; clustering 

techniques then revealed thematic patterns. 

Findings 

The review shows that quantitative designs still dominate, but qualitative and conceptual 

contributions represent a considerable share, signalling a healthy methodological 

pluralism. Geographically, evidence is heavily skewed toward Europe and North 

America, leaving developing and emerging retail contexts underrepresented. Five broad 

thematic clusters emerge—supply chain, consumer, management, policy and 

production—demonstrating the breadth of MCS application in retail sustainability. 

Bringing these strands together, the proposed seven-lever framework illustrates how 

different control mechanisms interact, where productive synergies arise and where 

misalignments stall progress. In particular, bureaucratic control surfaces as a pivotal hub 

linking internal efficiency with external compliance demands, while the governance–

supplier interface remains the weakest link in most current arrangements. 

Contributions 

Theoretical: The review unifies dispersed evidence into a coherent typology, extending 

MCS-package theory (Malmi & Brown 2008) to the sustainability context and 

highlighting under-examined interfaces between control types. Empirical: It provides the 

first comprehensive map of methodological and regional coverage, revealing blind spots 

such as emerging markets and experimental designs. Practical: The framework offers 

retailers a diagnostic tool to assess the completeness and coherence of their 

sustainability-control architecture. 

Practical implications 

For practitioners, the findings underscore the importance of aligning strategic intent with 

day-to-day control practices. Boards can use the framework to ensure that financial, 

operational and governance controls pull in the same sustainable direction instead of 

working at cross-purposes. Strengthening the weak governance–supplier link is critical; 

doing so calls for incentive contracts, joint KPI dashboards and greater transparency 

platforms that allow retailers and upstream partners to co-manage sustainability risks. 

Integrating ESG metrics into existing financial dashboards translates long-term goals into 

daily decisions and heightens managerial accountability. Finally, store-level capability-

building—focused on administrative routines such as waste sorting, energy monitoring 

and staff training—can unlock quick wins that cumulatively bolster corporate-level 

sustainability performance. 

Social implications 

Robust MCS can turn sustainability from a compliance exercise into a driver of fair 

labour conditions, emission reduction and responsible consumption. By exposing trade-

offs (for example, cost versus carbon) and inequities (such as power imbalances along 

global value chains), the framework encourages more inclusive, justice-oriented retail 

models and can inform both public policy and industry self-regulation. 
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Research limitations and outlook 

The review is restricted to English-language, peer-reviewed sources; grey literature and 

non-English studies may surface additional insights. Future work should broaden 

empirical contexts to Latin American, African and Asian retail ecosystems, embrace 

mixed methods—combining longitudinal ethnography with big-data analytics and field 

experiments—and probe the role of emerging technologies such as AI-enabled 

accounting. A deeper examination of managerial motivations could also shift the focus 

from how firms implement sustainability controls to why they pursue (or resist) ambitious 

goals. 
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Introduction 

In the face of escalating global uncertainties and dynamic markets, the business landscape is 

undergoing unprecedented challenges. The fashion industry stands out as a major contributor 

to environmental degradation, accounting for 5-10 percent of worldwide CO₂ emissions. For 

example, Switzerland alone generates 50,000 tons of waste annually from discarded clothing 

and textiles, highlighting the pressing need for sustainable solutions. Since 2000, global 

clothing production has doubled (Bocken et al., 2021), yet a mere 1 percent of garments are 

fully recycled within the existing linear textile value chain (Pusceddu, 2023). 

Recognizing these issues, the imperative is to explore innovative circular economy models that 

can yield sustainable and successful outcomes (Koszewska, 2018; Massimiani et al., 2021). 

Identifying critical success factors become pivotal in this quest. Through a meticulous 

examination of sustainable approaches, the objective is to develop solutions that not only 

mitigate environmental impact but are also economically viable for businesses. The industry's 

call for a paradigm shift necessitates pioneering and strategic models that chart the course for a 

sustainable and circular future for the fashion sector (Koszewska, 2018). This transformative 

journey is crucial for steering the industry towards a more responsible and resilient path. 

Purpose 

The traditional linear business model of the fashion industry (take, make, dispose), coupled 

with the emerging fast fashion model (rapid response, frequent range changes and fashionable 

designers at low prices), exacerbates the environmental impact. Consumers often treat clothing 

as a disposable item, which leads to an increasing environmental impact (Agrawal and Smith, 

2015). The growing demand for textiles, especially those produced outside the EU, leads to 

large quantities of disposed clothing, a significant proportion of which is incinerated or sent to 

landfill. 

Recycling of textiles is not widespread (Koszewska, 2018). The fashion industry contributes 

significantly to pollution and climate change, and this is worsened by population growth, 

leading to increased pressure on natural resources. 

This scarcity of resources will affect the fashion industry as it requires materials such as cotton 

to produce clothing. At the same time, there is a growing problem with the accumulation of 

textile waste, as the rapid production and consumption of clothing have created the impression 

that clothing is seen as a disposable product (Sandvik and Stubbs, 2019). Shortages of 

resources, fluctuations in the price of raw materials, consumer preferences and regulatory 
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requirements are forcing companies to rethink inefficient production and consumption models 

(Pusceddu, 2023). Companies that want to introduce circular approaches are faced with 

complex and disruptive changes. These changes affect numerous stakeholders and require 

innovative business models. The transition to a circular economy is not just a technological 

adjustment, but a fundamental redesign of the way products are manufactured, used and 

recycled (Eisenreich et al., 2021). Also, the European Commission´s circular economy action 

plan, which introduces both legislative and non-legislative measures and initiatives along the 

entire life cycle of products, aims at a sustainable transition to a circular economy and 

encourages sustainable consumption. The action plan is also an important prerequisite to 

achieve the ambitious EU’s 2050 climate neutrality target and to halt biodiversity loss. 

Research into innovative and circular business models in the fashion industry is still 

comparatively young. The majority of the articles available on this topic date back to 2020. 

This underlines the topicality and growing relevance of this area of research, which is 

deliberately attracting more and more attention. Nevertheless, there is still a need for more 

fundamental and applied research and it is pointed out that there is a research gap, particularly 

with regard to the research question mentioned. This suggests that the research community 

continues to work on developing a comprehensive understanding of the challenges and potential 

of circular business models in the fashion industry. 

Conceptual framework 

With a more circular approach to the reuse of raw materials in the fashion industry from various 

production steps as well as from returned products, companies could not only achieve 

significant cost savings in production but also improve control over their supply chain and as 

well internalize key production steps.  

Accordingly, the following research question have been derived: 

What key attributes characterize an innovative circular economy business model in the fashion 

industry, and which critical success factors contribute to companies’ success through the 

implementation of these models? 

The aim of this paper is to provide an overview of successful innovative business models in the 

circular economy business models in the fashion industry, which can be used as a guiding 

framework for circular companies in other sectors. 

Methodology 

To investigate the research question mentioned above, a qualitative research approach has been 

developed, which involves conducting expert interviews. 

The research process begins with a comprehensive analysis of literature and documents. 

Subsequently, two best-practice examples are examined in detail. This is followed by 

qualitative interviews with experts who possess extensive knowledge in the field of innovative 

business models in the circular economy of the fashion industry. The selection of experts was 

carried out through an online survey, with 9 candidates volunteering for the interviews. These 

individuals were comprised of both representatives from the apparel industry and those with 

expertise in circular economy. The collected interviews are then subjected to content analysis 

and compared with the insights from the literature. In the creation of this work, a qualitative 

research approach takes precedence. Information is gathered from both primary sources, in the 

form of interviews, and secondary data, such as literature. 

Findings 

Through the adoption of circular economy principles, the fashion industry has the potential to 

disentangle revenue generation from resource consumption. This research delves into the 

innovation of circular-oriented business models within the fashion sector, aiming to 

comprehend the catalysts behind such innovations and streamline the process (Coscieme et al., 
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2022). Findings reveal that effective business models embracing circular principles integrate 

key components like circular design, introduction of new product categories, transparent 

implementation, sustainable products, and innovative business strategies with early-stage 

innovation. Robust partnerships, adequate funding, and critical success factors including 

pricing and persuasive communication are imperative. Despite challenges, financial 

adaptability is vital. Alternative business models and pioneering sustainability efforts serve as 

a blueprint for profitability, with successful models bridging the gap between theoretical 

principles and sustainable practices in the fashion industry. The overarching insights are 

presented in the final paper. 

Contributions 

From a theoretical perspective, the drivers of business innovations are identified as the use of 

technologies, sustainability itself, competitive opportunities in markets, as well as finances and 

politics. These mentioned drivers for business model innovations can be practically 

implemented through concrete measures. Circular design plays a central role, allowing the 

transformation of old products into new ones through the choice of specific high-quality 

materials. The practical implementation of circular design is pivotal in converting old products 

into new materials. New product categories are explored to harness potentials for the circular 

economy. Transparency and communication are practically executed to establish credibility 

through communication with clear and open information about developments and principles. 

Customer involvement in the product development process is also considered successful. 

Emphasizing sustainable products in practice means extending the lifespan and ensuring high 

quality. Innovative business models rely on creativity, commitment, various certifications, and 

the use of modern technologies as key factors. Competitive advantages can be achieved through 

early innovation in product development, and the quantitative measurement of ecology and 

economics considers social and ethical aspects (Bartkutė et al., 2023).  

In practice, strong partnerships are as well recognized as crucial, especially in the recycling 

sector. A success factor of a circular-oriented business model is also characterized by the active 

participation of users at an early stage with an focus is on information, interaction, and ongoing 

support. The goal is to unite traditional practices and contemporary approaches, simultaneously 

creating interaction with the customer and enabling a sustainable approach to the products. 

Despite the challenges and consistently higher costs in the circular fashion industry, financing 

the business model aims for at least cost coverage. Successful models strive to increase their 

profitability in the short to medium term. 

Practical implications 

In practice, open communication and education, compelling storytelling and authenticity, 

pricing strategies and revenue sources, as well as transparency and strong commitment are 

considered significant. A crucial, unanimous foundation is having a well-thought-out business 

model from the outset that enables a closed loop. This includes, supported by theory, aspects 

such as product design and ensuring full transparency and traceability in the supply chain. 

Ongoing collaboration with all key partners and timely optimization of all processes are 

presumed and deemed critical. Given the industry's challenges, financial flexibility is necessary. 

Despite the current predominantly lower profitability in the fashion industry, emphasizing 

alternative business models and pioneering sustainability serves as a model for future 

sustainable growth. In this combination, successful business models in the fashion industry are 

viewed as the link between theoretical principles and entrepreneurial practice, embodying real 

and sustainable measures to mitigate the issues caused by the fashion industry, making them 

exemplary models for emulation. 

Research limitations and outlook 
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The analysis of companies' responses to new legal requirements and the resulting adaptations 

represents a promising research area. This involves examining how these changes impact 

critical success factors—both internally through company-specific measures and externally 

through evolving legislation. Furthermore, research will need to pay greater attention to how 

circular business models affect social, environmental, and economic outcomes. To gain a better 

understanding of the long-term effects of such business models, potential trade-offs and 

synergies will also be assessed. A promising approach could be to develop recommendations 

and guidelines for companies, not only to ensure compliance with legal regulations but also to 

proactively achieve sustainable competitive advantages. The integration of transparency, social 

engagement, and innovation capability is of great importance. Companies that adapt to these 

changes early and adjust their business models accordingly can succeed in an increasingly 

sustainability-oriented economic environment. Overall, research in this field will contribute to 

the development and implementation of circular business models. This will be achieved not 

only by responding to current legislative changes but also by anticipating future developments. 

Research will support companies in developing and implementing sustainable strategies. 
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Introduction 

The concept of a circular economy has captured the interest of researchers, policymakers, and 

the retail industry. There is consensus on the need to embrace circularity in retail. However, 

the path to integrating circular retail services varies among retailers. This journey is shaped 

by various retail-specific contingency factors that shift significance across different time 

periods and process stages (e.g., product characteristics, product assortment, logistics 

network, organizational dynamics, and competitors). Research suggests that retailers often 

begin with small initiatives, such as in-store recycling or offering resale services, which lay 

the groundwork for a more substantial transformation (Hultberg and Pal, 2023). Bocken et al. 

(2018) emphasized the importance of experimentation, highlighting the inherent messiness, 

uncertainty, and learning that accompany the experimentation process in circularity, as well 

as its iterative nature. Retail stores play a crucial role in this journey. These nodes can serve 

as spaces for experimentation and idea generation, given their direct interaction with 

consumers. However, for retail stores to function as experimentation hubs, they must be 

designed with flexibility and adaptability. Throughout the various stages, the retail store may 

need to adjust its role and design to accommodate circular retail services. Bocken and 

Konietzko (2022) emphasize the importance of granting autonomy to local retail stores, as 

they are best positioned to develop effective strategies for circular retail services. Using a 

process research approach (Langley, 1999), this study aims to understand how retailers 

configure their stores to support the scalability of circular retailing over time. By comparing 

different journeys, this study aims to explore the following research questions:  

RQ1. What contingency factors influence the scalability of circular retail services? 

RQ2. How do retailers configure their retail stores as they gain experience and scale 

up circular services?     

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to understand the adoption and scaling of circular retail services, 

with a focus on how retailers adapt their store configurations and strategies over time. This 

study explores the role of retail-specific contingency factors in shaping these journeys. It 

employs a contingency and process theory lens to understand organizational adaptability, 

experimentation, and scalability within the circular retail journey.  
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Conceptual framework 

This research is grounded in the literature on the circular economy, logistics, and retail. It draws 

on two research theories, contingency and process, to develop a scalability model.  

The structural contingency theory, proposed by Donaldson (2001), suggests that the 

relationship between organizational characteristics or configuration and performance cannot 

be fully understood by examining only these two variables. Instead, a third contingency 

variable must be considered to explain the how and why of the relationship. Drazin and van 

de Ven (1985) proposed a system-fit approach to understanding relationships, as this can only 

be advanced by considering multiple factors, structural alternatives, and performance 

simultaneously to gain a comprehensive understanding. Because organizations operate in 

environments with numerous contingencies that conflict with one another, system fit is 

considered appropriate. Problems arise when an organization faces different factors, each 

requiring a different design (Child 1977). For example, one factor might suggest keeping 

operations in-house, whereas another suggests outsourcing. Balancing these conflicting 

demands forces organizations to make trade-offs, which often lead to a structure that is not 

ideal and creates internal inconsistencies (Drazin and van de Ven, 1985). For retail in 

particular, Breugelmans et al. (2023) suggest that contingency factors influence the 

appropriate time and approach adopted by a retail store. External factors, driven by the 

macro-environment (e.g., political, economic, social, and technological), and internal factors 

specific to a particular store or function (e.g., sector, location, management, and employees) 

influence how a retail store implements a new initiative. Furthermore, as Eriksson et al. 

(2019) suggested from a material-handling logistics perspective, internal contingency factors 

should be further separated into organizational and internal factors. This separation is crucial, 

as organizations commonly make decisions that influence retail store configuration. 

However, these cannot be considered internal factors for the store, as control and ownership 

are at the organizational level rather than the retail store level.  

On the other hand, the scalability phases of circular retail can be analyzed through life-cycle 

theories (van de Ven and Poole, 1995), such as the “Wheel of Retailing” (Hollander, 1960), 

where sustainability and operational efficiency emerge as key drivers of retail evolution. As 

circular retail services gain traction and regulations develop, large retail organizations are 

gradually competing and collaborating with established second-hand rental and repair 

providers to diversify their revenue streams into circular markets. This shift challenges 

traditional retail dynamics, as organizations no longer rely only on price-based competition 

but also integrate resale, rental, and repair services into their operations. Addressing how 

retail stores physically and operationally develop to accommodate circular services 

challenges traditional views on market expansion. This integration requires a disruptive 

transformation of the retail store's role and design to support reverse logistics. Drawing from 

the literature on circular business model innovation, several stages have been identified: 

internal experimentation, small-scale experiments in a real-life context, testing all 

assumptions in a single pilot, and scaling up (Bocken et al., 2018). Sandberg and Hultberg 

(2021) elaborated on different techniques for scaling from a dynamic capabilities perspective: 

scaling up through networking, scaling deep by normalizing circularity, and scaling out by 

developing efficient operations. This topic highlights various configuration strategies for 

achieving scalability, including maintaining in-house services, outsourcing, and collaborating 

with partners (Hultberg and Pal, 2021, Stål and Corvellec, 2018).  

According to Kembro and Norrman (2020, 2021), the design, operations, and resources of a 

material-handling node should be tailored to a particular context and configuration goals. In 

other words, a store’s context, role, and purpose are crucial factors that must be considered 

45



when configuring it. Additionally, retail stores need to be designed considering their 

operations, layout, skills, and technologies (Kembro et al., 2018). This study suggests that the 

role and design of retail stores should be reconfigured when integrating circular retail 

services. The type of circular retail service, retail store format, location, operations to be 

performed in the node, appropriate layout, skills, and technologies. The framework presented 

in Figure 1 shapes this research.     

 

 

Figure 1 Conceptual framework 

Methodology 

This study follows a case study method, which enables an in-depth exploration of real-world 

examples of large retail organizations with physical stores testing circular retail services. 

Through interviews, observations, and public and internal data, the retailer's journeys are 

mapped. Then, by asking about the role of the retail store, its design, and what causes the 

different retail store configurations and journeys to occur. The entities involved, their powers, 

liabilities, and contingent relationships are identified (Easton, 2010). This study aims to 

capture data about ongoing, past, and future events (Langley, 1999). The goal is to identify 

one or more underlying factors that can be considered the cause of these events and explain 

the different ways in which retailers configure their stores across various phases to achieve 

scalability. The primary unit of analysis in this study is the retail store configuration along the 

circular retail journey. The secondary unit of analysis corresponds to contingencies that 

influence how retail stores are configured.  
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Multiple case studies of in-store circular retail services across different sectors are analyzed 

to capture different strategies and experiences. An embedded case study approach is used 

(Eisenhardt, 2021). For each of the three selected retailers, multiple retail stores are studied. 

Within each store, circular retail services (resale, repair, and rental) are analyzed separately. 

This approach recognizes that retailers often experiment with multiple initiatives that evolve 

in different directions and are positioned at various stages of scalability. Studying circular 

retail services across different stores within the same retailer allows for the control of certain 

contingencies (e.g., product characteristics, organizational structure), enabling a better 

understanding of the retail store configuration for different services and their respective 

influences. The retailers selected represent a range of product characteristics, including 

furniture, sportswear, and children’s clothing. The furniture retailer offers a wide range of 

products (e.g., different materials, sizes, and technologies). The sportswear retailer offers 

traditional bike repair services, known for being scalable and profitable, as well as sports 

equipment and clothing, which have contrasting characteristics to bikes. Lastly, the children's 

clothing retailer presents a unique case, as rapid wear and turnover of garments often leave 

items in better condition for resale, repair, or rental. 

The data collected will be initially coded using a priori coding from an inductive theory-

building literature review. Then, a conceptually clustered matrix, qualitative timelines, and 

composite sequence analysis are used to systematically develop within-case and cross-case 

analysis (Miles et al., 2020).  

Findings 

Although this research is yet to be conducted, this study speculates that retailers often initiate 

their journey toward circularity by observing consumer needs or in-store innovations. Later, 

the offering is established as an in-store service. As demand and capacity grow, decision-

making regarding circular services must be assessed by management, triggering the need for 

adaptations and improvements in the efficiency of retail stores and retail logistics networks. 

Thus, the configuration of retail stores for circular retail services is seen as a reactive 

mechanism driven by profitability and scalability. Retail stores with greater flexibility in their 

designs and operations tend to adopt circular services more quickly and successfully. In 

addition, this study hypothesizes that store formats and locations significantly impact the 

scalability of these services, dictating the role of the retail store and its design along the 

circular retail journey. 

Theoretical and managerial implications 

This research makes practical and theoretical contributions. Theoretically, it elaborates on our 

understanding of how circular retail services are adopted and scaled, offering insights into the 

role of store configurations and contingencies in the process. Our findings suggest that the 

transition to circular integration is a dynamic journey that requires retail stores to adapt to 

their specific contexts and maturity stages. This study also challenges the wheel of retail 

theory by introducing a new perspective that positions sustainability as a driver of retail 

transformation. Retail store configuration is identified as a key factor in scalability, as it links 

physical retail design to retail evolution. Practically, it provides guidance for retailers seeking 

to integrate circular retail services. It presents a framework for retailers to assess their 

readiness for circularity, position their offerings accordingly, and provide strategies for 

scaling their initiatives. Retail managers, logistics managers, and policymakers will benefit 

from the insights provided. 
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Social implications 

The research explores the transition to a circular economy and sustainable consumption, 

providing insights into policy and the development of retail stores that integrate societal and 

environmental considerations. 

Research limitations 

A limitation of this study is the use of case studies, which may not fully represent the 

diversity of retailers’ journeys, thus affecting generalizability. As some of the retailers' future 

events are based on plans, longitudinal studies are needed.  
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Introduction 

Packaging design plays a crucial role in the FMCG segment (Bettels et al. 2020). In recent 

years, there has been a heightened emphasis on sustainability in the packaging industry, 

aiming to reduce the impact of waste and pollution of packaging. This growing interest in 

environmental protection has prompted companies to actively contribute to sustainable 

development by integrating enhanced designs, materials, and marketing strategies into their 

packaging solutions (Wandosell et al. 2021). 

Despite these efforts, many retailers face the substantial challenge of effectively 

communicating the benefits of more sustainable packaging (Wandosell et al. 2021). 

Generally, packaging sustainability can be concretely communicated through explicit cues, 

like labels or claims or through subtle, implicit cues like materials, packaging shapes and 

color schemes. Explicit sustainability cues have been shown to decrease product quality 

perceptions due to consumers’ lay beliefs about the utilization of company resources 

(Newman et al. 2014). This research therefore focuses on the role of implicit cues, package 

material and shape, and their potential to communicate packaging sustainability in a less 

conscious manner, which in turn should maintain or enhance consumers’ product quality 

perceptions.  

Purpose 

This study seeks to investigate whether implicit packaging cues mitigate the potential trade-

off between sustainability and other product attributes, such as quality. In an online 

experiment (N = 630), we manipulated the implicit cues package material (factor 1: paper vs. 
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plastic) and shape (factor 2: round vs. edgy) of two product categories (milk and cookies) to 

assess how these manipulations influence consumers’ product quality evaluation. Moreover, 

we tested how these relationships are mediated by consumers’ sustainability perceptions of 

the packaging.  

