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A Preface to the Proceedings of the 10th Colloquium on European 

Research in Retailing 

The 10th Colloquium on European Research in Retailing (CERR 2026) marks another important 

milestone in the development of our community. Over the years, CERR has grown into a 

recognised meeting place for retail scholars from across Europe and beyond. These proceedings 

bring together the research presented in Linz, but they also reflect something that has always 

been central to CERR: the belief that good research develops through open discussion, 

constructive criticism and genuine collaboration. 

The theme of this year's conference, Marketing Myopia Reloaded: Rediscovering Retail's Core, 

was deliberately chosen. More than sixty years after Theodore