Conceptual Framework 

Theoretical Background 

Understanding consumers’ product evaluation processes is essential for promoting sustainable 

packaging that elicits positive consumer responses. While sustainable packaging is generally 

perceived as a positive attribute (Magnier and Schoormans 2015), consumers often 

unconsciously associate it with reduced product quality (Mai et al. 2019). This phenomenon, 

known as the Ethical = Less Strong Intuition (ELSI), poses a significant challenge to the 

broader acceptance and market success of products with sustainable packaging (Mai et al. 

2019). 

Lay theories—generalized belief systems that simplify decision-making—offer insight into 

these perceptions. Examples include taste-related inferences (Raghunathan et al. 2006) and 

quality-related heuristics (Mai et al. 2019). Lay theories are broad knowledge structures that, 

while often implicit and unspoken, exert a strong influence on consumer behavior (Soliman 

and Wilson 2017). They represent ontological assumptions about reality and act as narrative 

frameworks for interpreting and organizing the world (Gidaković et al. 2022). 

Previous research has investigated how sustainable packaging influences perceptions of 

product quality (Ketelsen et al., 2020). For example, the findings of Jerzyk (2016) indicate 

that react negatively to packaging changes aimed at environmental protection if they believe 

these changes compromise product quality. Similarly, Martinho et al. (2015) report that while 

consumers value sustainable packaging, product quality remains a higher priority. Moreover, 

perceived quality consistently emerges as a key driver in consumers’ choices of sustainable 

products (Magnier et al. 2016). 

Hypotheses 

The findings of previous studies suggest that consumers often consider implicit cues as 

packaging materials when evaluating sustainability (Scott and Vigar-Ellis 2014; Ketelsen et 

al. 2020). Research on the perceived environmental impact of packaging materials 

consistently shows that plastic is viewed as the least sustainable, while paper-based materials 

are seen more favorably, which in turn should positively impact the evaluation of product 

quality (Steenis et al. 2017; Ketelsen et al. 2020). Hence, we assume:  

H1: Paper-based packaging (vs. plastic-based) increases (vs. decreases) product quality 

evaluations.  

It has been suggested that consumers are sensitive to variations in packaging shape. However, 

research on how packaging shape impacts sustainability and product quality perceptions is 

limited (e.g., Liem et al. 2022). Existing studies indicate that cartons and rectangular shapes 

are generally associated with sustainability (Steenis et al. 2017; Liem et al. 2022). While 

geometrical shapes are considered more transport-efficient than round ones, they are often 

associated with convenience rather than sustainability (Liem et al.,2022). In contrast, for milk 

packaging, consumers perceive round, transparent bottles as 'very sustainable' compared to 

milk in a carton shape, a plastic bottle shape, and a transparent plastic bottle shape (Liem et 

al. 2022). Therefore, we propose: 

H2: Packaging shape will impact product quality evaluations.  
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One relevant lay theory is the zero-sum heuristic, which suggests that consumers perceive a 

company’s resources as fixed and finite (Newman et al. 2014). This heuristic leads to the 

belief that sustainability improvements, such as investments in sustainable packaging, come at 

the expense of other attributes—most notably, product quality. As a result, consumers’ 

perceptions of increased packaging sustainability will diminish product quality (Newman et 

al. 2014). Therefore, we propose:  

H3: Consumers’ perceptions of packaging sustainability will mediate the impact of a) 

packaging material and b) packaging shape on product quality evaluations.  

Methodology 

The study employs a 2 (factor 1, material: paper vs. plastic) × 2 (factor 2, shape: round vs. 

edgy) between-subjects experimental design to investigate the direct effect of the implicit 

packaging cues material and shape on product quality as well as the mediating impact of 

consumers’ sustainability perceptions, conducted separately for the milk and cookie product 

categories.  

We cover two different categories (milk and cookies) to increase the external validity of our 

findings. Moreover, these categories can be seen as complements from a consumer 

perspective but also cover different motives in terms of milk being more utilitarian while 

cookies are more hedonic. Further milk is liquid, while cookies are not thereby covering 

different challenges from a packaging perspective.  

1,200 U.S. consumers (Mage = 46.5 (18,3) years, 50.1% female) have been recruited via 

Prolific to participate in the study. Participants are randomly assigned to evaluate either a 

milk or cookie product, with each participant assessing one out of eight packaging designs 

(four for milk and four for cookies, see Figure 1 for the experimental stimuli in the milk 

category). After excluding participants who fail the manipulation check (incorrectly 

identifying the material used in the packaging), the final sample consists of 295 participants 

for the milk category and 335 participants for the cookie category, yielding a total sample size 

of N = 630 participants. 

Figure 1: Experimental Stimuli in the Milk Category 
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Round shape Edgy shape 
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Participants have been randomly assigned to one of the different packaging designs either in 

the milk or cookie category and then had to assess product quality as well as packaging 

sustainability using the scales of Magnier et al. (2016).  

Findings 

Main Effects of Packaging Material and Shape on Product Quality Evaluations 

We find empirical evidence regarding the proposed impact of packaging material on product 

quality perceptions across both product categories (milk and cookies), supporting H1.   

In the milk category, paper-based material is perceived as having significantly higher quality 

compared to plastic material (MMilkPaper = 4.97 (.09), MMilkPlastic = 4.47 (.11); F(1,293) = 13.14, 

p < .001). Similarly, in the cookie category, paper-based material is also rated significantly 

higher in quality than plastic material (MCookiePaper = 4.50 (.10), MCookiePlastic = 3.60 (.08); 

F(1,333) = 47.32, p < .001).  

Regarding the shape of the packaging, ANOVA analyses across both product categories 

reveal no significant differences in quality perceptions between edgy and round shapes, not 

supporting H2. In the milk category, the difference between edgy and round shapes is not 

statistically significant (MMilkEdgy = 4.87 (.09), MMilkRound = 4.66 (.10); F(1,293) = 2.40, p = 

.12). Similarly, in the cookie category, no significant effect is observed between edgy and 

round shapes (McookieEdgy = 3.95 (.10), MCookieRound = 3.92 (.09); F(1,333) = 0.04, p = .84). 

Mediating Effect of Perceived Packaging Sustainability 

To test H3, which proposes that the impact of a) material and b) shape on consumers' quality 

evaluations is mediated by perceived packaging sustainability perception, several mediation 

analyses with the experimental factors as independent variables have been conducted 

(PROCESS MODEL 4; Hayes 2018).  

In the milk category, the effect of material on consumers’ sustainability perception of the 

packaging is significant and positive (β = 2.88, p <.000). Similarly, the effect of sustainability 

perception on quality perception is significant and positive (β = .38, p <.000). However, the 

direct effect of material on quality perception is significant but negative (β = -.58, p = .003). 

When considering the indirect effect of material on quality perception through sustainability 

perception of packaging, this effect is positive (1.08), and the total effect is significant and 

positive (β = .50, p <.000). According to Zhao et al. (2010), these findings can be interpreted 

as a competitive mediation, partially supporting H3a in the case of our experimental 

manipulations in the milk category. 

In the cookie category, the results follow a similar pattern. The effect of material (paper vs. 

plastic) on consumers’ sustainability perception of the packaging is significant and positive (β 

= 3.13, p <.000). The effect of sustainability perception on product quality evaluation is also 

significant and positive (β = .35, p <.000). However, the direct effect of material on quality 

perception is negative but insignificant (β = -.20, p = .272). When examining the indirect 

effect of material on quality perception through sustainability perception of the packaging, the 

effect is positive (1.10) and the total effect is significant and positive (β = .90, p <.000). In 

sum, we identified an indirect-only relationship (Zhao et al. 2010), not supporting H3a in the 

cookie category.  

In the milk category, the effect of shape on consumers’ sustainability perception of the 

packaging is significant but negative (β = -1.33, p <.000). In contrast, in the cookie category, 

the effect of shape on sustainability perception is positive but insignificant (β = .13 p <.546). 
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The effect of sustainability perception on quality perception is significant and positive in both 

the milk category (β = .28, p <.000) and the cookie category (β = .32, p <.000).  

We observe similar patterns when examining the direct, indirect, and total effects in the milk 

and cookie categories. In the milk category, the direct effect of shape on quality perception is 

positive but insignificant (β =.16, p = .251). The indirect effect of shape on quality perception 

through sustainability perception is negative (-.37), and the total effect is negative but also 

insignificant (β = -.21, p =.123). In the cookie category, the direct effect of shape on quality 

perception is negative but insignificant (β = -.07, p = .554). However, the indirect effect of 

shape on quality perception through sustainability perception is positive (.04) and the total 

effect is significant but negative (β = -.03, p = 842). Overall, we find no empirical support for 

H3b neither in the milk or in the cookie category.  

Contributions 

The findings show that paper is perceived as more sustainable than plastic in both the milk 

and cookie product categories. In the milk category, an edgy shape increases perceptions of 

sustainability, whereas in the cookie category, no significant difference is observed between 

edgy and round shapes in terms of sustainability perception. 

Overall, the results suggest that implicit cues as indicators of sustainability will positively 

influence consumers’ product quality perceptions. Our findings add to the understanding of 

the assumptions and implications of lay theories, which have mainly been applied to 

investigate the effect of explicit packaging cues on consumer response. Contrary to traditional 

lay theories, our findings indicate that sustainability and quality are inherently not necessarily 

at odds, showing that implicit packaging cues can positively influence both perceptions 

simultaneously. 

Practical Implications 

This study highlights the effects of implicit packaging cues in shaping consumers' perceptions 

of sustainability and quality. Implicit packaging cues appear to impact the perception of 

sustainability and quality in specific packaging designs, offering valuable insights and 

strategic implications for companies aiming to advance overall sustainable development. 

Research limitations and outlook 

While this research provides new insights into the perception of quality and sustainability in 

specific packaging designs, further research is needed to examine their subsequent effects on 

purchase intentions (Newman et al., 2014) and to better understand the boundary conditions 

that prevent zero-sum heuristics from occurring.  
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Introduction 

Packaging design plays a crucial role in the FMCG segment (Bettels et al. 2020). In recent 

years, there has been a heightened emphasis on sustainability in the packaging industry, 

aiming to reduce the impact of waste and pollution of packaging. This growing interest in 

environmental protection has prompted companies to actively contribute to sustainable 

development by integrating enhanced designs, materials, and marketing strategies into their 

packaging solutions (Wandosell et al. 2021). 

Despite these efforts, many retailers face the substantial challenge of effectively 

communicating the benefits of more sustainable packaging (Wandosell et al. 2021). 

Generally, packaging sustainability can be concretely communicated through explicit cues, 

like labels or claims or through subtle, implicit cues like materials, packaging shapes and 

color schemes. Explicit sustainability cues have been shown to decrease product quality 

perceptions due to consumers’ lay beliefs about the utilization of company resources 

(Newman et al. 2014). This research therefore focuses on the role of implicit cues, package 

material and shape, and their potential to communicate packaging sustainability in a less 

conscious manner, which in turn should maintain or enhance consumers’ product quality 

perceptions.  

Purpose 

This study seeks to investigate whether implicit packaging cues mitigate the potential trade-

off between sustainability and other product attributes, such as quality. In an online 

experiment (N = 630), we manipulated the implicit cues package material (factor 1: paper vs. 
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plastic) and shape (factor 2: round vs. edgy) of two product categories (milk and cookies) to 

assess how these manipulations influence consumers’ product quality evaluation. Moreover, 

we tested how these relationships are mediated by consumers’ sustainability perceptions of 

the packaging.  

Conceptual Framework 

Theoretical Background 

Understanding consumers’ product evaluation processes is essential for promoting sustainable 

packaging that elicits positive consumer responses. While sustainable packaging is generally 

perceived as a positive attribute (Magnier and Schoormans 2015), consumers often 

unconsciously associate it with reduced product quality (Mai et al. 2019). This phenomenon, 

known as the Ethical = Less Strong Intuition (ELSI), poses a significant challenge to the 

broader acceptance and market success of products with sustainable packaging (Mai et al. 

2019). 

Lay theories—generalized belief systems that simplify decision-making—offer insight into 

these perceptions. Examples include taste-related inferences (Raghunathan et al. 2006) and 

quality-related heuristics (Mai et al. 2019). Lay theories are broad knowledge structures that, 

while often implicit and unspoken, exert a strong influence on consumer behavior (Soliman 

and Wilson 2017). They represent ontological assumptions about reality and act as narrative 

frameworks for interpreting and organizing the world (Gidaković et al. 2022). 

Previous research has investigated how sustainable packaging influences perceptions of 

product quality (Ketelsen et al., 2020). For example, the findings of Jerzyk (2016) indicate 

that react negatively to packaging changes aimed at environmental protection if they believe 

these changes compromise product quality. Similarly, Martinho et al. (2015) report that while 

consumers value sustainable packaging, product quality remains a higher priority. Moreover, 

perceived quality consistently emerges as a key driver in consumers’ choices of sustainable 

products (Magnier et al. 2016). 

Hypotheses 

The findings of previous studies suggest that consumers often consider implicit cues as 

packaging materials when evaluating sustainability (Scott and Vigar-Ellis 2014; Ketelsen et 

al. 2020). Research on the perceived environmental impact of packaging materials 

consistently shows that plastic is viewed as the least sustainable, while paper-based materials 

are seen more favorably, which in turn should positively impact the evaluation of product 

quality (Steenis et al. 2017; Ketelsen et al. 2020). Hence, we assume:  

H1: Paper-based packaging (vs. plastic-based) increases (vs. decreases) product quality 

evaluations.  

It has been suggested that consumers are sensitive to variations in packaging shape. However, 

research on how packaging shape impacts sustainability and product quality perceptions is 

limited (e.g., Liem et al. 2022). Existing studies indicate that cartons and rectangular shapes 

are generally associated with sustainability (Steenis et al. 2017; Liem et al. 2022). While 

geometrical shapes are considered more transport-efficient than round ones, they are often 

associated with convenience rather than sustainability (Liem et al.,2022). In contrast, for milk 

packaging, consumers perceive round, transparent bottles as 'very sustainable' compared to 

milk in a carton shape, a plastic bottle shape, and a transparent plastic bottle shape (Liem et 

al. 2022). Therefore, we propose: 

H2: Packaging shape will impact product quality evaluations.  
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One relevant lay theory is the zero-sum heuristic, which suggests that consumers perceive a 

company’s resources as fixed and finite (Newman et al. 2014). This heuristic leads to the 

belief that sustainability improvements, such as investments in sustainable packaging, come at 

the expense of other attributes—most notably, product quality. As a result, consumers’ 

perceptions of increased packaging sustainability will diminish product quality (Newman et 

al. 2014). Therefore, we propose:  

H3: Consumers’ perceptions of packaging sustainability will mediate the impact of a) 

packaging material and b) packaging shape on product quality evaluations.  

Methodology 

The study employs a 2 (factor 1, material: paper vs. plastic) × 2 (factor 2, shape: round vs. 

edgy) between-subjects experimental design to investigate the direct effect of the implicit 

packaging cues material and shape on product quality as well as the mediating impact of 

consumers’ sustainability perceptions, conducted separately for the milk and cookie product 

categories.  

We cover two different categories (milk and cookies) to increase the external validity of our 

findings. Moreover, these categories can be seen as complements from a consumer 

perspective but also cover different motives in terms of milk being more utilitarian while 

cookies are more hedonic. Further milk is liquid, while cookies are not thereby covering 

different challenges from a packaging perspective.  

1,200 U.S. consumers (Mage = 46.5 (18,3) years, 50.1% female) have been recruited via 

Prolific to participate in the study. Participants are randomly assigned to evaluate either a 

milk or cookie product, with each participant assessing one out of eight packaging designs 

(four for milk and four for cookies, see Figure 1 for the experimental stimuli in the milk 

category). After excluding participants who fail the manipulation check (incorrectly 

identifying the material used in the packaging), the final sample consists of 295 participants 

for the milk category and 335 participants for the cookie category, yielding a total sample size 

of N = 630 participants. 

Figure 1: Experimental Stimuli in the Milk Category 

Milk 

Stimuli:  

n = 295 
Round shape Edgy shape 

Paper material 

 

  

Plastic material 

 

  

  

  

58



4 
 

 

Participants have been randomly assigned to one of the different packaging designs either in 

the milk or cookie category and then had to assess product quality as well as packaging 

sustainability using the scales of Magnier et al. (2016).  

Findings 

Main Effects of Packaging Material and Shape on Product Quality Evaluations 

We find empirical evidence regarding the proposed impact of packaging material on product 

quality perceptions across both product categories (milk and cookies), supporting H1.   

In the milk category, paper-based material is perceived as having significantly higher quality 

compared to plastic material (MMilkPaper = 4.97 (.09), MMilkPlastic = 4.47 (.11); F(1,293) = 13.14, 

p < .001). Similarly, in the cookie category, paper-based material is also rated significantly 

higher in quality than plastic material (MCookiePaper = 4.50 (.10), MCookiePlastic = 3.60 (.08); 

F(1,333) = 47.32, p < .001).  

Regarding the shape of the packaging, ANOVA analyses across both product categories 

reveal no significant differences in quality perceptions between edgy and round shapes, not 

supporting H2. In the milk category, the difference between edgy and round shapes is not 

statistically significant (MMilkEdgy = 4.87 (.09), MMilkRound = 4.66 (.10); F(1,293) = 2.40, p = 

.12). Similarly, in the cookie category, no significant effect is observed between edgy and 

round shapes (McookieEdgy = 3.95 (.10), MCookieRound = 3.92 (.09); F(1,333) = 0.04, p = .84). 

Mediating Effect of Perceived Packaging Sustainability 

To test H3, which proposes that the impact of a) material and b) shape on consumers' quality 

evaluations is mediated by perceived packaging sustainability perception, several mediation 

analyses with the experimental factors as independent variables have been conducted 

(PROCESS MODEL 4; Hayes 2018).  

In the milk category, the effect of material on consumers’ sustainability perception of the 

packaging is significant and positive (β = 2.88, p <.000). Similarly, the effect of sustainability 

perception on quality perception is significant and positive (β = .38, p <.000). However, the 

direct effect of material on quality perception is significant but negative (β = -.58, p = .003). 

When considering the indirect effect of material on quality perception through sustainability 

perception of packaging, this effect is positive (1.08), and the total effect is significant and 

positive (β = .50, p <.000). According to Zhao et al. (2010), these findings can be interpreted 

as a competitive mediation, partially supporting H3a in the case of our experimental 

manipulations in the milk category. 

In the cookie category, the results follow a similar pattern. The effect of material (paper vs. 

plastic) on consumers’ sustainability perception of the packaging is significant and positive (β 

= 3.13, p <.000). The effect of sustainability perception on product quality evaluation is also 

significant and positive (β = .35, p <.000). However, the direct effect of material on quality 

perception is negative but insignificant (β = -.20, p = .272). When examining the indirect 

effect of material on quality perception through sustainability perception of the packaging, the 

effect is positive (1.10) and the total effect is significant and positive (β = .90, p <.000). In 

sum, we identified an indirect-only relationship (Zhao et al. 2010), not supporting H3a in the 

cookie category.  

In the milk category, the effect of shape on consumers’ sustainability perception of the 

packaging is significant but negative (β = -1.33, p <.000). In contrast, in the cookie category, 

the effect of shape on sustainability perception is positive but insignificant (β = .13 p <.546). 
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The effect of sustainability perception on quality perception is significant and positive in both 

the milk category (β = .28, p <.000) and the cookie category (β = .32, p <.000).  

We observe similar patterns when examining the direct, indirect, and total effects in the milk 

and cookie categories. In the milk category, the direct effect of shape on quality perception is 

positive but insignificant (β =.16, p = .251). The indirect effect of shape on quality perception 

through sustainability perception is negative (-.37), and the total effect is negative but also 

insignificant (β = -.21, p =.123). In the cookie category, the direct effect of shape on quality 

perception is negative but insignificant (β = -.07, p = .554). However, the indirect effect of 

shape on quality perception through sustainability perception is positive (.04) and the total 

effect is significant but negative (β = -.03, p = 842). Overall, we find no empirical support for 

H3b neither in the milk or in the cookie category.  

Contributions 

The findings show that paper is perceived as more sustainable than plastic in both the milk 

and cookie product categories. In the milk category, an edgy shape increases perceptions of 

sustainability, whereas in the cookie category, no significant difference is observed between 

edgy and round shapes in terms of sustainability perception. 

Overall, the results suggest that implicit cues as indicators of sustainability will positively 

influence consumers’ product quality perceptions. Our findings add to the understanding of 

the assumptions and implications of lay theories, which have mainly been applied to 

investigate the effect of explicit packaging cues on consumer response. Contrary to traditional 

lay theories, our findings indicate that sustainability and quality are inherently not necessarily 

at odds, showing that implicit packaging cues can positively influence both perceptions 

simultaneously. 

Practical Implications 

This study highlights the effects of implicit packaging cues in shaping consumers' perceptions 

of sustainability and quality. Implicit packaging cues appear to impact the perception of 

sustainability and quality in specific packaging designs, offering valuable insights and 

strategic implications for companies aiming to advance overall sustainable development. 

Research limitations and outlook 

While this research provides new insights into the perception of quality and sustainability in 

specific packaging designs, further research is needed to examine their subsequent effects on 

purchase intentions (Newman et al., 2014) and to better understand the boundary conditions 

that prevent zero-sum heuristics from occurring.  
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Introduction 

Global retailers increasingly proclaim ambitious net-zero and social-impact goals, yet 

struggle to translate these aspirations into everyday routines. Classic management-control 

systems (MCS) remain geared to efficiency and profit, while newer sustainability-control 

systems (SCS) often sit on the periphery. The resulting misalignment weakens both 

financial performance and sustainability. Extant research shows that integrating MCS and 

SCS is possible, but why organisations pursue radically different paths—even within the 

same sector—remains under-explored. 

Purpose 

This study asks: How do retail organisations design and integrate MCS and SCS when 

they are simultaneously subject to multiple institutional logics? By linking the 

institutional-logics perspective with control-systems theory, we seek to (1) explain 

heterogeneity in sustainability-control designs, (2) identify the mechanisms that foster or 

hinder MCS-SCS integration, and (3) offer a framework retail executives can use to 

diagnose their own control architectures. 

Conceptual framework 

Institutional logics—market, entrepreneurial, family, state and professional—provide 

socially legitimated “rules of the game” that channel managerial attention and shape 

acceptable forms of control. Building on Malmi & Brown’s (2008) “package” view, we 

theorise that a retailer’s dominant logic (or combination of logics) will privilege certain 

levers—financial, bureaucratic, cultural, administrative—while sidelining others. 
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Integration quality is therefore a function of logic configuration (dominant vs. peripheral) 

and control coupling (tight, loose, or absent links between MCS and SCS). 

Methodology 

We conducted a qualitative multiple-case study during 2022-2023 involving three 

leading Swedish retailers deliberately selected to maximise variation in ownership form 

and competitive context: Alpha (an independent-retailer cooperative dominated by 

market logic), Beta (a founder-led e-commerce firm shaped by entrepreneurial and 

family logics) and Gamma (a formerly state-owned pharmacy chain influenced by 

professional and state logics). Data comprised forty-one semi-structured interviews with 

top- and middle-level managers (average length fifty-five minutes) plus corporate reports 

and web materials. All interviews were transcribed and coded in NVivo. An abductive 

analytic cycle combined a priori codes drawn from control-systems and institutional-

logics theory with inductively emergent categories; cross-case replication logic was then 

applied to build explanatory propositions. 

Findings 

The cases reveal three distinctive modes of MCS–SCS integration. In Alpha, market 

logic channels effort into financial and bureaucratic controls—budgets, carbon-priced 

internal tariffs and supplier science-based targets lock sustainability into profit-seeking 

routines—but cultural and strategic controls remain opportunistic, so inflation shocks 

quickly derail environmental ambitions. Beta’s blend of entrepreneurial and family logics 

fosters an inspiring values-driven culture but few formal systems; bold moves such as 

fossil-free deliveries arise organically, yet the absence of sustainability KPIs, budgets or 

governance forums leaves integration dependent on the founder’s charisma. Gamma’s 

professional-state logic anchors an ethic of public health and accountability; cultural 

norms among pharmacists and administrative routines generate coherent integration, yet 

new commercial pressures expose lagging financial dashboards and strategy tensions. 

Across cases, the number and dominance of competing logics shape which controls are 

mobilised, hybrid controls that satisfy more than one logic act as bridges, and integration 

falters when symbolic cultural campaigns lack technical or financial couplings. 

Contributions 

This study advances theory by demonstrating how specific configurations of institutional 

logics condition both the selection of individual control levers and the strength of their 

inter-connections, thereby extending the MCS-package literature to sustainability 

contexts. Empirically, it delivers rare, in-depth evidence from the retail sector, 

illuminating patterns of control heterogeneity that large-sample surveys overlook. 

Practical implications 

Decision makers in retail organisation can use the integration modes as a diagnostic 

mirror. Mapping their dominant institutional logics reveals whether existing controls 

address each logic’s priorities. Alpha-type firms should bolster cultural and strategic 

levers so profit downturns do not undermine environmental commitments. Beta-type 

firms need basic financial and administrative scaffolding to reduce founder dependence 

and scale promising initiatives. Gamma-type organisations should accelerate digital 
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dashboards that fuse professional quality indicators with commercial cost metrics, 

ensuring their public-health ethos survives growing competition. Across all contexts, 

hybrid controls—such as supplier contracts that reward emissions cuts—offer the 

quickest route to coherence. 

Social implications 

Better-integrated control systems promise tangible societal benefits: lower supply-chain 

emissions, safer products, fairer labour conditions and more transparent reporting. By 

revealing trade-offs and fostering cross-functional dialogue, coherent systems help 

retailers become credible agents of sustainable consumption and public health. 

Research limitations and outlook 

Our findings derive from three Swedish cases, so generalisability beyond Nordic settings 

is tentative; moreover, the data offer a cross-sectional rather than longitudinal view of 

integration dynamics. Future research should test the framework quantitatively across 

regions, trace integration trajectories over time and examine how emerging 

technologies—such as AI-enabled carbon accounting or blockchain traceability—create 

new hybrid controls that realign institutional logics. 
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Introduction 
In this study we seek to unravel the emergence of a touchpoint that has become ubiquitous 
throughout the customer journey due to social media. We are especially interested in so called 
user-generated content (UGC) that is actively shared on social media by consumers to guide 
and inspire a wide array of observers, influencing their perceptions and potential actions at 
various stages of their individual customer journeys. In this study we specifically focus on the 
platform TikTok and the lifestyle retailer Miniso. Miniso and TikTok presents as a fruitful 
case of a retailer who has seen its customers actively engage in extensive practices to promote 
both the retailer as a destination, as well as its products. 
 
Traditional customer journey models, often linear and retailer-centric (Lemon and Verhoef, 
2016), struggle to capture this dynamic and multifaceted nature of contemporary consumer 
experiences, particularly the impact of peer-to-peer influence in the digital sphere (Hamilton 
and Price, 2019). While we in principle agree with this critique, we adopt the notion of a 
linear process of the customer journey as a working definition. The preliminary result in this 
study shows that user-generated content is fruitful to frame as “brand public” (Arvidsson and 
Caliandro, 2016), as it allows us to better understand how managers in retail can and should 
approach this specific type of versatile touchpoint. 
 
The concept of the “touchpoint” has evolved significantly within the customer journey 
literature. With Dhebar (2013), and further developed by Lemon and Verhoef (2016), it now 
constitutes a key area of inquiry. Omnichannel research emphasizes the touchpoint’s critical 
influence on both consumer attitudes and behaviors (Salvietti et al., 2021), necessitating 
careful design to foster seamless experiences (Ieva et al., 2019). However, a persistent 
challenge for retailers lies in identifying and understanding the relative influence of different 
touchpoints throughout the customer journey (Zimmermann et al., 2021), leading to the 
development of attribution modeling as a dedicated field of study (Alexandrovskiy and 
Trundova, 2022). Customer journey mapping offers an alternative approach, positioning the 
touchpoint as central to understanding consumer responses and identifying areas for 
improvement within the customer journey design (Rosenbaum et al., 2017). This mapping 
process, particularly across categories such as social/cultural, brand-owned, and partner-
owned touchpoints (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016), facilitates touchpoint identification and 
prioritization for managerial decision making. While extant research predominantly adopts a 
managerial perspective on touchpoints, a crucial avenue for future research involves exploring 
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touchpoints from the consumer perspective (Towers and Towers, 2022), specifically 
examining how online consumer practices and social media platforms contribute to the 
emergence of novel, managerially uncontrolled touchpoints. 
 
This study addresses this gap by examining how consumers’ shared retail experiences on 
TikTok transform into a versatile touchpoint, shaping other consumers’ often non-linear and 
multi-stage journeys and challenging conventional notions of touchpoint ownership and 
control. 
 
Purpose 
Existing literature highlights the increasing importance of social media in the customer 
journey, often emphasizing firm-generated content (Demmers et al., 2020). However, the 
proliferation of consumer-created videos, reviews, and online discussions necessitates a shift 
in focus. The purpose of this research is to gain deeper understanding of how consumer 
practices on social media becomes a touchpoint. While studies have explored the touchpoint 
through a managerial viewpoint, there’s a gap in understanding how UGC specifically is 
produced, shared and consumed and spread into other customer journeys. 
 
To understand UGC as a touchpoint we need a theoretical framework that explores the 
intricacies of online consumer behaviour, how content is shared, interpretated and mimicked. 
Therefore. this study utilizes a theoretical framework drawing on concepts and ideas from 
“brand publics” (Arvidsson and Caliandro, 2016) “the social customer journey” (Hamilton et 
al., 2021) and “the consumer production journey” (Dellaert, 2019). 
 
Methodology 
A netnographic inspired approach was employed, analyzing 412 user-generated TikTok 
videos and their associated comments related to Miniso, posted over a nine-month period in 
2023. This method, also inspired by Arvidsson and Caliandro’s (2016) research on brand 
publics, provided rich qualitative data, capturing the nuances of consumer behavior on this 
video-centric platform. The collected data was compiled and structured to enable an inductive 
approach; the data was coded and clustered into themes. The analysis revealed two 
overarching main themes: prepurchase experiences within the physical store and post-
purchase engagement with the purchased products. 
 
Findings 
Within the pre-purchase stage, three distinct practices emerged. Firstly, consumers 
documented “new in-store” products, effectively providing real-time product updates and 
recommendations typically associated with the post-purchase stage. This behaviour suggests a 
blurring of traditional journey stages as proposed previously (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016), 
where consumers engage in post-purchase activities before completing a purchase. Secondly, 
“reviewing in-store” practices emerged, where consumers shared their opinions and 
experiences with products before purchasing them, even broadcasting reviews from within the 
physical boundaries of a Miniso store. This behaviour, driven by the desire for publicity and 
affiliation with the brand public, functions as a form of pre-purchase consumer-driven 
advertising, influencing other consumers’ journeys. Thirdly, these videos function as a form 
of “customer-driven marketing,” where user-generated stories and reviews, often mimicking 
each other within the brand public, contribute to brand awareness and value creation. This 
challenges the traditional retailer-centric view of marketing (Fuentes and Stoopendahl, 2025), 
highlighting the power of independent consumer-generated narratives. For an involved 
observer, this real-time, in-store review might trigger initial awareness of a product, provide 
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crucial information during their evaluation phase, or even instigate an unplanned store visit, 
regardless of where the observer is in their own journey. 
 
The post-purchase stage revealed four distinct practices. Firstly, traditional “reviewing” 
practices, such as makeup tutorials and product hauls, emerged as a form of post-decision 
sharing and value co-creation for other consumers. Secondly, the “excitement and feelings” 
practice, often involving blind box openings, showcased the emotional engagement with the 
brand and product, potentially motivating other consumers to initiate their own journeys. 
Thirdly, the “validating” practice, where consumers simply showcased their purchases, 
highlighted the desire for social approval and reinforcement of purchasing decisions. Finally, 
the “entertainment” practice, including influencer-style vlogs and relatable memes, leveraged 
the brand to create engaging content, potentially attracting new customers to the brand. 
For involved observers, witnessing such authentic excitement can significantly impact their 
journey: it might spark initial interest (awareness/discovery phase for a new observer), 
reinforce a recent purchase decision (post-purchase validation for an existing customer), or 
build general positive affect towards the brand (influencing consideration or loyalty for 
anyone in the brand public) 
 
Regarding touchpoint ownership, the pre-purchase stage activities constitute a consumer 
owned touchpoint, where they control the narrative and leverage the brand for personal 
publicity. However, the post-purchase activities transition towards a social/external 
touchpoint, where user-generated content influences other consumers’ journeys through social 
support, reviews, and recommendations. This versatile ownership reflects the dynamic nature 
of brand publics in shaping the customer journey. 
 
Contributions 
A primary contribution of this research is the in-depth articulation of how UGC on platforms 
like TikTok functions as a uniquely versatile touchpoint, exerting an enormous and ongoing 
impact on the potential behaviour of any involved observer across all phases of their 
individual customer journeys. We demonstrate that the influence of such UGC is not limited 
to a single, subsequent consumer or a specific journey stage. Instead, it creates a dynamic 
information environment where any observer, be they a prospective customer in the 
awareness phase, an existing customer seeking post-purchase validation, or even a passive 
member of the brand public forming latent perceptions, can encounter and be influenced by 
content generated at any point in another user’s journey. This fundamentally reshapes our 
understanding of touchpoint influence, moving beyond linearity, to recognize a many-to-
many, continuous impact on brand perception, consideration, engagement, and potential 
actions. Our findings show how these user-generated narratives, collectively forming a vibrant 
brand public, empower a wide spectrum of observers to co-construct their experiences and 
perceptions, often independent of direct retailer control. 
 
Practical implications 
The findings of this study suggest that managers need to develop a touchpoint strategy that 
considers that consumers today engage in creating content and use retailers’ resources to 
create their own following that involve observers at any stage of their journey. This should 
not be confused with influencer management, in which the retailer contracts a content creator 
for advertising. Instead, the trend of UGC and the active utilization of a retailer, in this case 
Miniso, as a base for brand public dynamics, calls for a different approach. Such a strategic 
approach will enable managers to understand and harness the influencing power of the brand 
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public as touchpoint; ultimately to create continuous improvement that will drive business 
success and operational efficiency.  
 
Research limitations and outlook 
Future research should explore dynamics across different platforms, brands, and cultural 
contexts, employing a multi-method approach to gain a more comprehensive understanding of 
this evolving phenomena. Specifically, incorporating quantitative methods could provide a 
broader perspective on the impact of UGC on purchasing behaviour and brand performance. 
Examining the purchasing stage in greater detail would further enrich the understanding of 
this versatile touchpoint. 
 
Furthermore, future research should also explore the possible managerial response to the 
findings in this study. Our findings raise critical questions in connection to co-creation with 
consumers and the brand public as a touchpoint. Specifically, future research should explore 
risks and possibilities for a retailer who sees a brand public emerge in connection to the brand 
and the in-store environment and in what ways retailers can engage them for the benefit of 
commercial performance. 
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Introduction 

Local retail faces mounting pressure from e-commerce giants such as Amazon and Temu, 

making it difficult for smaller stores to compete. However, digital transformation also 

presents opportunities to unite online and offline experiences while preserving the social and 

economic value that local retailers bring to their communities. Recent studies emphasize that 

omnichannel consumer behavior is shaped by both utilitarian and experiential factors (Hagen 

et al., 2024; Zielke and Komor, 2025), yet research on local online retail platforms (LORPs) 

remains fragmented. While LORPs can drive foot traffic to physical stores, empirical 

evidence suggests that digital engagement does not always translate into offline visits. The 

mechanisms through which LORPs enhance local retail resilience - particularly in terms of 

platform design and differentiation from large-scale e-commerce - are underexplored. 

Addressing this gap is crucial for maintaining vibrant local shopping districts and the social 

fabric they provide. 

Local Retail in Transition 

Large-scale e-commerce has spurred many retailers to adopt digital solutions, though 

operating across multiple channels can strain smaller shops. Research on retail resilience 

underscores that digital transformation alone is insufficient; long-term sustainability also 

requires institutional support, community engagement, and strategic governance (Hardaker 

and Appel, 2025; Wilson and Hodges, 2022). Although prior studies examine how digital 

platforms can tackle urban challenges, limited research explains how LORPs function 

effectively within local retail ecosystems. Moreover, local shopping involves civic 

engagement and community identity (Wilson and Hodges, 2022). Although consumers 

appreciate the immersive nature of local retail - reflecting regional culture and facilitating 

social interaction - factors like limited store variety and high parking costs often deter them 

from choosing local stores. LORPs can address these barriers by offering real-time inventory 

data, localized promotions, and increased store visibility, thereby making city shopping more 

convenient and attractive. 

Toward Resilient LORPs 

Retail resilience research highlights adaptation to market disruptions (Rao, 2019; Rundel et 

al., 2024). Initially centered on individual retailers, recent work emphasizes collective digital 

strategies (Wichmann et al., 2021). LORPs can unify products, services, and local narratives 

in a cohesive digital environment, fostering place-based differentiation. Critics note that some 

LORPs merely replicate large-scale e-commerce designs (Grimmer, 2021). However, local 

retailers benefit more when digital platforms blend emotional and social aspects of in-person 

shopping with online efficiency (Bruckberger et al., 2023). Interactive features like store 

rankings, digital loyalty programs, and hyperlocal storytelling can strengthen emotional ties 

while including real-time availability and click-and-collect options. These elements help 

LORPs remain competitive and reinforce community connections. 
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Purpose 

This paper explores how LORPs can encourage physical store visits and bolster local retail 

sustainability. Drawing on Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT; Katz, Blumler and 

Gurevitch, 1973) and retail resilience theory, the study examines how consumer motivations - 

ranging from convenience to community support – drive platform engagement. Retail 

resilience provides a broader lens for understanding how digital engagement can strengthen 

local shopping environments (Hardaker and Appel, 2025; Rao, 2019; Wilson and Hodges, 

2022). By integrating UGT with resilience perspectives, this paper offers a framework for 

how digital tools can enhance individual experiences while reinforcing the structural vitality 

of local retail ecosystems. 

Conceptual Framework 

UGT suggests that consumers use LORPs for utilitarian (e.g., speed, price) and hedonic or 

place-related motivations (e.g., entertainment, unique assortments, local business support). 

Convenience often outweighs local loyalty (Hagen et al., 2024), but place-specific features -

like cultural identity and social embeddedness - can strengthen emotional connections 

(Wilson and Hodges, 2022; Wrigley and Dolega, 2011). LORPs can amplify these 

connections by incorporating community-driven elements, such as interactive store tours, 

neighborhood-based recommendations, or retailer profiles (Lewicka, 2011). 

Crucially, well-designed LORPs act as “bridge mechanisms,” facilitating offline interactions 

through features like real-time product availability, personalized local recommendations, or 

promotional campaigns tied to in-store visits. Rather than replacing brick-and-mortar retail, 

they complement physical shopping. From a resilience perspective, a strong local retail 

ecosystem depends on diverse retail mixes, digital infrastructure, and municipal support 

(Rundel et al., 2024). Yet we lack insight into how LORPs enhance resilience beyond basic 

transactional functions. This study explores LORPs as a strategic intervention that addresses 

both consumer motivations (via UGT) and long-term community health (via retail resilience). 

Methodology 

A qualitative approach was used to examine consumer behavior with LORPs. Thirty in-depth 

interviews were conducted with consumers in the Dutch province of Overijssel, stratified by 

gender, age (five distinct age groups spanning 18 to 88 years), and town size (small <10,000; 

medium 10,000–50,000; large >50,000). Given the study’s exploratory nature, the sample size 

balanced practical constraints with data saturation. Respondents were selected based on their 

engagement in cross-channel shopping behavior. The interview protocol explored consumers’ 

motivations and barriers in online/offline shopping and explored LORP usage. The data were 

analyzed using thematic coding, incorporating both deductive and inductive approaches. 

Deductive coding was informed by prior LORP research, allowing for the identification of 

themes related to existing theoretical constructs. Inductive coding followed an open coding 

process, enabling the emergence of novel insights beyond predefined categories. The final 

themes were derived based on a combination of frequency, conceptual relevance, and 

theoretical alignment to ensure a robust analytical framework. Coding employed Atlas.ti, for 

systematic organization. Cross-generational and spatial variations were also examined to 

identify patterns relevant to the development of LORPs. 

Findings 

Consistent with Zielke and Komor (2025), both utilitarian (e.g., convenience, efficiency) and 

hedonic (e.g., social experience, local engagement) motivations shape shopping behavior. All 

respondents mentioned personalized advice and in-store service (Hagen et al., 2024) as key 

reasons for physical shopping. Twenty-two respondents cited support for the local economy 
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and familiarity with retailers, highlighting a preference for keeping local businesses viable. 

Immediate product availability was also a major factor, consistent with prior research  (Hagen 

et al., 2024).  

Barriers to offline shopping included perceived lack of real-time inventory and limited 

opening hours, reflecting findings on consumer retention challenges (Wrigley and Dolega, 

2011). Additionally, almost all respondents highlighted online price comparisons as a primary 

reason for online shopping, suggesting that LORPs should enhance visibility, flexibility, and 

local loyalty incentives (Teller et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, this study reveals generational and spatial differences in cross-channel behavior. 

Older consumers value personal service and expertise, while younger consumers prioritize 

convenience and digital interaction. Urban shoppers benefit from real-time inventory visibility 

and fast click-and-collect options, while rural consumers value trust and accessibility in 

LORPs. These findings reinforce previous research on place-based variations in digital retail 

adoption (Rundel et al., 2024) and variations across demographic groups (Hagen et al., 2024; 

Zielke and Komor, 2025). 

Theoretical Contributions 

This study advances existing research on digital consumer behavior, local retail resilience, 

and omnichannel engagement by integrating UGT with retail resilience theory. While prior 

studies emphasize utilitarian and hedonic motivations for digital platform use, this research 

extends these frameworks by demonstrating that place-based social and economic factors - 

such as community identity, economic support, and embeddedness in local retail ecosystems - 

play a critical role in shaping LORP engagement and offline shopping behavior. 

A key contribution of this study is its challenge to the prevailing assumption that digital 

platforms primarily divert consumers away from brick-and-mortar stores. Instead, the findings 

suggest that LORPs can function as ‘bridge mechanisms’, facilitating store discovery, 

reinforcing community ties, and enhancing local shopping engagement. By highlighting 

economic and social motivations beyond convenience, this research provides a more nuanced 

understanding of how digital platforms can complement rather than compete with physical 

retail. Furthermore, this study adds to the retail resilience literature by identifying LORPs as 

potential resilience-enhancing tools that not only help individual businesses adapt to digital 

transformation but also strengthen local shopping ecosystems as a whole.  

Practical Implications 

This study provides actionable insights for local retailers, policymakers, and platform 

designers seeking to enhance the effectiveness of LORPs. Rather than replicating large-scale 

e-commerce models, LORPs should be designed to strengthen consumer ties to local 

businesses by incorporating place-specific incentives, such as neighborhood-based 

recommendations, loyalty mechanisms, and community engagement features. These strategies 

help increase foot traffic to physical stores while maintaining the convenience of digital 

platforms. 

For retailers, this research highlights the importance of leveraging LORPs to showcase their 

community identity, unique product offerings, and personalized services; advantages that 

large e-commerce competitors cannot easily replicate. Real-time inventory visibility, product 

reservation options, and locally curated content can help attract consumers who might 

otherwise favor online-only shopping. Additionally, this study builds on Patel et al. (2015)by 

demonstrating that tailoring LORP strategies to different consumer needs - such as enhancing 

product variety for rural shoppers and prioritizing convenience for urban consumers - can help 

mitigate outshopping and strengthen local retail resilience. 
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For policymakers and urban planners, the findings emphasize the role of LORPs as tools for 

sustaining local commerce rather than displacing it. Supporting these platforms through 

strategic partnerships, funding incentives, or integration with broader urban retail strategies 

can help maintain a diverse and resilient retail ecosystem. 

Social Implications 

This study highlights the role of LORPs in strengthening social cohesion by fostering pride in 

locally owned businesses, which often serve as cultural and economic anchors within 

communities. By reinforcing consumer ties to local retailers, LORPs contribute to a greater 

sense of belonging and civic engagement, as residents recognize their role in sustaining the 

local economy. In turn, this can lead to stronger community cohesion, particularly when 

LORPs integrate joint promotions, local events, and city-wide initiatives that bring businesses 

and consumers together. 

Beyond economic benefits, LORPs support more sustainable shopping practices by 

encouraging proximity-based consumer behavior, reducing reliance on long supply chains and 

lowering the environmental impact of retail activity. By keeping spending within the region, 

these platforms enhance local economic resilience while promoting socially responsible 

consumption. Additionally, LORPs can improve accessibility and inclusivity in retail, 

ensuring that diverse consumer groups - across urban and rural areas - can engage with local 

businesses in meaningful ways. 

These findings have broader implications for policymakers and industry stakeholders, 

particularly in the development of digital strategies that enhance social well-being. By 

integrating community-driven platform features, local retail ecosystems can be revitalized in 

ways that support both economic sustainability and social capital. Ultimately, well-designed 

LORPs can contribute to vibrant, connected, and resilient communities, reinforcing local 

identity and long-term social sustainability. 

Research Limitations and Outlook 

The reliance on convenience sampling presents a limitation, as it restricts the generalizability 

of the findings to a broader population. While the study provides valuable insights into 

consumer motives in cross-channel shopping, future research should incorporate larger, more 

diverse, and systematically selected samples to validate and expand on these findings. 

Comparative studies across diverse regions could clarify which specific design elements are 

universally effective and which require adaptation. Because the present paper is primarily 

conceptual and draws on exploratory insights, large-scale empirical tests remain for future 

work.  

Additionally, the qualitative methodology focused on consumer perspectives but did not 

include retailer viewpoints, which could offer a more holistic understanding of the dynamics 

between local platforms and physical retail. Future studies should explore the operational and 

strategic challenges faced by local retailers in adopting digital platforms and assess their long-

term economic and social impacts. Expanding the scope to include comparative analyses 

across regions or countries could also provide deeper insights into the global applicability of 

place-based retail strategies. 

Acknowledgements 

This research was funded by INRetail. INRetail collaborated in formulating the research 

objectives and provided advisory support throughout the study. They had no further role in 

the study design, data collection, data analysis, interpretation of results, manuscript 

preparation, or the decision to submit the manuscript for publication. 

73



References 

Bruckberger, G., Fuchs, C., Schreier, M. and Osselaer, S.M.J.V. (2023), “Retailing 

Groundedness: How to improve customer experience, brand perceptions, and customer 

loyalty through feelings of groundedness”, Journal of Retailing, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 99 

No. 4, pp. 594–604, doi: 10.1016/j.jretai.2023.11.004. 

Grimmer, L. (2021), “Drivers and barriers for city shopping: Perspectives from retailers and 

consumers in regional Australia”, Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, Elsevier 

Ltd, Vol. 61, doi: 10.1016/j.jretconser.2021.102526. 

Hagen, D., Spierings, B., Weltevreden, J., Risselada, A. and Atzema, O. (2024), “What drives 

consumers to use local online retail platforms? The influence of non-place-specific and 

place-specific motives”, Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 

77, doi: 10.1016/j.jretconser.2023.103649. 

Hardaker, S. and Appel, A. (2025), “(Retail) platform legitimation through municipal 

partnerships?”, Digital Geography and Society, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 8, doi: 

10.1016/j.diggeo.2024.100111. 

Katz, E., Blumler, J.G. and Gurevitch, M. (1973), “Uses and gratifications research”, Public 

Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 37 No. 4, pp. 509–523, doi: 10.1086/268109. 

Lewicka, M. (2011), “Place attachment: How far have we come in the last 40 years?”, Journal 

of Environmental Psychology, September, doi: 10.1016/j.jenvp.2010.10.001. 

Patel, J.D., Bhatt, N., Shukla, Y. and Gadhavi, D. (2015), “Antecedents of rural and urban 

consumers’ propensity to outshop and product specific outshopping behaviour”, Journal 

of Retailing and Consumer Services, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 26, pp. 97–103, doi: 

10.1016/j.jretconser.2015.05.011. 

Rao, F. (2019), “Resilient forms of shopping centers amid the rise of online retailing: 

Towards the urban experience”, Sustainability (Switzerland), MDPI, Vol. 11 No. 15, doi: 

10.3390/su11153999. 

Rundel, C., Salemink, K. and Haartsen, T. (2024), “The potential of local online shopping 

platforms for villages and small and medium-sized towns”, Journal of Rural Studies, 

Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 112, doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2024.103422. 

Teller, C., Wood, S. and Floh, A. (2016), “Adaptive resilience and the competition between 

retail and service agglomeration formats: an international perspective”, Journal of 

Marketing Management, Routledge, Vol. 32 No. 17–18, pp. 1537–1561, doi: 

10.1080/0267257X.2016.1240705. 

Wichmann, J.R.K., Scholdra, T.P. and Reinartz, W.J. (2021), “What drives inner city 

attractiveness for society? The role of brick-and-mortar stores”, Review of Marketing 

Research, Vol. 18, Emerald Group Holdings Ltd., pp. 279–317, doi: 10.1108/S1548-

643520210000018011. 

Wilson, J.L. and Hodges, N.J. (2022), “What does it mean to ‘shop local’? Examining the 

experiences of shoppers and store owners within the framework of downtown 

revitalization”, Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 65, doi: 

10.1016/j.jretconser.2021.102890. 

Wrigley, N. and Dolega, L. (2011), “Resilience, fragility, and adaptation: New evidence on 

the performance of UK high streets during global economic crisis and its policy 

implications”, Environment and Planning A, Vol. 43 No. 10, pp. 2337–2363, doi: 

10.1068/a44270. 

Zielke, S. and Komor, M. (2025), “Why do customers choose online or offline channels? A 

framework of motives and its application in an international context”, Journal of Retailing 

and Consumer Services, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 82, doi: 10.1016/j.jretconser.2024.104054.  

 

74



Leveraging mental imagery to create an enhanced online shopping 

experience  

 

Lieve Doucé 

Department of Business Economics – Marketing &  Strategy 

Hasselt University, Diepenbeek, Belgium 

lieve.douce@uhasselt.be 

Kim Willems 

Department of Business – Marketing & Consumer Behaviour 

Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussels, Belgium 

kim.willems@vub.be 

Sofie Moens (corresponding author) 

Department of Business Economics – Marketing &  Strategy 

Hasselt University, Diepenbeek, Belgium 

sofie.moens@uhasselt.be 

Felitsa Rademakers  

Department of Business – Marketing & Consumer Behaviour 

Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussels, Belgium 

felitsa.rademakers@vub.be 

 

Keywords        

Sensory marketing, E-commerce, Haptic imagery, Consumer reactions, Imaginativeness  

Introduction            

Practical relevance         

Online shopping takes on an ever-increasing role in the current retail environment. In 2029 

retail e-commerce sales are estimated to exceed 6.4 trillion U.S. dollars worldwide, which 

would signify a nearly threefold increase in e-commerce revenue over 10 years (Statista, 

2024). However, consumers face the challenge of not being able to physically touch and test 

products before making a purchase. This limitation in tangible product experience can lead to 

uncertainty and hesitation (Kim & Krishnan, 2015). This issue is particularly pronounced in 

the beauty and personal care sector, where the tactile qualities of products are critical to 

consumer satisfaction. Lacking the technologies to engage the other senses, webshops still 

mainly rely on visual information. To compensate for the lack of physical interaction 

opportunities, our research examines whether we can leverage consumers’ own resources, 

more specifically mental imagery. By encouraging consumers to imagine how a product 
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would feel and function, we seek to replicate a physical store’s comprehensive sensory 

information, where consumers can touch, feel, and test products before purchasing.  

Theoretical relevance 

Eliciting mental imagery has been used as a persuasive communication strategy for years. 

Especially in advertising, consumers are often encouraged to imagine the use of the product, 

leading to better product evaluation, stronger product desire, and greater purchase intentions 

(Krishna et al., 2016; Elder & Krishna, 2012). Two types of mental sensory imagery can be 

distinguished: deliberate (i.e. consumers being instructed to form an image) and automatic 

mental imagery (i.e. more spontaneous imagination, for example, by reading a description). 

The effects of both types of imagery have so far mostly been studied in isolation (Elder & 

Krishna, 2022). Our research compares the efficacy of evoking automatic versus deliberate 

mental imagery, which is particularly relevant as most webshops only use vivid images (i.e. a 

form of the automatic imagery evoking technique). By exploring the option of instructing 

consumers to imagine, we aim to ascertain potential enhancements beyond the current 

standard in online retail (Bleier et al., 2019).  

Purpose 

This research (1) examines the effect of haptic imagery on consumer reactions in webshops, 

while (2) comparing automatic and deliberate mental haptic imagery evoking techniques. Our 

objective is to develop a better understanding of the role of these two types in consumer 

decision-making processes in online shopping. We do so by unravelling explanatory 

mechanisms and inspecting boundary conditions. Specifically, we investigated the 

moderating effect of consumers’ imaginativeness and the mediating role of mental imagery, 

perceived ownership, processing fluency, and attitude toward the product. By integrating 

mental imagery evoking strategies into the online shopping experience, we aim to translate a 

key advantage of offline shopping (i.e. physical product inspection) into the online retail 

environment.   

Conceptual framework  

When considering the distinction between the automatic and deliberate types of mental 

imagery, as well as varying degrees of imaginativeness among people, the expectation is that 

evoking mental imagery will be most likely and most pronounced in the case of deliberate 

instructions and for highly imaginative consumers. Concrete pictures used to stimulate 

automatic imagery do not leave many blanks to be filled in with imagination (Babin and 

Burns, 1997). Highly imaginative people may feel hampered in their imagination when 

confronted with the task of reconciling the image of a user interacting with the product and 

how they would use the product. Conversely, no effect is anticipated for low imagers, for 

several reasons. First, past research has demonstrated that individuals with different 

dispositional abilities to create mental images are differentially impacted by imagery-inviting 

messages (Bone and Ellen, 1992). Second, for low imagers, it has been demonstrated that 

deliberate mental imagery-evoking strategies are less effective than for high imagers (Petrova 

and Cialdini, 2005), since the instructions go against their dispositional abilities.    

This leads to the formulation of the first hypothesis.      

H1:   Only for consumers with a high level of imaginativeness (and not for consumers with 

a low level of imaginativeness), stimulating deliberate mental imagery will evoke a 

higher level of mental imagery than (a) no stimulation of mental imagery, (b) 

stimulating automatic mental imagery, or (c), stimulating both automatic plus 

deliberate mental imagery.   
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Mental imagery-eliciting strategies have been proven to positively impact the vividness of 

people’s mental imagery (Babin and Burns, 1997). Higher levels of such mental imagery, 

have been found to affect consumers’ attitudinal judgments positively (Babin and Burns, 

1997; Bone and Ellen, 1992; Rossiter and Percy, 1980). Attitudinal judgments are in turn, an 

important precursor to purchasing intentions (Shastry, 2021). Our study further aims to 

unravel the explanatory mechanism of imagery processing by looking into two particular 

potential mediators: processing fluency and perceived ownership. While previous research 

provides evidence for both pathways, they have to the best of our knowledge not yet been 

integrated into a single study. This study endeavors to determine their relative impact in 

driving consumer attitudes and purchase intentions.    

This leads to the formulation of the second hypothesis. 

H2:   There is a parallel and serial mediation such that consumers with a high level of 

imaginativeness will respond to deliberate mental imagery instructions (versus no, 

automatic, or automatic plus deliberate stimulation) with increased levels of mental 

imagery, which in turn drives an increase in perceived ownership and in processing 

fluency, subsequently leading to more positive attitudes toward the product, and 

ultimately also to higher purchase intentions. 

Methodology 

A controlled lab experiment (n = 201) in a beauty care context with a 4 (mental imagery 

condition: non, automatic, deliberate, and automatic plus deliberate) x 2 (imaginativeness: 

low/high) full factorial design has been conducted.  

Participants (all women [target group of the product]) were exposed to an online store 

environment showing a beauty product (i.e., silk cocoon facial skin care product, with 

important tactile-diagnostic properties) and provided with instructions related to haptic 

imagery. In the non-haptic imagery condition, participants saw a picture of the product. In the 

automatic haptic imagery condition, participants saw multiple pictures of the product and a 

person using the product. In the deliberate haptic imagery condition, the respondents saw a 

picture of the product and were instructed to imagine themselves using the product. After 

looking at the product and the online store environment in which it was presented, the 

participants filled in self-reported survey questions.    

Mental imagery was measured with 5 (positive) items on a 7-point Likert scale based on the 

scale of Babin and Burns (1997). Perceived ownership was measured by three statements on 

a 7-point Likert scale based on the study of Peck and Shu (2009). Processing fluency was 

assessed by two items on a semantic differential using a 7-point Likert scale (based on Graf et 

al., 2017). Attitude toward the product was measured by five items using a 7-point semantic 

differential from the studies of Bosmans (2006) and Elder and Krishna (2012). Purchase 

intention was assessed using a three-item 7-point Likert scale from the study of Elder and 

Krishna (2012) and Imschloss and Kuehnl (2017) adapted to the context of the current study. 

The scale for Imaginativeness is used to gauge participants' imaginative abilities, statements 

were rated on a 7-point Likert scale based on the study of Zabelina and Condon (2020).  

Findings 

The study proposed two hypotheses regarding the effects of deliberate mental imagery 

stimulation on consumers' responses, considering their level of imaginativeness.  

With regard to H1, our study’s results (Hayes, 2022; Model 1) partially support this 

hypothesis. For consumers with high imaginativeness, deliberate mental imagery stimulation 

leads to a greater occurrence of mental imagery compared to scenarios without mental 
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imagery stimulation (Mdel = 5.09; Mnon = 4.06; β = -1.04, t = -3.324, p = .0011) and automatic 

imagery stimulation (Mauto = 4.39; β = -.71, t = -2.309, p = .0221) but only with marginal 

statistical significance when compared to automatic and deliberate imagery stimulation 

(Mauto+del = 4.49; β = -.61, t = -1.954, p = .0522). Furthermore, in line with our expectation in 

H1, no significant differences in mental imagery were observed among low imagers.           

As for H2, an analysis of the indirect effects (Hayes, 2022; customized model: deliberate 

imagery as reference group) partially supported the moderated parallel and serial mediation 

as formulated in this hypothesis. The results show that high imagers exhibit a more favorable 

response to deliberate mental imagery instructions (as compared to scenarios with no mental 

imagery and automatic mental imagery but only with marginal statistical significance when 

compared to automatic and deliberate mental imagery), displaying increased levels of 

purchase intention through (1) higher mental imagery, improved processing fluency, and 

subsequently a higher attitude toward the product (all 95% CI = [-.137, -.003]) and (2) higher 

mental imagery, a higher level of perceived ownership, and subsequently a more positive 

attitude toward the product (all 95% CI = [-.075, -.001]).  

Contributions  

This study significantly contributes to the existing body of knowledge regarding the influence 

of consumers’ mental imagery in several key aspects. Firstly, it distinguishes two types of 

imagery, a differentiation largely overlooked in previous research (Elder & Krishna, 2022).  

Secondly, unlike the predominant focus on mental imagery testing in advertising contexts 

within consumer psychology studies (e.g., Babin & Burns, 1997; Bone & Ellen, 1992; Burns 

et al., 1993; Eelen et al., 2013; Elder & Krishna, 2012; Elder & Krishna, 2022; Escalas, 2004; 

Jeong & Jang, 2016; Lutz & Lutz, 1978; Petrova & Cialdini, 2005; Walters et al., 2007; 

Wolfsteiner et al., 2022), our study extends this exploration to the online shopping 

environment.  

Thirdly, whereas previous research primarily focused on product categories with experiential 

components and positive affect associations (e.g. vacations, restaurants, beer, automobiles; 

Burns et al., 1993; Petrova and Cialdini, 2005; Rossiter and Percy, 1980), our study 

investigates the potential of imagery in introducing a unfamiliar experiential product: silk 

cocoons for skin cleansing.    

Fourthly, we explore novel explanatory mechanisms within this unique context to elucidate 

how evoking mental imagery can influence consumer attitudes and purchase intentions 

(Brasel and Gips, 2014; Peck et al., 2013; Shu and Peck, 2007). When comparing their 

relative impact in driving purchase intentions, we find that processing fluency is the strongest 

mediator as the coefficients (in absolute values) of the indirect effects through this pathway 

are bigger than those through perceived ownership (Hayes, 2022).                

Lastly, our study delves into boundary conditions by examining the moderating role of 

imaginativeness. This exploration enables the formulation of targeted strategies tailored to 

consumer profiles with varying degrees of imaginative power.    

Practical implications 

By examining both types of haptic imagery concurrently, we were able to observe that for 

certain target customer segments, deliberate imagery outperforms automatic imagery, albeit 

the combination does not offer any additional benefits. These insights can inform marketing 

strategies and practices. Online retailers can boost their webshops by understanding consumer 

cognitive styles and tailoring website designs accordingly. While costly sensory technologies 

are not yet scalable, our study suggests a cost-effective approach: we recommend webshops 
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to provide deliberate mental imagery instructions when targeting highly imaginative 

customers, to optimize turnover (purchase intentions).       

Social implications  

Inconsistencies between products and their online descriptions represent a primary cause of 

product returns (Statista, 2021). By instructing webshop visitors to consciously imagine using 

the product, customers are more considerate in making a purchase decision (or not). This 

reduces the probability of post-purchase regret and subsequent product returns, which 

ultimately lowers the environmental impact from excess transportation and product waste 

(Frei et al., 2020).         

Research limitations and outlook  

While we measured mental imagery as a function of visual display and/or instructions, we did 

not address the potential influence of situational factors. In future research we will consider 

the effects of constraining cognitive and perceptual resources. Furthermore, our sample 

exclusively comprises women, which aligns with the beauty care context; however, since 

women exhibit a stronger inclination toward imagination than men (Dimberg and Lundquist, 

1990; Isaac and Marks, 1994), a more diverse sample would allow for a meaningful 

comparison between these groups.      
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Mobile shopping apps in German food retailing 

Purpose 

This study evaluates the mobile shopping apps of the seven largest grocery retailers in Germany. 

It identifies store locators, digital coupons, and mobile payments as key app features and maps 

them to customer journey stages. This approach provides a structured framework for 

understanding app functionality and its role in enhancing the shopping experience and driving 

customer loyalty. 

Design/Methodology/Approach 

We conducted a systematic qualitative evaluation of mobile shopping apps over a four-week 

period using content analysis considerations. We examined the apps for pre-purchase, purchase, 

and post-purchase features and categorized them from a technological, functional, and marketing 

perspective using a morphological box approach. 

Findings 

The analysis identified nine key app features, including digital shopping lists, push notifications, 

and scan-and-go functionality. These features enhance customer engagement and provide 

personalized experiences, contributing to improved loyalty and satisfaction. Mapping these 

features to the customer journey revealed their role in streamlining the shopping process and 

driving retailer competitiveness. 

Research Limitations/Implications 
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The study was limited by geographical constraints and occasional application failures during 

testing. In addition, the focus on technical aspects leaves opportunities for further research on 

user acceptance and usability. 

Practical Implications 

Retailers can use these insights to optimize and design their app features, aligning them with 

customer expectations and journey stages. This provides actionable insights for improving app 

functionality to drive customer engagement. 

Social Implications 

By addressing privacy and usability concerns, mobile shopping apps can increase accessibility, 

convenience, and customer satisfaction, fostering a more inclusive shopping experience. 

Originality/Value 

This study provides a systematic evaluation of mobile shopping apps and offers a novel 

framework for mapping app features to customer journey stages. It contributes to the academic 

discourse on mobile commerce and provides practical guidance for retailers in an increasingly 

digitized marketplace. 
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Mobile shopping apps in German food retailing 

1 Introduction 

The German retail landscape is undergoing a digital transformation driven by technological 

advancements and changing consumer preferences (Capgemini, 2017). There are about 22 

million smartphones in use in Germany in 2024 (Paulsen & Welsch, 2024), which will allow the 

popularity of mobile applications to continue growing (Truong, 2023). Leading retail chains have 

responded by introducing mobile shopping apps, leveraging features such as digital shopping 

lists and mobile payments to attract and retain customers (Aw et al., 2022; Liao & Yang, 2020). 

These apps use mobile couponing to improve customer acquisition and retention (Son et al., 

2020).  

Mobile shopping apps offer a variety of features, such as real-time inventory up-dates, detailed 

product information, price comparisons, and discount alerts, to enhance the convenience of 

grocery shopping (Wohllebe & Wolter, 2021). While privacy and usability concerns remain, 

personalized offers based on shopping behavior data can improve the overall shopping 

experience (Degirmenci, 2020; Verbraucherzentrale, 2023). 

There is limited knowledge in empirical studies on the features of shopping apps (Sinemus and 

Zielke, 2022). In this regard, this study will examine the key features of the mobile shopping 

apps of leading German food retailers, which will be used to provide a structured framework for 

a comprehensive overview of functionality across the customer journey. The study will address 

the following research questions: 

• What kind of features are provided by mobile shopping apps? 
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• How can the identified features be integrated into the customer journey to improve 

the shopping experience? 

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: After introducing the background of the 

problem, Section 2 presents the conceptual foundations of mobile apps and mobile shopping 

apps, as well as their benefits, challenges, and concerns. The methodological approach of the 

empirical study is presented in section 3. Section 4 critically assesses the results of the empirical 

study and develops a morphological box consisting of a technological base, interaction and 

engagement, personalization and customer loyalty, local adaptation and regionalization, and 

marketing and promotion perspective. Section 5 concludes the paper with an outlook and 

discussion of limitations. 

2 Conceptual foundations 

2.1 Mobile applications and mobile shopping ads in food retailing 

Mobile applications, or apps, are software programs specifically designed to run on mobile 

operating systems, provide a wide range of functionality, and offer significant value to users 

(Sammons & Cross, 2016). Apps have become an essential part of modern smartphones, 

providing solutions for various needs in daily life (Bundeskartellamt, 2021; Webster & Paquette, 

2023). By March 2024, there will be nearly 2.9 million apps in the Google Play Store and 

approximately 1.9 million in the Apple App Store. However, only a tiny fraction of these apps 

are frequently used by consumers, especially for messaging, social media, dating, and other 

forms of entertainment (Buildfire, 2023).  

In this competitive shopping apps market, food retailers design mobile shopping apps to improve 

the shopping experience for customers in the grocery retail industry (Saarijärvi et al., 2014). Due 
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to their convenience, mobile shopping apps are expected to replace traditional interaction 

between retailers and customers, such as plastic cards for loyalty points or coupons cut out of 

magazines  (Hahner, 2023; Son et al., 2020). In the future, mobile shopping apps will be the 

preferred method for retailers to offer a wide range of features that empower customers to make 

optimal purchases (Saarijärvi et al., 2014). 

2.2 Benefits, challenges and concerns of mobile shopping apps  

Mobile shopping apps offer several benefits to customers, including time savings, shopping 

convenience, cost savings, and an improved overall shopping experience (Garrouch & Ghali, 

2023). They integrate mobile payment systems and reduce wait times at checkout counters  

(Wohllebe & Wolter, 2021). Digital coupons accessible through these apps eliminate physical 

coupons, allowing customers to easily access special offers on their smartphones  (Galib, 2023). 

In addition, digital shopping lists provided by these apps replace handwritten lists, further 

increasing convenience for users (Huang & Yang, 2018). 

Retailers use new channels like the Internet to meet customers' needs  (Verhoef et al., 2007). 

They integrate mobile devices into their marketing strategies to improve customer satisfaction 

and drive business success (Shankar et al., 2010). Retailers can notify customers of special offers 

through mobile apps and promote products through smartphones. Using mobile apps, retailers 

can quickly inform customers of special offers and promote products through their smartphones. 

Mobile notifications can boost customer engagement, giving retailers a competitive edge 

(Heinemann, 2018). With apps, companies can get to know their customers, gather data on their 

buying habits, and use it to create tailored offers that foster customer loyalty. Based on this 

valuable information, retailers can adjust their product offerings, store layouts, and hours of 

operation to suit their customers' preferences better (Fagerstrøm et al., 2021). Recent industry 
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studies show retailers use apps to track and analyze customer purchasing behavior. They have 

also developed apps to increase customer loyalty (Lanzerath & Lohmann, 2021).  

Customers are reluctant to use mobile shopping apps due to privacy concerns and potential 

manipulation (Arz, 2020; Ghosh, 2024; Verbraucherzentrale, 2023). A mobile shopping app 

might be difficult to use, but this can be solved with a user-friendly design and clear instructions  

(Stumpp et al., 2022). For a company to develop an excellent app, it is crucial to know the 

required expertise and skills (Shah-rasbi et al., 2021), to invest time and effort in understanding 

customer needs, and to continuously update and improve the app (Wohllebe & Wolter, 2021).  

2.3 Customer journey 

Customer journey describes a customer's sequential steps during the purchase process  (Følstad 

& Halvorsrud, 2023). Typically, this journey includes five distinct phases, as outlined by (Boss et 

al., 2016): 

• Awareness (Attention): This initial phase involves making the customer aware of a 

particular product and capturing their attention. 

• Consideration: During the consideration phase, the customer expresses a genuine 

interest in a product after gathering relevant information about it. 

• Purchase: In the purchase stage, the customer purchases the product and completes 

the transaction. 

• Retention: Throughout the retention phase, the customer interacts with the purchased 

product to foster long-term customer loyalty through effective service. 

• Advocacy: In the advocacy phase, the customer shares his positive experience with 

others, potentially influencing purchasing decisions. 
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3 Methodology 

This study evaluated the mobile shopping apps of seven large German food retailers (in 

alphabetical order: Aldi-Nord, Edeka, Kaufland, Lidl, Netto, Penny, and Re-we) and focused on 

collecting qualitative data on app functionalities, personalized offers, and push notifications from 

the providers.  

Before using the apps in Bremen, Delmenhorst, and Ganderkesee for four weeks, from February 

5, 2024, to March 3, 2024, we analyzed the apps' features, which included systematic research on 

the providers' websites. The approach follows the argumentation of (Kotzab & Madlberger, 

2001) web-scan approach and the content-analytical considerations (Hüseyinoğlu et al., 2017).  

The pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase phases (Jesus & Alves, 2020) were analyzed in 

detail by using the app features separately in different stores to compare locations of the same 

retailer. The apps were installed on an iPhone 11 Pro running iOS 17.3.1.  

Upon installation, the apps require users to create an account by providing their email address 

and mobile phone number. Users must also agree to the terms of service, location services, and 

messaging to access all the apps' features. Observations were meticulously documented across 

feature categories and vendors. Loyalty programs such as DeutschlandCard (Edeka and Netto) 

and PAYBACK (Rewe) were excluded from the analysis.  

4 Results 

4.1 Apps functionality 

Our analysis discovered the following nine main features:  

1. Store locator. With this feature, users can locate nearby stores and access essential 

information (Heinemann, 2013) such as opening hours, contact details, and available 
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services such as meat counters, live store occupancy, and payment options. Users can find 

nearby stores without entering an address when location access is enabled. This feature 

also provides information about the distance to the nearest store location. Accurate 

directions to a selected store are provided when route planner applications are integrated.  

2. Couponing/advantages. Mobile couponing is the digital adaptation of traditional 

couponing methods (Wohllebe & Wolter, 2021). Coupons can be used to obtain discounts 

or free products. Digital coupons must be activated before being used, which generates a 

QR code or barcode that can be scanned at the checkout. The terms and conditions of 

digital coupons may vary, including limits and expiration dates. Some coupons may be 

exclusive to selected locations and have unique benefits. They are used for enhancement 

of the promotion effectiveness (Gong et al., 2024). 

3. Digital receipt. Since the introduction of the obligation to issue receipts in Germany in 

2020, providing them in either printed or electronic form has become mandatory. (cf. 

Federal Ministry of Finance, 2023). Some mobile shopping apps allow digital receipts to 

be displayed in the app immediately after scanning a QR or barcode or emailing it to the 

customer. 

4. Digital shopping list. This feature replaces traditional handwritten shopping lists (Aw et 

al., 2022). Users can search for products from the product range and add them to the 

shopping list with a simple click, including the desired quantity and any comments. 

Additionally, digital coupons can be added to the list. Once an item is taken from the 

shelf, it can be marked as "bought." Shopping lists can be shared with others, and app 

users can create multiple lists. Products can also be added to the list by scanning their 

barcode with a smartphone camera.  
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5. Mobile payment/scan&go. The Scan&Go feature lets users scan item barcodes using 

their smartphone camera and pay for the product without placing items on the check-out 

conveyor belt (Lawo et al., 2021). After completing the purchase, a QR code is generated 

that must be scanned at the checkout for payment. The purchase amount is then debited 

directly from a stored credit card or bank account without using physical money or a 

card. To speed up the shopping process, customers can use the "mobile payment" 

function to pay directly with a smartphone without going to the checkout and scanning a 

generated code. 

6. Digital ads. This function presents users with digital versions of traditional printed 

leaflets (Jebarajakirthy et al., 2021). These digital ads mirror the content of their printed 

counterparts and give users access to current offers and the ability to browse them any-

time and anywhere. Some apps allow an integration of items from the digital ads into a 

digital shopping list. Other apps include external links enabling users to view leaflets and 

share offers via messaging platforms such as WhatsApp. 

7. Recipes. The recipe feature includes instructions on how to prepare dishes, needed 

ingredients, product descriptions, preparation times, and/or nutritional information 

(Mishra & Morewedge, 2021). With a search function, specific recipes can be found. 

Customers can bookmark and save recipes and/or share them via social networks. Adding 

ingredients to a digital shopping list to filter recipes by different categories, such as 

vegetarian, Christmas, difficulty level, or preparation time. Users can also watch videos 

to help with the preparation process. 

8. Pickup and delivery service. Mobile shopping apps can be used for home shopping, 

allowing users to browse products, create digital shopping lists, and schedule pickup 
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options (Mkansi et al., 2020). Upon pickup, the customer gets shopping bags/containers 

for safe transportation. If items are not available, alternative products are offered. Contact 

information must be provided to make contact, and payment can be made with mobile 

payment systems or directly when picked up at the store. Digital coupons increase 

savings with the pickup service. Home delivery services are offered when orders achieve 

a minimum order value, and digital coupons can also be used for delivery services. 

9. Push-messages. Users can receive messages on their smartphones with updates, news, or 

other relevant information if push messages are activated (Wohllebe et al., 2021). These 

notifications keep customers informed, e.g., by reminding them of expiring coupons or 

special offers. To receive push messages, users must agree to the relevant terms and 

conditions, with the ability to change or revoke their consent at any time. 

Fig. 1 summarizes the results of the evaluation.  

  

Fig. 1. Overview of the features of each mobile shopping app (retailers in alphabetical order). 

 

 

Feature  Aldi-

Nord 

Edeka Kauf-

land 

Lidl 

Plus 

Netto Penny Rewe 

Store locator X X X X X X X 

Couponing/advantages  X X X X X X 

Digital receipt  X X X X  X 

Digital shopping list X X X X X X X 

Mobile payment/scan&go  X X X X X X 

Digital ads X X X X X X X 

Recipes X  X    X 

Pick-up and delivery service       X 

Push messages X X X X X X X  

 

92



4.2 App evaluation using a morphological box 

To present the results of our assessment systematically, we developed a morphological box that 

describes different characteristics of mobile shopping apps from various perspectives. A 

morphological box generally serves as a methodological tool for generating different 

combinations of potential solutions (Zwicky, 1967), enabling innovative solutions across 

different attributes. For our study, we organized the morphological box according to the 

following parameters (see also Figure 2): 

• Technology foundation is about the basic technological infrastructure needed for 

running a mobile shopping app, including the platform, the operating system, and 

regular updates.  

• Interaction and engagement relate to the interaction between an app provider and its 

users, including providing feedback, providing contact options, and executing surveys 

to improve the user experience.  

• Personalization and loyalty refer to adaptations based on individual preferences and 

experiences to build long-term loyalty, such as recipe suggestions, digital coupons, 

customized offers, and contests. 

• Localization and regionalization relate to content customization for specific 

geographic locations, providing locally relevant information, such as exclusive 

benefits at preferred stores and promotions limited to particular locations. 

• Marketing and advertising refer to promotions to initiate purchases to foster customer 

retention, including push notifications, in-app ads, email campaigns, and influencer 

partnerships. 
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Mobile shopping apps offer a variety of interaction, personalization, and customer loyalty 

opportunities. The interactive features of a mobile shopping app will increase the likelihood for 

customer loyalty (Thakur, 2018). The technological foundation ensures a seamless and efficient 

app use on different platforms where data protection and regular updates are essential features. 

The incorporation of digital technology features in mobile shopping apps is needed (Tseng et al., 

2022). Mobile shopping apps enable targeted promotion approaches, allowing active engagement 

with users, and have the potential to become an integral part of a daily shopping experience.  

 

Fig. 2.: Morphological box from a technological, functional, and marketing-related perspective of 

mobile shopping apps 

4.3 Results of analysis based on a customer journey 

Finally, we mapped the functionality of the mobile shopping apps against the customer journey 

framework and identified the pattern outlined in Figure 3. 
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Fig. 3.: Functionalities of mobile shopping apps along the customer journey  

In the awareness phase, digital coupons and push notifications draw customer attention. Digital 

ads can help to generate additional interest in price promotions. The recipe feature can be used 

for inspiration for cooking, which potentially increases the desire for ingredients.  

In the consideration phase, users use digital coupons and brochures for product searches to add 

items to a digital shopping list. The recipe function is used to decide upon ingredients based on 

nutritional information or other aspects of the recipe.  

In the purchasing phase, the store locator finds the nearest store. Items are checked off the digital 

shopping list either during or after the purchase, and digital coupons can be used at the checkout. 

In addition, purchases can be made remotely using the pickup and delivery feature and paid for 

within the app.  

In the retention phase, benefits can be granted by collecting points, which motivates customers to 

make further purchases with which additional benefits can be achieved. Digital receipts are 

available immediately after purchase, and push notifications are reminders.  

During the advocacy phase, customers use the store locator to rate their shopping experience and 

give store feedback. 
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5 Conclusions 

Our research aimed to identify the features of selected mobile shopping apps (RQ 1) and 

integrate the identified features into the customer journey (RQ 2).  

Sections 4.1 and 4.2 present the findings related to RQ 1, highlighting nine different app features 

(see Figure 1), which were further evaluated based on their technological, functional, and 

marketing foundations to identify a systematic overview of various combinations of features for 

future app development (see Fig. 2). Section 4.3 addressed RQ2 and discussed how the identified 

app features were integrated into the customer journey and how the overall customer experience 

can be improved.  

The results of our study support literature findings that mobile shopping apps have the potential 

to streamline the shopping process (Faulds et al., 2018), increase customer loyalty (Zhang et al., 

2023), and enhance the competitiveness of retailers (Qui-nones et al., 2023).  

Based on our research approach, our study shows some limitations, including temporary app 

outages during shopping processes or the absence of using features such as scan&go due to 

limited payment options. We also experienced some geographical constraints, which hindered a 

comprehensive evaluation, as our study did not include the Aldi-Süd app, which has no stores in 

the studied area. As our study focused on the technical aspects of the apps, there are future 

opportunities for exploring user acceptance and usability aspects in more detail. 
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Abstract 

The impact of natural and disruptive events, such as the grounding of the Ever Given in the 

Suez Canal in 2021, the Covid-19 pandemic, and consequential delays in throughput at ports 

and container replenishment (Ivanov, 2020) have impacted the drive for more predictable and 

reliable supply chains (Choudhary et al., 2023). European textile manufacturers have had to 

work hard to sustain profitability and respond to large-scale imports from low labour rate 

sources of production. Further research is needed to support manufacturers, distributors and 

retailers in developing resilient supply chains to support reliable and predictable delivery 

performance to their customers. This paper builds on prior research relating to agile 

merchandising as a value adding supply strategy. Involving 11 European textile manufacturers, 

the concept of creating resilient agile supply networks in the textile fashion industry the 

additional influence from product design complexity and strategic supply chain capabilities is 

investigated. The results suggest that by developing resilient supply chains from implementing 

strategic supply chain capabilities and strategic segmentation, managing supply chain alignment 

and customer range planning are effective in responding to the volatile and unpredictable 

demand. 

Key words: Agile Merchandising, Product Design Complexity, Strategic Supply Chain 

Capabilities, Strategic Segmentation 
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Introduction 
Latin America and the Caribbean are key agri-food producers due to abundant natural resources, 
with Colombia recognized as a global food hub. However, exports remain commodity-focused 
and concentrated in a few markets, limiting diversification. Small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) face major internationalization barriers, including high intermediation costs, limited 
infrastructure, and inadequate support programs. Two core challenges are identified: excessive 
intermediary influence and the need to develop Dynamic Marketing Capabilities (DMCs) to 
offer value to international markets. While DMCs enhance firms' adaptability and 
competitiveness, their role, especially in emerging economies like Colombia, is underexplored, 
particularly regarding distribution channel integration. Current research often neglects how 
DMCs interact with intermediaries or vary by SME size. This paper addresses these gaps by 
examining how channel integration supports DMC development in Latin American agri-food 
SMEs, aiming to improve international performance. Through a literature review and empirical 
analysis, the study highlights the strategic importance of integrated distribution channels in 
fostering DMCs and advancing SME internationalization. It concludes with key findings, 
implications, limitations, and recommendations for future research. 
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Purpose 
This study aims to identify the role of distribution channel integration in fostering Dynamic 
Marketing Capabilities (DMCs) within Latin American agri-food SMEs, with a particular focus 
on advancing their internationalization processes, especially in Colombia. 
Conceptual framework 
Dynamic Marketing Capabilities (DMCs) are critical for firms navigating complex 
international markets, enabling them to adapt, innovate, and grow competitively (Davcik et al., 
2020; Patel et al., 2021). Defined as the ability to reconfigure marketing resources for value 
delivery abroad (Weerawardena et al., 2014), DMCs include networking, market orientation, 
market adaptation, and innovation (Hoque et al., 2022; Alqahtani et al., 2024). 
This study explores the role of international distribution channel integration in enhancing these 
four capabilities among Latin American SMEs. Channel integration fosters information 
sharing, resource coordination, and relationship building (Goraya et al., 2022; Tagashira & 
Minami, 2019), thus enabling dynamic networking (H1), improved market orientation (H2), 
market adaptability (H3), and innovation (H4). Each hypothesis posits that integration supports 
the development of the corresponding DMC by enhancing communication, cooperation, and 
strategic alignment across partners (Choi & Hara, 2018; Son et al., 2023). 
Subsequently, the study hypothesizes that these DMCs significantly influence the 
internationalization process of SMEs. Dynamic networking facilitates market entry and 
resource mobilization (Felzensztein et al., 2022) (H5), while market orientation helps firms 
understand and respond to foreign consumer needs (Genc et al., 2019; Demuner-Flores et al., 
2022) (H6). Market adaptability enables strategic flexibility to seize opportunities (Zhang & 
Xie, 2019; Boonchoo, 2025) (H7), and innovation capabilities allow firms to develop 
competitive solutions for international markets (Reimann et al., 2021; Chang et al., 2022) (H8). 
Overall, this framework underlines the role of DMCs—nurtured by channel integration—as 
strategic enablers of internationalization among Latin American SMEs, particularly in resource-
constrained contexts (Buccieri et al., 2020; Tartaglione & Formisano, 2018). 
Methodology 
This study focused on 83 Colombian SMEs in the agri-food sector. A non-probability sampling 
method was used, and measurement scales were adapted from prior validated studies 
(Mazzucchelli et al., 2019; Choi & Hara, 2018). The model was assessed using Partial Least 
Squares (PLS), suitable for small samples (Rojas & Rod, 2013), evaluating reliability, 
convergent validity, and discriminant validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2011). All 
scales exceeded the required thresholds, demonstrating internal consistency and reliability for 
measuring dynamic capabilities and internationalization processes in agri-food SMEs. 
Findings 
Our findings reveal the significant influence of channel integration on DMCs and their impact 
on internationalization. The results obtained from the estimation of the model to test the 
hypotheses stated in the theoretical model. We applied full bootstrapping with 5000 
subsamples, mean replacement for missing values, and a two-tailed test for hypothesis testing. 
The coefficients of the statistics allow us to accept or reject the hypotheses and to determine 
the level of influence of each variable on another. In this sense, H1 (t 2.843, p-value (0.004) < 
0.05), H2 (t 2.371, p-value (0.018) < 0.05), H3 (t 2.327, p-value (0.020) < 0.05), H4 (t 5.233, 
p-value (0.000) < 0.05) and H6 (t 1.962, p-value (0.050) = 0.05) are fulfilled. The results do not 
allow us to accept H5 (t 0.204, p-value (0.838) > 0.05), H7 (t 0.2329, p-value (0.742) > 0.05), 
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and H8 (t 1.899, p-value (0.058) > 0.05), which suggested the positive impact of networking, 
market adaptation and innovation on internationalization. 
Contributions 
This study contributes by presenting a comprehensive structural model and methodology, 
shedding light on how strategically integration with intermediaries can lead to cost-effective 
and sustainable marketing capabilities, ultimately boosting internationalization processes in 
SMEs in emerging markets. 
Practical and social implications 
This research offers valuable insights to SME managers, assisting them in identifying marketing 
strategies conducive to internationalization, tailored to their company's size, international 
experience, and target export markets. Additionally, it provides guidance on fostering 
collaborative relationships with intermediaries, thereby mitigating unfair and unethical 
practices within the agri-food sector. 
Research limitations and outlook 
This study focuses exclusively on Colombia and the agri-food sector within Latin America. 
Furthermore, it does not consider alternative internationalization models, such as Born Global 
or New Venture. 
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Introduction 

This study explores how the emergence of unmanned stores impacts the sense of community 

in rural areas. The study takes place against the backdrop of increased urbanisation, which 

threatens the existence of smaller rural communities. Historically, the local shop has served as 
a place where residents did their shopping while also having a social role, serving as a 

meeting place for residents (Amcoff et al., 2011). It thereby helped in tying the local 
community together. However, operating these local shops profitably is getting increasingly 

difficult. This creates a vicious circle as more people move away due to a decline in 

accessible commercial and public services, such as grocery stores (Christiaanse and Haartsen, 
2017; Lundgren and Nilsson, 2023). It is this societal shift that unmanned stores are trying to 

counteract (Benoit et al, 2024). Unmanned stores are defined as “accessible retail outlets that 
can be operated by the retailer without human presence available to monitor or support 

shoppers. They usually require customers to identify themselves and check in and out, using 

technology” (Benoit et al., 2024, p. 2).  

Previous research on unmanned stores has studied this store type in an urban context (Wu et 

al., 2024). Moreover, there has been a strong focus on unmanned stores' operational 
performance and functional benefits, such as efficiency, innovation, convenience and cost 

optimisation (Benoit et al., 2024; Park and Zhang, 2022; Wu et al., 2024; Yao et al., 2020). 

The few studies that have focused on the consumers have predominantly used a psychological 
approach to examine the individuals. This is why that we approach the study sociologically to 

study the social implications of the emergence of unmanned stores to communities. 

Purpose 

We argue that the social role of unmanned stores has been overlooked. Not only does that 

create a theoretical gap that needs to be filled but there is also a practical problem for the 
people living in these rural areas. It is therefore that we study unmanned stores in rural areas 

from a cultural community-level perspective (Arnould and Thompson, 2005). We embarked 
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on our exploration with the research question: how does the emergence of unmanned stores 

impact the social life of smaller villages? 

Methodology 

We interrogate our research question through an ethnographic study of a small Swedish 

village of around 400 inhabitants. The village has previously had a grocery chain run by one 
of Sweden’s largest grocery chains, but it closed down. After some years without a grocery 

store, an unmanned store opened in the village.  

We study this context through a multimethod inquiry, mainly through interviews and 
ethnographic observations but also supported by a netnography of their Facebook page and 

document analysis of their local newspaper and village council protocols. We immersed 
ourselves in the community by staying for a week in the village, where we tried to blend in 

with the locals (Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994; Belk et al., 2013). We conducted in-situ 

interviews around the store as the informants were shopping. We also conducted in-depth 
interviews with the store owner and the head of the village council. Moreover, our 

netnographic inquiry consisted of compiling data from the village and the unmanned store’s 
Facebook pages. The document analysis was based on data from the local newspaper (2012-

2024) and village council protocols (2005-2021).  

Findings 

Based on our ethnographic inquiry, we have identified four preliminary themes. These themes 

constitute four ways that the unmanned store impacts the social life of the village. The first 
theme emerging from the collected material is responsibilisation. It refers to how it has 

become the residents' responsibility to keep their shop alive because this in turn is also what 

keeps their village alive. This aligns with existing theory explaining how responsibilities have 
been delegated to individual consumers (Giesler and Veresiu, 2014). In this case, it means that 

the individual residents have been tasked with taking responsibility for battling urbanisation 
by engaging in consumption. It pressurises the citizens to mobilise themselves in order to 

sustain the livelihood of having a shop and enjoying the sociality that it creates. This 

development therefore impacts the social life in the village by creating what could be called a 

“village responsibility”.  

The second theme is that of nostalgia. This is in the sense that the emergence of the unmanned 
store has made the residents long for the days when they had the old store. This relates to 

research on nostalgia that has pointed out how consumers seek the past when they experience 

social unrest in the present (Brown et al., 2003; Hartmann and Brunk, 2019). In this context, 
it could therefore also indicate how the residents are challenged by not having a shop that 

serves as a social meeting place. It therefore impacts the social life of the village by not living 

up to their hopes for sociality, which creates a sense of nostalgia in the residents. 

The third theme is convenience. This refers to how the residents experience a new form of 

convenience, as it is now possible to shop 24/7. Going to the next grocery store would require 
a long trip by car or public transport, which takes time and effort. However, on the other side, 

unmanned stores’ highly digitalised nature excludes those consumer groups who would be 

most in need of easy access to goods, such as the elderly and disabled people.  

The fourth theme is kinship. While the shop used to be a place that would gather the residents, 
there is now doubt whether they would accept the shop as being part of their village. 

Additionally, these stores need to show initiative and take actions beyond the primary store 

functions, e.g., by supporting local events and projects and interacting with the village council 
and locals. However, this social role is challenged by the stores' primary commercial and 
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economic role, which can lead to tensions. It is therefore that the kinship of the village has 

been complicated by the emergence of the unmanned store. 

Contributions 

Theoretically, this research extends existing studies on unmanned stores by shifting the focus 

from operational efficiency to the socio-cultural implications of these stores for rural 
communities. By approaching the phenomenon sociologically, this study demonstrates how 

unmanned stores reshape traditional retail spaces, creating tensions between economic and 

social logics. From a practical perspective, this research offers valuable insights for retailers, 
policymakers, and rural communities. Retailers can benefit from strategies that enhance 

accessibility and foster local engagement, ensuring that unmanned stores do not alienate 

certain consumer groups unfamiliar with digital technology.  

Practical implications 

At first, our study provides insights into whether and how unmanned stores can revitalise 
rural economies by maintaining essential services and reducing the operational costs of 

traditional stores. The study warns that making consumers responsible for store survival can 

create social pressure, potentially leading to tensions among residents. 

Secondly, based on our preliminary findings, our study helps retailers operating unmanned 

stores to understand and manage the social and cultural role of their stores in rural areas. For 
example, we can assess the potential impact of integrating community-centred design, e.g., of 

bulletin boards or local supplier partnerships, and improved store accessibility. 

Social implications  

Due to the ongoing urbanisation, rural areas are facing numerous challenges. This study sheds 

light on the role of unmanned stores for the so-far overlooked rural communities. The 
research contributes to discussions on how unmanned stores affect the quality of life in rural 

areas, raising awareness about the potential tensions between these stores’ economic and 
social functions. Beyond the immediate community, the research also raises important 

questions about social responsibility in the retail sector as the study highlights the importance 

for rural retailers to consider integrating community initiatives, such as support for local 

events that allow residents to have a stake in store operations. 

Research limitations and outlook 

A longitudinal study exploring the rural communities over time would provide a more 

comprehensive and deeper understanding of the role and impact of unmanned stores. 

Moreover, future research could extend this investigation to multiple rural communities 
across different countries to examine whether similar social dynamics emerge in varied 

contexts. 
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Introduction 

Innovation in the retail sector has established itself as a key topic in the retail literature (Wang 

et al., 2024) due to the competitive advantages that it provides (Marín-García et al., 2025; 

Channa et al., 2022). However, it remains an underexplored field of study (Alexander and 

Kent, 2021). 

This study adopts the perspective of the salesperson, who plays a key role in driving 

organisational innovation (Groza et al., 2021). Employee innovative behaviour has ignited 

growing interest in both the business and academic communities (Khalifa Alhitmi et al., 

2023; Kumar et al., 2022) and, among salespeople, has been identified as a determining factor 

in providing quality services, increasing customer satisfaction, and ensuring organisational 

success (Anning-Dorson, 2018). 

To foster this innovative behaviour, it is crucial to create environments that are conducive to 

learning and creativity (Afsar and Umrani, 2020) and to identify the factors that facilitate or 

hinder such behaviour (Khalifa Alhitmi et al., 2023). 

Although sales-service ambidexterity has been widely studied in other contexts (Mom et al., 

2009; Lindsey-Hall et al., 2023), its specific influence on salespeople's innovative behaviour 

has yet to be adequately addressed (Ahmad et al., 2022). Likewise, job satisfaction, a key 

factor in motivating employees and improving their performance (Riyanto et al., 2021), has 

not been thoroughly explored as a possible mediator between retail innovation and innovative 

behaviour. 
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Purpose 

The main objective of this study is to contribute to the knowledge about retail innovation 

using the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) as a holistic 

framework. Job demands can generate stress and impair performance if not balanced with job 

resources, which facilitate motivation and engagement. Job resources not only reduce the 

impact of demands but also enhance positive outcomes such as innovation. The introduction 

of innovation in retail can act as a job resource, providing new tools and processes that 

improve efficiency and motivate salespeople to innovate. If the company offers support and 

training, innovation becomes a driver of innovative behaviour rather than an obstacle. In this 

context, sales-service ambidexterity can be understood as a job requirement that demands 

greater cognitive effort and adaptation. However, when salespeople have the appropriate 

resources, this ambidexterity becomes a facilitator of innovative behaviour. Finally, job 

satisfaction acts as a motivational resource, reducing stress and increasing salespeople's 

willingness to take risks and innovate. Overall, the aim is to fill the gap identified in the 

literature on the strategic management of innovation in retail, a topic that requires further 

exploration (Paredes et al., 2023). 

 

Conceptual framework 

This paper adopts the retail innovation perspective proposed by Lin (2015), who distinguishes 

three dimensions: product, marketing, and relational innovation, albeit from the sellers' 

perspective. Marketing innovation (MI) stands out for its ability to transform commercial 

strategies (Purchase and Volery, 2020). Relational innovation (RI) improves trust, loyalty, 

and quality in relationships between involved parties (Marín-García et al., 2020), while 

product innovation (PI) involves changes to existing products or the creation of new, yet-to-

be-marketed products (Blanco-Callejo and de Pablos-Heredero, 2019). These dimensions 

influence the work environment, serving as tools that predict employee innovative behaviour 

(Tiwari et al., 2025; Li et al., 2020), especially when creative efforts are recognised and 

validated (Farooqi et al., 2025). Based on these statements, the following hypothesis is 

proposed: 

Hypothesis 1. Retail innovation has a positive effect on salespeople's innovative service 

behaviour (SISB). 

Salespeople face job demands and volatile changes in the retail environment (Gaan and Shin, 

2023), which lead them to adopt an ambidextrous approach in which sales and customer 

service activities are simultaneously integrated (Temerak et al., 2024). Both a pro-innovation 

culture or climate (Aman et al., 2021; Mullins et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2017) and innovation in 

production processes (Ardito et al., 2018) strengthen polychronicity, promoting sales-service 

ambidexterity. Based on this, the following hypothesis is formulated: 

Hypothesis 2. Retail innovation has a positive effect on sales-service ambidexterity. 

Contextual ambidexterity explains how salespeople simultaneously optimise sales and service 

activities by leveraging synergies between the two (Shiue et al., 2021). This allows them to 

balance innovation and efficiency, fostering incremental innovations (Paredes et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, employing these skills together stimulates customers' purchasing desire and 

facilitates innovative solutions (Ruyter et al., 2020). Consequently, those who effectively 

combine both dimensions of ambidexterity exhibit higher levels of innovative behaviour 

(Ahmad et al., 2022), leading to the following hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 3. Sales-service ambidexterity (SSA) has a positive effect on salespeople's 

innovative service behaviour. 

It is also relevant to explore the mediating role of SSA in the relationship between retail 

innovation and salespeople's innovative service behaviour. Therefore, the following research 

question is posed: 

RQ1:  Does sales-service ambidexterity mediate the relationship between retail innovation 

and salespeople's innovative service behaviour? 

The relationship between innovation and job satisfaction has been widely studied and it has 

been found that an innovative climate positively impacts employee satisfaction (Demircioglu, 

2023). Grolleau et al. (2022) confirm that employees in innovative companies demonstrate 

greater job satisfaction, improving not only organisational performance but also individual 

wellbeing. Furthermore, an environment that values innovation directly influences job 

satisfaction, reinforcing employees' positive perceptions of their work (Aslan and Atesoglu, 

2021). Consequently, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

Hypothesis 4: Retail innovation has a positive effect on salespeople's job satisfaction. 

Job satisfaction and innovative behaviour tend to align in environments that promote trust in 

innovation (Bysted, 2013), allowing salespeople to feel motivated to propose new ideas 

(Alqhaiwi et al., 2023). Mustafa et al. (2021) confirm that satisfied employees are more 

engaged in creative innovative activities. Furthermore, high levels of job satisfaction reduce 

resistance and strengthen support for innovation (Shipton et al., 2006). Based on this 

evidence, the following hypothesis is formulated: 

Hypothesis 5: Job satisfaction has a positive effect on salespeople's innovative service 

behaviour. 

Given that job satisfaction can influence salespeople's willingness to engage in innovative 

behaviour, it is relevant to examine its potential mediating role in the relationship between 

retail innovation and this innovative behaviour. Therefore, the following research question is 

posed: 

RQ2:  Does job satisfaction mediate the relationship between retail innovation and 

salespeople's innovative service behaviour? 

 

Methodology 

This quantitative study focuses on a leading multinational company in the construction and 

decorating materials sector, recognised for its firm commitment to innovation. It focuses on 

362 salespeople in four of its strategic markets: Spain, Portugal, the United States, and the 

United Kingdom. 

The constructs are measured using scales previously validated in the academic literature: 

Retail Innovation (relational, product, and marketing innovation) (Lin, 2015; Gil-Saura et al., 

2024); Sales-Service Ambidexterity (SSA) (Jasmand et al., 2012); Salespeople's Innovative 

Service Behaviour (SISB), adapted from Ahmad et al. (2022) and Luoh et al. (2014); and job 

satisfaction. 

Partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) was used in the software 

SmartPLS version 4.1.0.9 (Ringle et al., 2022). 
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Findings 

The measurement model includes two second-order constructs: Retail Innovation, a formative 

construct composed of product, marketing, and relational innovation (Marín-García et al., 

2020); and SSA, a reflective-reflective construct composed of customer service provision and 

cross-selling/upselling (Fujii, 2024; Agnihotri et al., 2017). Additionally, two first-order 

latent variables are included: salespeople’s innovative service behaviour (SISB) and job 

satisfaction (JS). All first-order indicators presented adequate internal consistency, composite 

reliability, and convergent validity values. The analysis of the factor loadings showed that all 

were optimal and significant, except for one factor, which was eliminated due to its loading 

below 0.6, following the recommendation of Bagozzi and Yi (1988). 

Given the nature of the proposed model, a two-stage build-up approach (Wetzels et al., 2009; 

Ringle et al., 2012) was used to create the second-order latent variables. The discriminant 

validity of all scales, both the first-order and second-order indicators, was adequate using both 

the Fornell-Larcker criterion and the HTMT index (Gold et al., 2001; Henseler et al., 2015). 

In the second phase, the analysis of the formative measurement model for Retail Innovation 

was evaluated using its weightings, and all dimensions were found to be significant. In the 

case of SSA, the external loadings were statistically significant. 

The results of the structural model confirm all the proposed hypotheses, with significant 

relationships and no collinearity. Retail innovation positively influences salespeople's 

innovative service behaviour (SISB), sales-service ambidexterity (SSA), and job satisfaction 

(JS), the latter being the strongest relationship in the model. In turn, job satisfaction and sales-

service ambidexterity significantly impact salespeople's innovative service behaviour (SISB). 

The R² values were significant, and the positive Q² values reflect adequate predictive 

relevance for all endogenous variables, confirming the model's validity. 

The results of the structural model for the mediating effects confirm that both mediation paths 

are significant. The relationship between retail innovation and salespeople's innovative 

service behaviour (SISB) is positively mediated by both sales-service ambidexterity (SSA) 

and job satisfaction (JS). The total direct effect is also significant and positive, indicating that 

the influence of retail innovation on salespeople's innovative service behaviour is mediated 

through these variables. The confidence intervals (2.5% and 97.5%) for each relationship do 

not include zero, confirming the robustness of the mediating effects. These results confirm 

that there is complementary partial mediation by both S-S Ambidexterity and Job Satisfaction 

in the relationship between Retail Innovation and Salespeople's Innovative Service Behaviour. 

 

Contributions 

This study contributes significantly to the field of retail innovation by proposing a conceptual 

model that integrates strategic variables of salespeople’s innovative behaviour. Furthermore, 

it is framed within the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2013), 

considering how environmental demands and job resources, such as marketing, product, and 

relationship innovation, along with ambidexterity and job satisfaction, influence the 

salespeople’s innovative behaviour. 

It expands on previous research by demonstrating the relationship between sales 

ambidexterity and innovative behaviour, a connection that has so far only been demonstrated 

in the B2B context (Ahmad et al., 2022). Furthermore, it addresses the lack of specific 

literature on the influence of retail innovation and job satisfaction on salespeople's innovative 

behaviour (Bysted, 2013; Mustafa et al., 2021; Shipton et al., 2006; Li et al., 2020; Farooqi et 
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al., 2025). Finally, it introduces, as a theoretical novelty, the mediating role of ambidexterity 

and job satisfaction, providing a more comprehensive view of the factors that drive 

salespeople's innovative behaviour. 

This research fills a critical gap in the literature by examining how multiple innovation-related 

resources jointly influence sales employees’ innovative behaviour, an area that has received 

limited empirical attention. Its findings are especially relevant given the increasing need for 

frontline employees to adapt to rapidly evolving market demands. The confirmation of 

ambidexterity and job satisfaction as mediating variables not only enhances theoretical 

understanding but also offers actionable insights for retail management strategies aimed at 

fostering innovation at the point of sale. 

 

Practical implications 

In practical terms, this study provides guidelines for companies to encourage innovative 

practices in areas such as marketing, product development, and customer relations. Such 

practices promote creativity and innovative behaviour among salespeople, which contributes 

to improved customer service and higher levels of job satisfaction. Furthermore, it highlights 

the importance of reinforcing ambidextrous skills as a key element in strengthening this 

relationship. It is also emphasised that greater job satisfaction acts as a driver of innovative 

behaviour, thus reinforcing the positive impact of innovation in retail. 

 

Research limitations and outlook 

The study has certain limitations that can be addressed in future research. The main limitation 

is that it focuses on a single company, which may limit the potential to generalise the findings 

to other companies or sectors. Future research is recommended to expand the sample to 

include other environments and different cultural contexts. 
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Introduction  

In retailing, the role of employees – especially front-line ones – in directly contributing to 

customers’ satisfaction and future patronage has been widely recognized by literature and 

practice alike (Barnes et al., 2014). Many studies have shown and validated the linkage 

between Employee Engagement and customers’ service evaluations (Bowen, 2024; Michel et 

al., 2023), thus encouraging managers to prioritize Employee Engagement for its spillover 

effect. Moreover, employees in retail also represent “one of the faces of the retail brand” 

(Masters et al., 2025, p.1), contributing critically to customers’ experiences and journeys and, 

in turn, to their retention. In this sense, employees constitute a “human touchpoint” that 

characterize in-store experiences and promote customers’ patronage of the retailers’ channels 

(Kestenbaum, 2018). Also, with retailers increasingly adopting customer retention strategies – 

be it loyalty programs, CRM and customer experience management (Han et al., 2021), a 

further need arises to understand how to engage employees in the promotion of such 

approaches to customers. 

In the current scenario, the growing interest in Employee Engagement is also fueled by the 

phenomenon called “The Great Resignation”. Employees in great numbers and at all levels 

are voluntarily quitting their jobs, leading Forbes to define it as “retailers’ biggest worry” 

(Kestenbaum, 2018). A recent survey of over 56,000 workers across 50 countries and regions 

(PWC, 2024) reveals that one in five respondents is likely to change employer within the year.  

The present work focuses on Employee Engagement as a key driver of employee retention. 

From the point of view of employees, Engagement is characterized by a positive motivational 

work-related state and results in putting efforts and positive energy to reach goals 

(Xanthopoulou & Bakker, 2021) and performing actions that exceed the requirements of 

execution of the job (Macey & Schneider, 2008). From the point of view of human resources 

management and practice (and also supported by recent academic literature), Engagement is a 

“strategy for managing the workforce aligned with organizational objectives and aimed at 

giving rise to attitudinal, affective or behavioural responses on the part of the employee such 

as commitment, energy or performance, as well as personal wellbeing” (Bailey, 2022, p. 4). 

Structured interventions put in place by Engagement strategies can bear positive 

consequences for employees and organizations alike (Jenkins & Delbridge, 2013). However, 

few studies have analyzed Engagement interventions (Beltrán-Martín et al., 2022), and a gap 

about their effectiveness still exist in this area (e.g., Fang, 2023; Bailey, 2022).  
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Besides Engagement interventions, other instruments have been linked with Employee 

Engagement, employee retention and quality of work life improvement, that is benefits and 

incentives (Nguyen et al., 2017; Rahman et al., 2017). These may range from monetary to 

non-monetary, from intrinsic to extrinsic, and from individual to collective. Such differences, 

however, have been scarcely investigated in the literature, to the extent that benefits of 

various nature are usually merged and referred to as a unique variable, “Rewards and 

Recognition”, in Engagement frameworks. This is a serious gap to be investigated, since the 

nature of rewards may have different effects on the receivers’ satisfaction and loyalty. How 

retention processes fueled by incentives impact Employee Engagement is therefore worth 

further investigation.  

 

Purpose  

Employee Engagement has become a pivotal construct for managing the workforce by 

eliciting employee’ responses in attitudinal, affective or behavioural terms. Employee 

Engagement interventions may or may not involve the use of rewards, but their respective 

roles and interaction in fostering Employee Engagement have been overlooked in literature, 

also because the difference between the two appears blurred and unclear in several works. 
These interactions between structured interventions and rewards and incentives have yet to be 

schematized and neatly discussed. 

The purpose of this article is to provide a comprehensive literature review on Employee 

Engagement interventions and related uses of rewards. We first discuss the key concepts of 

Employee Engagement, Engagement interventions and rewards by reviewing major studies 

and theories in Human Resource Management literature. Second, we develop a taxonomy of 

all different engagement interventions and rewards, highlighting their key characteristics, 

consequences and moderating factors based on previous research. The work identifies areas of 

overlap between engagement interventions and rewards, pointing at potential synergies that 

could be exploited to reach higher efficacy and effectiveness of these initiatives in driving 

employees’ satisfaction and loyalty.  

 

Methodology  

To outline the theoretical reference framework for the study, a systematic literature review of 

academic studies on Employee Engagement interventions was undertaken. Articles search 

followed the PRISMA diagram procedure (Page et al., 2021) to ensure an effective source and 

screening steps reporting. Three electronic databases were employed: Scopus, Web of Science 

and APA PsychInfo and the search was conducted by title, subject and abstract terms 

including the keywords “employee engagement”, “work engagement”, “engagement 

intervention”, “engagement rewards” using the Boolean operators “AND” and “OR” in a 

combined way. The inclusion criteria concerned English language scientific literature articles 

that investigated the role of Employee Engagement interventions and rewards in 

organizational contexts, excluding grey literature, non-academic literature, theses, book 

chapters and conference papers. A total of 731 articles were manually screened excluding 

survey studies and papers where the word “intervention” was mentioned exclusively as 

practical or managerial implications; 334 papers were considered eligible, of them 52 were 

literature reviews of engagement antecedents and engagement interventions classifications 

and the remaining 282 papers were elected as the basis to develop the Employee Engagement 

and reward classification (see Appendix 1). 

 

137



Findings  

Our first results concern Employee Engagement interventions, defined as set of human 

resource management and development strategies and practices designed to have a positive 

impact on Employee Engagement (Knight et al., 2019, 2017). Regarding interventions, by 

analyzing the literature review papers, we found that prior classifications were usually 

developed based on Employee Engagement antecedents: individual and group psychological 

well-being, perceptions of good organizational and group climate, leadership and 

management support, and positive and challenging job environment (Bailey et al., 2017). 

Building on empirical studies, mostly experimental, we found that most engagement 

interventions, in practice, are designed on two levels: organizational and personal.  The first 

includes changes in physical and social conditions in which people operate (e.g. 

organizational culture and context), while the second acts to reach employees’ personal and 

professional growth and development.  

Starting from this evidence, we propose a new classification of Employee Engagement 

interventions into five different macro-categories based on specific aims and targets that are 

addressed, distinguishing interventions that focus on top/middle or self-leadership 

empowerment (1), personal resources augmentation (2), organizational work redefinition (3), 

teamwork cohesion (4) and healthy lifestyle promotion (5) (see Figure 1).   
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Figure 1 – The proposed Employee Engagement intervention classification 

 

 

 

Intervention 

Category  
Intervention Subcategories and Description 

N. papers 

Top, middle or 

self-leadership 

empowerment 

 

a. (1.1.) Interventions aimed to develop and promote effective 

leadership behaviors for top managerial roles that have 

coordinating and supervisory function both on individual or 

groups staff  

b. (1.2.) Interventions designed to encourage self-leadership 

behaviors to increase self-effectiveness, proactiveness, resilience 

and problem solving  

c. (1.3.) Talent management interventions like coaching, 

mentorship and empowerment initiatives as for example formal 

mentoring programs, team leader coaching or peer coaching  

a.  

12 

Organizational 

work redefinition 

Interventions based on promotion of approaches to increase 

personal resources and cope effectively with potentially stressful 

situations.  

1. Some examples are: 

(2.1.) Individual or group session of mindfulness exercises. 

(2.2.) Emotional regulation training to understanding emotional 

information and acquire a repertoire of skills to  positively 

manage negative emotions. 

 

9 

Personal 

resources 

augmentation 

 

 

2. Interventions focused on job redesign and aimed to improve job 

control and personalization to increase work meaningfulness and 

promote operational autonomy.  

3. Some examples are: 

(3.1.) Job crafting interventions: these are the most represented in 

the studies selected (26 papers).  

(3.2.) Work-family balance promotion interventions, offering 

employees flexible scheduling, work hours control and supervisor 

support. 

 

26 

Teamwork 

cohesion 

 

Interventions developed to improve group climate, build a social 

network, promote peer cooperation and support and activate the 

employee participation and identification with the company's 

goals and values.  

Some examples are: 

- (4.1.) Ludic/cultural activities  

- (4.5.) Emotional contagion interventions through role shadowing 

during the working day between collaborators to leverage the 

crossover effect of work engagement between peers.  

-  

59 

Healthy lifestyle 

promotion 

interventions 

The aim of healthy lifestyle promotion interventions is to change 

workers' lifestyle behavior through goal-setting, feedback and 

problem-solving strategies and promote corporate wellness.  

Some examples are: 

4. (4.1.) Programs of sedentary work prevention and physical 

activity promotion 

(4.2.) Psychological support and counseling services  

5. (4.3.) Individual coaching session aimed at improving workers' 

lifestyles (e.g., smoking cessation, nutrition training) 

33 
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The second findings of this study concern rewards, which research on Employee Engagement 

has mostly addressed as “extrinsic” and “intrinsic”. Extrinsic rewards are external to the job 

itself and include all elements provided by the company, which may vary depending on the 

position or the company policies: they include pay, fringe benefits, bonuses, promotions, etc. 

Intrinsic rewards, instead, exist and are embedded in the job or in the tasks themselves. They 

may comprise a wide range of incentives, starting with personal and professional growth to 

autonomy, recognition and status, praise and support from superiors and co-workers 

(Mahaney & Lederer, 2006).  

Both “extrinsic” and “intrinsic” labels explicitly refer to the “extrinsic” and “intrinsic” types 

of motivation, which they contribute to reinforce. Extrinsic motivation is the motivation “to 

do something in order to attain some external goal” (Hennessey et al., 2015, p. 1), which in a 

working context correspond to firm goals, such as productivity-related ones. As such, firms 

can improve worker productivity by employing extrinsic rewards (e.g. wage premiums) 

explicitly tied to goal achievement. As a result, when employees are attracted to these 

rewards, they can put forth greater effort towards the goal (Goldsmith et al., 2000). Intrinsic 

motivation, conversely, leads the individual to achieve something for its own sake, and is 

fuelled by inherent satisfaction in performing a certain action (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Similarly, 

intrinsic rewards are derived from the content of the job or task itself, and lead to the 

employee experiencing feelings of self-esteem and accomplishment. As such, employees’ 

performances can be boosted when they have pride in their work, their efforts are recognized, 

and their jobs are stimulating and rewarding (Mahaney & Lederer, 2006).  

The classification of rewards as “extrinsic” and “intrinsic” can be systematized and enriched 

at the same time by integrating further dimensions of their nature (see Figure 2). Rewards can 

in fact be of monetary / non-monetary nature and be directed at the individual employee or at 

groups of employees (from work teams to divisions to the entire population of workers). 

Adding the monetary / non-monetary dimension could provide a clearer explanation of why 

and how extrinsic motivation sustains Employee Engagement and of its limits. Extrinsic 

rewards, in fact, tend to match monetary ones, as they comprise all financial and tangible 

benefits, including the base pay level offered by the company for each position as well as any 

further economic incentive provided to the employee. Distinguishing between individual vs. 

collective rewards, instead, stresses how employees receive intangible incentives from the 

environment surrounding them and point management towards working on their overall well-

being within the company. The breadth of intrinsic and intangible rewards can therefore be 

classified according to benefits that are more or less directly oriented at the individual 

employee. The intersection of these categories is therefore oriented at gathering a better 

understanding of these rewards’ effects on Employee Engagement.  
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Figure 2 – Proposed Reward Types framework and classification 

 

 

 

Contributions 

The present work has attempted to propose new taxonomies of Employee Engagement 

interventions and rewards, in order to identify categories that would not only encompass 

multiple dimensions (i.e. intervention objectives and subjects to take part in the intervention; 

various elements defining a reward’s nature) but also be representative of what companies 

nowadays are actually implementing to engage their employees. This will be helpful in 

supporting research about the effectiveness of Engagement interventions and benefits, 

allowing to take into account various aspects that contribute to the achievement of specific 

outcomes.  

A major concern of this work is to define systematically how organizations try to implement 

engagement interventions and rewards to activate motivational processes of engagement that 

allow employees to be more loyal and committed to organizations with a positive impact on 

customers, quality of working life, and job performance. Results from the analysis of 

literature, following the two frameworks proposed, highlight intersections both within 

categories and between interventions and rewards, pointing towards new research directions 

for the understanding of Employee Engagement dynamics.  

 

 

REWARD TYPES Monetary Non-Monetary 

Extrinsic, individual 
Salary, pay, remuneration 

Compensations 

Variable pay, bonuses 

Benefits (medical aid or 

retirement funding) 

 

Work or home integration (i.e. flexibility 

in work hours and leaves, smart working) 

Incentive travel 

Intrinsic, individual 
Awards associated with a 

tangible benefit 

Awards not associated with a tangible 

benefit 

Achievements 

Autonomy  

Co-workers support 

Personal growth 

Recognition, statuses 

Supervisor support 

Training and development 

Work satisfaction 

 

Social, collective 
 Acceptable working conditions 

Friendly work environment 

Open, transformational, ethical leadership 

or management style 

Quality work environment (services & 

technology provided) 

Social interactions at work 

Fun activities at workplace  
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Implications 

Retailers are increasingly adopting customer-focused strategic approaches whose goal is 

customer retention and loyalty (Han et al., 2021). Such strategies may hinge on formal loyalty 

programs and/or on Customer Relationship Management or Customer Experience activities, 

and in all cases, they make use of a broad variety of rewards. This creates a situation where, 

on the one hand, employees get increasingly exposed to rewards and incentives destined for 

consumers, which may impact their liking and sensitivity to the topic, and, in turn, to the 

rewards (or lack of) designed and directed specifically to them by the company. On the other 

hand, companies increasingly recognize the need to engage employees in support of such 

loyalty practices and may even see the same practices and something that can “play double 

duty”, extending the same (or similar) activities and rewards to employees to serve the 

purpose of involving them more, based on the assumption that “employees are consumers 

after all”.  

Therefore, this novel interplay between rewards for customers and rewards for employees is 

an emerging area of interest for academics, and it might be considered in models aimed at 

assessing impact on Employee Engagement. The valence of the influence on Employee 

Engagement is also to be explored: in fact, seeing so much being done for consumers may 

shed light on the very little being done to make employees loyal, or might make employees 

more demanding, negatively affecting their engagement. 

In recognition of the fact that higher Employee Engagement in support of the company 

loyalty efforts is highly desirable, retailers are paying more and more attention to engaging 

employees to sustain the mentioned loyalty practices (Ziliani & Ieva, 2025). The above 

mentioned interplay is therefore of utmost interest for companies, where improved knowledge 

and a common language about rewards, such as that provided by our frameworks on 

interventions and rewards, can promote understanding, dialogue and cooperation between 

human resources and marketing departments, leading to better design and coordination of 

engagement efforts for customers and employees. 
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Introduction 

At around 60.5%, the turnover rate in the retail and wholesale industry is the highest in the 

industry (Team Stage, 2024). Workforce shortage and disloyalty of employees are the main 

problems that the retail sector is facing for years (Karkkainen, 2024). The entire retail sector 

is currently facing a profound crisis, marked by a significant number of insolvencies 

(Adegeest, 2024). The even bigger problem therefore is that the overall situation in the 

industry is quite tough and there are too few employees and, above all, too few qualified 

employees working in retail (Fuller et al., 2022). Due to factors such as poor working 

conditions, inflexible working hours, stress, customer deviance, career opportunities or salary, 

the retail sector has a very negative reputation as an employer (Katz, 2024; Waldman, 2024; 

Mayr and Teller, 2023). Consequently, the retention rate of retail employees is comparatively 

low (Sainato, 2024). This fact is particularly problematic as the retail industry is the most 

important employer in developed countries (National Retail Federation, 2024). Having loyal 

employees is critical to the success of retailing as an industry as they not only provide 

stability and reduce labor shortages, but also improve customer interaction, which is crucial 

for sales performance (Spreitzer et al., 2017; Schlager et al., 2011). In order to address these 
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challenges and ensure employee loyalty within the retail sector, it is therefore essential to 

create attractive working conditions. Research on employer attractiveness and loyalty is 

extensive, with a particular focus on the concept of employer branding (Theurer et al., 2018). 

Several studies deal with factors that promote employer attractiveness, such as working 

environment, career advancement, colleague relationships or competitive salaries (Rampl, 

2014; Tang et al., 2014; Berthon et al., 2005). Strategies for attracting and retaining top talent 

are also being studied intensively (Benraïss-Noailles and Viot, 2021; Staniec and Kalińska-

Kula, 2021). However, despite the wealth of research in broader contexts, there is a notable 

research gap in studies specifically addressing these issues within the retail sector (Tang et al., 

2014; Kim et al., 2009; Arndt et al., 2006). Furthermore, and this is also the focus of this 

study, these studies deal with the employee retention rate and loyalty to a certain employer. 

Only a handful of studies, and those not related to the retail sector, explore the topic of 

employee retention and loyalty to the industry as a whole (Burmann et al., 2007), which 

makes research on employee retention and loyalty within the context of retail conditions and 

retail industry attractiveness particularly new and relevant. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to identify specific retail conditions that influence employee 

retention intentions and loyalty to the retail industry. By examining key environmental 

factors, the study aims to explore what drives employees to remain in the sector and how 

these conditions shape long-term industry commitment. Additionally, it extends the concept 

of employer attractiveness to industry attractiveness, highlighting critical factors that 

encourage sustained employment in retail. This study also investigates personal- and work-

related moderators that influence the relationship between retail conditions, retention 

intentions and industry loyalty. Ultimately, the findings provide both theoretical insights and 

practical strategies to strengthen employee loyalty and address the high turnover rates in the 

retail industry. Building on the job embeddedness theory (Mitchell et al., 2001), this research 

examines how employees' connections to their job and environment influence retention. It 

explores how retail conditions impact employees' embeddedness in the retail industry, shaping 

their intention to stay and their loyalty. 

Conceptual framework 

According to the job embeddedness theory by Mitchell et al. (2001), which explains how 

work-related and social connections, along with personal fit, influence the retail industry 

retention, the conceptual framework consists of four main dimensions: retail conditions, 

intention to stay with the employer, intention to stay in the industry and industry loyalty. 

Therefore, the effects of specific retail conditions on the intention to stay with the employer 

and in the industry and also on industry loyalty are investigated. In addition, the effects of the 

intention to stay with the employer on the intention to stay in the industry and industry loyalty 

are measured. Subsequently, it is analyzed whether there is an associate effect between the 

intention to stay in the industry and industry loyalty. Furthermore, both personal-related and 

work-related moderators that assess the moderating effect of retail conditions on employees' 

intention to stay in the industry and their industry loyalty are identified.  

Methodology 

For this study, a quantitative research design is chosen. For this purpose, (n = 1,006) frontline 

employees in the retail sector in a Western European country are questioned via a web-based 

survey. The survey participants are selected by pre-defined criteria, which are the following: 

at least 16 years old and current employment in the retail sector in Austria for at least six 

months (position as store manager, department manager, salesperson, cashier, shelf supervisor 

or apprentice). The structural equation model (SEM) relies on established scales for key 
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constructs, utilizing 5- and 7-point Likert scales while removing low-loading items. The 

research model is then tested using partial least squares (PLS) path modelling with SmartPLS 

(Hair et al., 2021). Prior to analyzing the structural model, the measurement model to confirm 

internal consistency, composite reliability (CR), average variance extracted (AVE), 

convergent validity and discriminant validity are assessed. Finally, model robustness is 

examined by analyzing the impact of control variables. 

Findings 

The findings reveal several direct effects of retail work conditions on employee retention 

intentions and industry loyalty. Most retail conditions influence the intention to stay at the 

employer, with financial aspects and career development exerting the strongest effect, while 

customer-related aspects show no significant impact. Similarly career progression and the 

working environment also have substantial effects on the intention to stay in the industry, 

whereas customer interactions and overall work-life dynamics do not exhibit direct effects. In 

contrast, all retail conditions play an important role in the study of industry loyalty, with 

customer interactions playing a significant role in addition to financial aspects and 

development. The importance of teamwork and work-life balance is also evident. 

Additionally, the impact of retail conditions on the intention to stay at the employer is 

generally stronger than their effect on the intention to stay in the industry, highlighting the 

importance of employer-level factors in shaping short-term retention before influencing long-

term industry commitment. Furthermore, the findings indicate that personal- and work-related 

moderators, such as working schedules and job tenure, significantly influence the relationship 

between retail conditions and both intentions to stay in the industry and industry loyalty. 

Lastly, it can be seen that the effects of all retail conditions on industry loyalty are mediated 

by intention to stay at the employer and intention to stay in the industry, with the exception of 

customer interactions, which do not follow this pattern. These findings provide crucial 

insights into how specific work conditions shape employee retention and long-term 

commitment to the retail industry. 

Contributions 

This study makes important practical and theoretical contributions by addressing employee 

retention in the retail industry. Theoretically, the study expands the concept of employer 

attractiveness to industry attractiveness, with a focus on industry loyalty, an area largely 

overlooked in research. It also shifts academic attention to retail-specific retention and loyalty 

factors and tests key moderators influencing employee commitment. What is entirely new is 

the link between industry attractiveness and industry loyalty in retail, a topic previously 

unexplored. The value of this study lies in its ability to bridge theory and practice, providing 

both a deeper academic understanding of industry-wide employee retention and actionable 

insights for improving workforce stability in retail. 

Practical implications 

The findings of this research provide valuable insights for the retail industry. Practically, it 

identifies key retail work conditions that influence employees' intention to stay and industry 

loyalty, while also examining personal and work-related moderators that shape this 

relationship. This study reveals approaches for reducing turnover and increasing workforce 

stability, helping retailers create better conditions for long-term employment, lower 

recruitment costs, and enhance business success. In addition to career development and 

financial security, customer interactions, colleague interactions and job tasks play a key role. 

Retailers should focus not only on promotion opportunities but also on creating a positive 

work environment and meaningful tasks. Encouraging employees to engage with customers 

authentically can improve retention and long-term industry commitment. This study also 
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highlights the need to tailor retention strategies to individual employee needs, considering 

both personal and work-related factors. These insights can help improve employee 

satisfaction, reduce hiring costs, and build a more loyal workforce, ultimately benefiting the 

overall success of the retail industry (Otto et al., 2020). By implementing these findings, 

retailers can strengthen their reputation as employers, tackle the current labor shortages and 

make the sector more appealing to potential employees. In the long run, improving employee 

loyalty can lead to financial benefits, such as lower turnover costs, higher productivity and 

greater profitability, while also supporting the long-term sustainability of the retail industry 

(Ton and Huckman, 2008). 

Research limitations and outlook 

A limitation of this study is its cross-sectional design, which only captures a snapshot of the 

factors affecting employee retention and loyalty at a single point in time, without allowing for 

an analysis of long-term effects or causal relationships. Additionally, this study is limited to 

its focus on Western European retail employees, which may not reflect the experiences of 

workers in other countries. Future research could address these limitations by using 

longitudinal approaches to track changes over time and expanding the sample to include a 

more diverse group of employees across different regions. 
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Introduction 

The service sector contributes about 70% to Austria's gross value added (Statista 2022a). 

Within this sector, retail accounts for over one-third of total employment, making it the 

second-largest employment sector in the country, with more than 687,530 employees in 2019 

(Statistik Austria 2021, 2022b). However, the sector is undergoing structural changes, with a 

1.44% decline in employment in 2020 after years of growth (Statistik Austria 2022a). 

Demographic projections indicate a decrease in the working-age population from 61.4% in 

2021 to 52.0% by 2100 (Statistik Austria 2022b), intensifying labor competition. Employee 

turnover, a persistent issue since the 1990s (Ramaseshan 1997), has been exacerbated by 

demographic change, contributing to the "war for talent" (Beechler, Woodward 2009). As a 

result, employee retention is a key focus (Gallardo-Gallardo et al. 2020), as high turnover 

increases recruitment and training costs and negatively impacts organizational performance 

(Olubiyi et al. 2019). Regarding effective strategies and measures for employee retention, a 

comprehensive understanding of employees' needs and expectations is required (Morgan & 

Goldsmith, 2017). 
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Purpose 

To address demographic challenges, HRM in stationary retail must implement measures to 

enhance employer attractiveness (Tanwar, Kumar 2019). Retaining motivated, long-term 

employees is crucial for competitiveness in an increasingly pressured sector (Merkle 2020). 

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs has significantly influenced HRM research (Rojas et al. 

2023). While extensive research has been conducted on employee retention (Cappelli 2000; 

Christensen Hughes, Rog 2008; Barhate, Dirani 2022), studies specifically focusing on 

stationary retail remain scarce. Garmendia et al. (2021) confirm the lack of research on HR 

measures’ impact on recruitment and satisfaction in retail, despite challenges like talent 

shortages and turnover. This study will conduct qualitative interviews based on Maslow’s 

model to identify employees' needs with influence on employer attractiveness in stationary 

retail, contributing to strategies for improving employee retention and reducing high turnover 

within the sector. 

Methodology 

To explore employee retention and employer attractiveness in stationary retail, we followed a 

qualitative approach, focusing on employees' workplace needs and factors influencing 

retention. Unlike quantitative methods, qualitative research analyzes individual cases to 

capture diverse perspectives and enhance understanding of influencing factors (Perkhofer et 

al., 2016; Mayer, 2013). Given the lack of empirical studies on HR measures' impact in retail, 

especially on employee’s satisfaction and needs (Garmendia et al., 2021), a qualitative 

approach provides valuable insights. 

Purposive sampling was used to select participants with relevant experience (Etikan 2016). 

Nineteen in-depth interviews were conducted, including 13 employees with at least one year 

of retail experience and six managers from various levels, following the principle of 

theoretical saturation (Coyne 1997; Kuckartz, Rädiker 2014). In-depth interviews enable 

access to underlying motives and thought patterns, offering a profound understanding of 

employee attitudes and needs (Kepper 1996). Maslow’s hierarchy of needs forms the 

conceptual basis for the semi-structured interview guide (Mayring 2023). 

Interviews were conducted in person, recorded with consent, and fully transcribed (Mayer 

2013). Data analysis followed Mayring’s (2022) structured qualitative content analysis, 

employing a deductive category system based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which is 

expanded inductively as needed. 

Findings 

Diverse needs across Maslow’s hierarchy of needs were identified. Working hours are a 

central aspect of physiological needs, with many employees emphasizing the importance of 

work-life balance, which remains challenging in retail. Long working hours and weekend 

shifts disrupt employees' regular rhythms, which can lead to issues such as sleep deprivation 

and social constraints. Appropriate breaks and retreat spaces are often unavailable due to a 

fast-paced and understaffed work environment. Furthermore, sufficient income is a key 

concern, as base salaries in retail are perceived as low, reducing employer attractiveness. 

Additional retention factors include free or discounted meals and clean, weather-protected and 

well-equipped workspaces. 

In terms of safety and security needs, financial job security is crucial and should be ensured 

through long-term job stability and the economic stability of the company. Many retail 

employees feel treated like a number and interchangeable, especially in the event of mistakes, 

which partly explains the high turnover. Workplace safety regarding health, including proper 

protective equipment and maintenance, is also important but not always guaranteed. A lack of 
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physical and mental health measures signals low employer appreciation, while clear 

expectations enhance security. Verbal and sexual harassment, especially in the checkout area, 

further reduce retail’s attractiveness. 

Frequent customer contact and social interaction positively impact employee retention, 

particularly for communicative employees. Good relationships with managers, flat 

hierarchies, and empathetic communication foster appreciation and retention. Team cohesion, 

supported by team-building activities, an attractive corporate culture and the acceptance of 

diversity strengthen retention. 

Employees seek recognition and appreciation through fair compensation and performance-

based bonuses. Regarding recognition, they also value regular feedback and social recognition 

from their employer. Society's perception of the retail sector is crucial to enhancing its 

employer attractiveness, as careers in retail involves much more than stocking shelves and 

cashier duties. 

The need for self-actualization is often seen as difficult to achieve in retail due to rigid 

corporate structures and limited career advancement. Employees face a lack of further 

education and development, transparent career opportunities, and greater scope for creativity 

and individuality. Moreover, finding meaning in work and setting clear, achievable goals is 

crucial, with employers supporting these efforts. 

Contributions and Practical Implications 

This study examines employee needs as a matter of retention in stationary retail, offering 

empirical insights into how companies can enhance their employer attractiveness in the war 

for talents. Drawing on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the research identifies factors that 

support employer attractiveness in every level, such as flexible work models to promote 

work-life balance, a more attractive performance-based remuneration, financial and health-

related job security, and respectful, equal interaction. Appreciation from managers, 

colleagues, and customers, along with opportunities for self-fulfillment through further 

education, career development, and autonomous work, also play a crucial role. 

While Maslow’s model provided a profound framework, the study indicates a necessary 

adaptation, particularly with regard to work-life balance and flexible hours, which are now 

essential for employee retention but were not considered in the original theory. In times of 

demographic change and labor shortages, retaining employees in retail has become 

increasingly important. Despite numerous studies on employee retention, there is limited 

research specifically focused on the retail sector. 

The retail industry offers a wide range of career opportunities, including management 

positions with significant personnel and revenue responsibility, particularly in leading teams 

with a high degree of diversity. Success in these roles requires not only professional 

qualifications but also strong social and leadership skills. As employees in retail often 

perceive a lack of self-actualization opportunities, these opportunities need to be 

communicated more effectively. 

The results show that transparency and communication need improvement. Additionally, 

adapting shift models could help to enhance work-life balance and improve employee 

efficiency. Training programs for managers represent a possible approach to optimization. 

Practical recommendations for HR management to better meet employees’ needs in retail 

include offering flexible work arrangements, enhancing salary structures with performance-

based bonuses, and creating transparent career. These measures are crucial to improving job 

satisfaction, retention, and employer attractiveness. Given the mental and physical strain of 
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demanding working hours, offering more flexibility and aligning with employee preferences 

for stability will help improve retention. 

Social implications 

Key aspects of social sustainability, such as good working conditions, equal opportunities, 

employee orientation, and empowerment, are closely linked to work-related well-being and 

satisfaction (Boström 2012). This study highlights that addressing employee needs strongly 

supports social sustainability, which is especially crucial in retail facing labor shortages due to 

demographic changes (Dornmayr & Riepl, 2022). According to Barney’s Resource-Based 

View (1991), the scarcity of human resources significantly impacts retail competitiveness. 

Fostering social sustainability enhances employer attractiveness and retention (Ketschau, 

2017), making it essential for retail companies to embrace these principles and adapt to the 

changing world of work. 

Research limitations and outlook 

The main limitations of this study stem from its qualitative nature, including a small sample 

size, potential interview bias, and limited generalizability of the findings (Roebken & Wetzel, 

2016). Future research could adopt a quantitative approach to address these constraints. 
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Introduction 

Due to the combined impact of declining fertility rates and increasing life expectancy, the 

number of Canadian seniors aged 65 or older grew by 18.3%, reaching 7 million between 2016 

and 2021 (Statistics Canada, 2022). A 2015 report (Government of Canada, 2015) also indicated 

that one million informal caregivers were aged 65 or older. In other words, many older 

individuals not only navigate personal physiological and social role changes but also take on 

the responsibility of caring for other elderly family members and friends. 

 

In retail shopping, whether online or offline, most research has focused on purchasing for 

oneself rather than for others. When it comes to shopping for others, researchers often focus on 

gifting (Davies et al., 2010; Ward and Tran, 2008) rather than caregiving. To the best of our 

knowledge, no study has explored the shopping experience of clothing for other elderly 

individuals. Given the growing aging population, the senior clothing market warrants greater 

attention. A forecast of the U.S. elderly clothing market projected that its size would increase 

almost threefold, from US$11.79 billion in 2023 to US$33.21 billion in 2030 (Verified Market 

Research, 2024). To address the current research gap and gerontological issues, this study 

examined baby boomers’ apparel shopping experiences as caregivers, focusing on two key 

areas: the physical store environment, and product offerings.   

 
Literature Review and Purpose 

Shopping Value Dimensions 

Consumer experience can be defined as the “cognitive and affective assessment of all direct 

and indirect encounters with the firm relating to their purchasing behaviour” (Klaus and 

Maklan, 2013, p. 227). In the context of apparel shopping, this experience involves both 

cognitive and affective processing, often driven by a combination of utilitarian and hedonic 

values. “Utilitarian” value is linked to instrumental attributes and cognitive benefits, whereas 

“hedonic” value relates to sensory attributes and affective benefits. According to some 

researchers (Büttner et al., 2014), utilitarian value is a task-oriented process derived from 

functionality, value-for-money, availability, accessibility, and convenience, while hedonic 

value arises from consumer’s feelings such as fun, excitement and pleasure. In many situations, 

consumers experience both values simultaneously during a shopping trip. 

 

The current qualitative study draws on the theory of consumption values (Sheth et al., 1991; 

Turel et al., 2010) to explore the shopping experience of apparel purchases for elderly 

individuals. This theory suggests that consumers consider multiple value dimensions when 

making purchase decisions. Despite the importance and widespread use of utilitarian and 
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hedonic dimensions in investigating consumer choices across various disciplines, this study 

was not limited to these two value dimensions. Through qualitative research, participants can 

freely express their perceived, objective and subjective values based on their existing 

knowledge, observations, and experiences. As Ritchie et al. (2014) asserted, qualitative 

research is a naturalistic, interpretative approach that helps us better understand participants’ 

actions, beliefs and values within their sociocultural environment.  

 

Attributes of Fashion Products and Retail Experiences 

Attributes or cues can be categorized as either “intrinsic” or “extrinsic” (Hines and Swinker 

2001; Rahman and Koszewska, 2020). Intrinsic attributes refer to inherent properties or 

characteristics of a physical products (e.g., clothing) or a physical space (e.g., a fashion retail 

store). For example, intrinsic cues of clothing products may include style, colour and fabric, 

while extrinsic cues may include price, brand name, and warranty. In the context of retail 

spaces, intrinsic cues may include décor, signage, lighting, and fixtures, whereas extrinsic cues 

may include promotions, mobile payment options, and return policy. In other words, intrinsic 

cues are more concrete and observable than extrinsic cues. Many studies (Eckman et al., 1990; 

Newcomb, 2010) have revealed that consumers rely more heavily on intrinsic cues than 

extrinsic cues when evaluating apparel products. However, other studies (Ahmed et al., 2004; 

Rao and Monroe, 1988) found that consumers are more likely to use extrinsic cues as surrogate 

indicators when they are unfamiliar with a product or shopping for a low-involvement item. 

Regarding the retail environment, Parsons (2011) suggests that both visual and aural stimuli 

play a vital role in the shopping experience, with elements such as interior design, décor, 

lighting, and music.  

 

Apparel shopping can be a complex process influenced by numerous factors. In most cases, 

consumers do not base their purchase decisions on a single feature. Instead, they consider 

various attributes, such as a store’s ambience and the overall quality of a product. Therefore, it 

is crucial to identify which attributes play a more significant role in the shopping process. 

Although many prior studies have focused on enhancing the shopping experience and 

maximizing sales, none have explored the experiences of caregivers. As a result, little is known 

about the salient impact of various attributes and the challenges the caregivers face when 

shopping on behalf of others.  

 

Conceptual Framework 

In Figure 1, the pink area represents apparel product, while the blue area represents retail 

environment. We assume that shoppers are more likely to seek multi-dimensional values based 

on the benefits of both intrinsic and extrinsic attributes associated with these two areas. 

Although caregivers were the ones conducting the shopping, the recipients’ feedback also 

influences their shopping choice and experience. Due to their personal relationship, it is 

reasonable to believe that caregivers must have a certain level of knowledge and understanding 

of the recipients’ needs and preferences. We believe this study can help fashion practitioners 

and retailers identify areas for improvement, such as (re-)designing products and the retail 

environment to enhance baby boomer caregivers’ shopping experiences and better meet care 

recipients’ specific needs. 
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Figure 1. Shopping for Others: Apparel Products and Shopping Environment 

 
Methodology 

The current study focuses on baby boomers (1946-1965) as informal caregivers, and the 

following recruitment criteria were used: participants must be Canadian residents, baby 

boomers, and have purchased clothing for elderly individuals within the past three years.  

 

This study employed a mixed methods research approach. A self-administered online survey 

was developed to collect demographic and shopping behaviour data, as well as information 

about the care recipients, prior to the virtual interview. The survey included questions on age, 

gender, income level, educational attainment, recipients’ health condition, the closeness of 

caregiver-care recipient relationship, important aspects of the physical retail attributes, and key 

attributes of clothing products. 

 

A total of 15 participants, including 7 men and 8 women, were recruited for one-on-one semi-

structured interviews. This sample size aligns with the guidelines outlined by Hennink and 

Kaiser (2020), which suggest that qualitative studies in social science and medical research 

typically reach saturation with 9 to 17 participants. To ensure data accuracy and transparency, 

all interviews were audio-recorded with the participant’s consent and subsequently transcribed, 

and the data was analyzed using inductive coding. 

 

Findings 

Pre-Interview Survey 

As shown in Table 1, the participants, aged 61 to 78. Among the 15 participants, two worked 

full time, two part-time, and the remainder were retired. Regarding their relationship with and 

information about the care recipients, nearly half (n=7) shopped for their spouse or partner, 

followed by their mother (n=4), in-laws (n=2), father (n=1), and friends (n=1). Most of the 

participants had a very close relationship with the care recipients. On a 20-point scale, 12 out 

of 15 rated their relationship a perfect 20, while the remaining three gave ratings of 10 (P3), 15 
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(P11), and 0 (P13). It is reasonable to assume that baby boomers in this study had been shopping 

for the elderly for some time and were concerned about their well-being.  

 

According to the survey findings, participants rated ‘ease of finding items’ (x̅=3.93, S.D. 1.33) 

as the most important factor influencing their shopping experience in physical stores, followed 

by ‘courteous treatment and assistance from sales personnel’ (x̅=3.86, S.D. 1.59) and ‘readable 

labels and tags’ (x̅=3.86, S.D. 1.59). In determining the clothing choices for recipients, 

‘comfort’ (x̅=4.26, S.D. 1.43) was rated as the most important attribute, followed by ‘ease of 

putting on and taking off’ (x̅=4.13, S.D. 1.40) and ‘ease of care’ (x̅=41.3, S.D. 1.40). 

 

 
Table 1. Information of Caregivers and Care Recipients 

Care Recipient’s Physical Condition: 0=poor; 20=excellent 
Relationship between Caregiver and Care Recipient: 0=distance, 20=close 

 

Interview Results 

Quick and Easy 

The interview findings are consistent with the survey results. Many participants, particularly 

men, emphasized the importance of easily finding items. A possible explanation is that they 

may have busy schedules, not enjoy shopping, have little time to spare, or tend to be impatience. 

The following excerpts provide insights into their shopping experience and priorities.  

 

I want to get in and get out. I don't want to have the sales personnel hovering. But 

I want them to be courteous and point me to the merchandise. … If I get a 

salesperson brushes me off or has a bad attitude, chances are I'll leave the store. (P2, 

male) 
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Ease of finding items was really important because my sister, brother, and I would 

usually chat, and have an idea of what he [care recipient] needed based on the last 

visit that one of us had. So, we had a list … and the easier it was to find those items 

the less time you had to spend in the store. (P11, male) 

 

I try and deal always with the same salespeople. It makes the task a lot easier. They 

know why I'm there. (P13, male) 

 

In addition to the ease of finding clothing items, convenient parking was very important for 

P13. For the same reason, he didn’t want to waste time searching for a parking space. 

 

Parking for me is always the most important. If I go to a restaurant and there's no 

parking, I'm not going there. … For me, it’s convenient, I can just drive up and park 

quickly. (P13, male) 

 

Clothing Choice and Recipients’ Needs and Preferences 

The findings indicate that clothing choices are closely linked to recipients’ specific needs and 

personal preferences. The most frequently purchased clothing items were pants, followed by 

undergarments, shirts, hats, socks, and shoes. Comfort was rated as the most important selection 

criterion when shopping for elderly recipients. Due to physical impairments, some elderly 

individuals require specific styles and materials to provide comfort to accommodate their 

specific physiological needs. For example, most recipients preferred pants and skirts with 

elasticized waistbands, a generous fit, and cotton or cotton blends for better absorbency and 

breathability. In addition to comfort, it was evident that ease of putting on and taking off 

clothing was important. 

 

Ease of putting it on and off, that's a biggie. It has to be big enough to accommodate 

arm lifting, but style doesn't care. It's always the same colours that she likes. 

Sweatpants have to be open at the bottom; they can't be tapered at the bottom with 

elastic cuffs—she doesn't like that. (P3) 

 

Conclusion & Implications 

However, the findings indicated that many market offerings lacked variety to meet the needs of 

elderly individuals. Many clothing styles were not designed for the people with specific needs, 

and adaptive clothing was often very expensive. Finding appropriate products for the elderly 

has been a challenge for many caregivers. Frustration and disappointment during search process 

can negatively impact their shopping experience. Price was not a crucial factor because most 

recipients have a sufficient pension to cover their purchases. They were more concerned with 

the “value for money” rather than the actual cost. In the retail environment, ease of findings 

items and convenience are highly valued. Key factors contributing to time savings include sales 

personnel, signage, and parking availability. In addition, readable labels and tags were 

important, as some participants found the text too small, and difficult to read. 

 

Research Limitations and Outlook 

The current study focused on caregivers’ shopping experience. Although some useful 

information about the recipients was obtained through caregivers’ responses, collecting first-

hand data for care recipients would be beneficial. However, challenges in recruiting participants 

may still arise, as some seniors may have dementia, such as Parkinson’s disease or Alzheimer’s 

disease. Moreover, future studies could benefit from including diverse ethnic groups and 
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conducting comparative research on the emotional well-being and relationships of formal 

caregivers and informal caregivers with elderly recipients. Additionally, cross-cultural studies 

could provide valuable insights into the growing global challenges of an aging population and 

caregiving. 
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Introduction 

It has been well established by the extant literature and research that whether food decisions 

will be healthy or unhealthy depends on environmental cues available in a situation (Hofmann 

et al., 2008; Salmon et al., 2014). Previous studies have identified multiple dimensions of the 

food environment. Glanz et al. (2005) developed a model that categorizes food environments 

into four types: community Nutrition Environment (the number, type, and location of food 

stores in a given area); consumer Nutrition Environment (the in-store factors affecting food 

choice, such as availability, price, quality, and marketing); organizational Nutrition 

Environment (the food options available in schools, workplaces, and other institutions) and 

information Environment (media and advertising that influence dietary choices). Most food 

environment research has focused on the community nutrition environment (e.g., measuring 

store locations and access) rather than the consumer nutrition environment (e.g., in-store 

availability, pricing, and placement of food items). However, since retail stores are the 

primary location for food purchases, understanding the in-store factors that shape purchasing 

behavior is critical. In fact, the retail store environment, as the place where most food and 

drink choices and purchases are made, is regarded as a crucial battleground in trying to 

change and influence behaviors. Retailers serve as gatekeepers between producers and 

consumers. In this role, they can promote healthy choices by facilitating changes in 

consumption patterns that address physical and psychological concerns related to health and 

wellbeing. Because of their market position, large-scale and high-volume consumer 

interactions, food retailers are appropriate places to influence consumers to buy and then 
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consume “better” food products (Bartels et al., 2015). Healthier store environments can 

encourage better dietary choices by offering high-quality, affordable, and well-positioned 

healthy foods. This means that, if managed properly, in store marketing levers could facilitate 

healthier food purchasing (Foster et al., 2014). The healthiness of the store environment has 

been measure through the Nutrition Environment Measures Survey in Stores (NEMS-S) was 

developed to assess the availability, pricing, and quality of healthy food options in retail 

stores. The study aimed to create a valid and reliable tool to measure the healthfulness of  

retailing environments and to fill the gap according to which most tools focus on just one or 

two factors, typically availability and price among the marketing mix, while fewer consider 

variety, quality, in-store promotions and communication, and product placement. Moreover, it 

has been demonstrated that there is a variability in the healthfulness of the store environment. 

Specifically, premium supermarkets tend to offer high-quality healthy foods; discount 

supermarkets often have fewer healthier choices and promote less healthy foods more 

aggressively; small grocery stores, world stores (specialty stores selling ethnic foods), and 

petrol station stores tend to have poorer food environments, but there is significant variation 

within these categories. The tool measures the activities and strategies developed by the 

retailers, not the perceptions of the shoppers, adopting the point of view of the company. In 

literature perceptions are linked to the concept of image, and specifically corporate image, 

which is typically conceptualized as the overall impression that an organization makes on its 

various stakeholders (Beristain and Zorrilla, 2011). This image can therefore be considered as 

the organization’s “perceived identity”, in contrast with corporate identity. In literature, there 

is a certain convergence around the idea that corporate identity is a set of symbolic 

representations and signals “...with which the public can recognize the company and 

distinguish it from others and which can be used to represent or symbolize the company” 

(Shee and Abratt, 1989). Melewar and Karaosmanoglu (2006) delve deeper and conceptualize 

it as the presentation of an organization to every stakeholder. The difference between the two 

concepts lies in the fact that corporate identity is generally seen as belonging to the sender’s 

side of the message (the company), while corporate image is more commonly related to the 

receiving side of the communication process, the stakeholders (Thøger Christensen and 

Askegaard, 2001). This two concepts are linked together by the communication and the 

management of the retail mix. 

 

Purpose 

Given this scenario, the present work intends to analyse, starting from the variables identified 

by the NEMS model, how shoppers perceive the healthiness of the retail environment and 

which elements of the retail mix contribute the most to the development of this perception. In 

particular, assortment, price, promotion, layout and instore communication have been 

considered and the impact of the overall health image of the store, satisfaction and loyalty 

have been measured. Furthermore, existing research has shown that there are some 

differences in the healthfulness of the environment depending of the type of stores. Thus, we 

tested also the differences in perceptions among supermarkets and discount. 

 

Conceptual framework 

Store image is widely recognized as a crucial factor in the retail industry and is often defined 

in the literature as the attitude consumers develop toward a retail brand. In other words, it 

represents customers’ perceptions of various store attributes. Similarly, Wu, Yeh, and Hsiao 

(2011) described store image as consumers’ overall attitude toward a store, shaped by both its 

intrinsic and extrinsic characteristics. A positive store image helps retailers capture the 
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attention of potential customers, increase their interest, enhance customer satisfaction, and 

encourage favourable word-of-mouth recommendations and loyalty to the store. 

Store image can be developed based on various factors, including convenience, price 

perceptions, product quality and assortment, store atmosphere, instore communication, 

product arrangement and customer service. These elements play a crucial role in shaping 

consumers’ attitudes toward a retailer’s brand (Hanaysha, 2020). Lindquist (1974) identified 

nine elements, including merchandise, service, atmosphere, and promotion; Doyle & Fenwick 

(1974) focused on five elements, such as product, price, and location; Bearden (1977) 

highlighted factors like assortment, parking, and friendly personnel and Ghosh (1990) 

proposed eight elements, including merchandise, store atmosphere, customer service, and 

sales incentives. A positive store image can positively impact store loyalty but this effect pass 

through store satisfaction since it is considered a major determinant of store loyalty. Store 

satisfaction is defined as the consumer’s subjective evaluation of whether a store meets or 

exceeds expectations. Rooted in the disconfirmation paradigm, satisfaction arises from 

comparing expectations with actual store performance.  

Consumer behaviour is constantly evolving and influenced by exogenous trends and 

dynamics. Today, the increasing quest for health and well-being means that more and more 

people are willing to pay a higher price for high-quality products with an optimal nutritional 

composition (Ali, T. & Ali, J, 2020; Alsubhi et al., 2023). Consequently, health represents one 

of the main drivers of consumers’ food choices as they become increasingly aware of the link 

between food and well-being (Saba et al., 2019). Therefore, in order to strengthen their 

positiong, many retailers have chosen to offer and promote healthy alternatives to meet the 

needs of the mid- and high-end of the market (Hoskins et al., 2024). Given the higher 

importance assumed by health and wellbeing we hypothesize a positive impact of health store 

image on store satisfaction and on store loyalty. Furthermore we assume that the management 

of the retail mix can positively contribute to the creation of the health image of the store. 

Given the differences highlighted by the literature between supermarkets and discount, we 

expect a different health image (greater for the supermarket) and a different impact of retail 

mix variables (greater in the supermarket format). 

 

 

Methodology 

In order to test the hypothesis presented in the literature review section, a questionnaire has 

been developed and administered online to a total sample of 1001 participants. For the data 

collection a Market Research Company has been involved to ensure the representatives of the 

sample in the Italian context and the generalizability of the results obtained. The questionnaire 

was divided into different sections. After the socio-demographic profile (51% female, 49.55 

average age, 3.01 average number of members of each family, 66% employed), questions 

about the perceptions of different retail mix of the preferred store (discount or supermarket) 

were asked. A brief definition of healthy products assured the all the participant were aligned 

and a filter question related to whether or not respondents were buyers of health-oriented 

products guaranteed that the sample was familiar to the products and had the knowledge and 

experience to answer the questions. Then, questions about the assortment variety, price level, 

promotion, instore allocation and instore communication presence of healthy products, overall 

health image of the store, satisfaction and loyalty were asked. Participants were invited to 

evaluate on a 7-point Likert scale all the variable mentioned. All the scales used obtain 

Cronbach’s alpha greater than the minimum acceptable value of .70. First of all, to test the 

differences in the perceptions of the health image between supermarkets and discounts we 

conducted the ANCOVA. Then, a structured equation model was run to test the relationships 
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between retail mix variables, perceived healthfulness of the store, satisfaction and loyalty 

using SmartPLS software. 

 

 

Findings 

Results showed a significant difference (p.value <.001) among the perceptions of healthiness 

of discounts (Mdis=4.64) and supermarkets (Msuper=4.78). The extant literature posits the 

presence of a variability in the healthfulness of the environment considering different store 

types from the perspective of the company (identity). The results confirm the same pattern in 

the perceptions of the shoppers, underlying a coherence between store image and store 

identity. Furthermore, the results of the SEM analysis show a difference in the impact of retail 

mix on the health image of the stores. Specifically, considering the discount format, only the 

variety of the assortment has been found having a significant impact on the perceived 

healthiness of the store (p=.003). On the contrary, in the supermarket, assortment, price, 

promotion and instore communication were found significant (p<.001), while space 

management was found slightly significant (p=.065). The path coefficients show that 

assortment (.235) and price (.201) are the most impactful variables, followed by information 

provided, promotion and space allocation. In both store formats, the relations between health 

image and satisfaction and satisfaction and loyalty were highly significant (p<.001). 

 

Contributions 

This study makes a valuable contribution to the field of nutritional marketing, considering the 

perspective of the shoppers, in understanding which are the variables that contribute the most 

to the creation of the health store image. From a theoretical perspective, this research 

addresses a significant gap in the existing literature by including in the analysis not only price 

of the healthy products and products availability but also instore communication, products 

allocation and promotion. The comparison between supermarkets and discount adds also 

another piece of information related to the different perceptions among different store types. 

 

Practical implications 

The findings of this study underscore the main variables retailers have to manage to build up a 

stronger health store image in different store types. For supermarkets, it is very important not 

only to offer a wide variety of healthy products, but also to maintain a good value for money 

and offer additional information to help shoppers making more informed decisions. For 

discount, where the expectation are probably lower, information are not needed or required 

and the offer is by definition less expensive, is important to manage the assortment and 

variety displayed instore. The ability of the retailers to provide a healthy image can positively 

affect store satisfaction and store loyalty. 

 

Research limitations and outlook 

The present research has some limitations. Even if the sample can be considered 

representative of the Italian population, there is an imbalance in the composition of the two 

samples when divided by store type. In fact, those who declare a preference for discount 

stores represent slightly more than 10% of the total sample, thus reducing comparability with 

he sample that answer the questions considering a supermarket. The second limitation is 
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linked to the difficulty of the participant to rank on a scale their perceptions, with the risk of 

missing nuances, perceptions, and the reasons behind behaviours and responses 
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Introduction 

In today’s digital age, children are not only passive consumers but active participants in an 

increasingly commercialised environment. With the rise of social media and digital platforms, 

marketing strategies have evolved to target young audiences in unprecedented ways. Recent 

controversies, such as the Sephora Kids phenomenon (Khare et al., 2024; The Learning 

Network, 2025), have highlighted concerns about the exposure of children to advertising 

messages, raising questions about ethical responsibilities in digital marketing (Kavilanz, 

2024). Children are now engaging with content designed for older audiences, leading to 

potential risks such as early consumerism, exposure to inappropriate material and 

psychological impacts on their development (Akinsooto, 2025). The children’s market 

remains lucrative, with the global toy market projected to reach approximately US$133 billion 

in 2025 (Statista, 2025). This study examines the ethical dilemmas posed by digital marketing 

strategies directed at children and their influence on child development.   

The research addresses the gap concerning the extent to which marketing practices contribute 

to the acceleration of child maturity and whether social networks amplify commercial 

pressures and consumption behaviours, thereby raising ethical concerns about profit-driven 

strategies targeting minors. By combining empirical research with theoretical reflection, the 

study aims to provide a deeper understanding of the power dynamics at play and to propose 

more responsible frameworks for engaging young audiences. 

Purpose 

The study aims to analyse the extent to which these practices accelerate child maturity and 

whether social networks amplify commercial pressures, ultimately questioning the ethical 

responsibilities of marketers and policymakers. Therefore, this study explores the ethical 

challenges in marketing directed at children in the digital era. The theoretical underpinning 

draws on Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971), consumer vulnerability, and parasocial 

dynamics. 

Conceptual framework 

The classification of childhood and adolescence varies across institutional and academic 

sources, shaping how marketing research conceptualizes young audiences. The United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a child as any individual aged 0 to 17 

years, applying a broad, inclusive framework. In contrast, academic literature often adopts a 

more segmented approach based on developmental stages. Scholars such as Andrews et al. 

(2020) distinguish between children (2–7 years), tweens (8–12 years), and teenagers (13–18 

years), reflecting differences in cognitive, emotional, and social development that influence 

responses to marketing strategies. Meanwhile, Sigirci, Gegez, Aytimur, and Gegez (2022) 

propose a unified perspective that maintains the 0–17 age range under the general term 
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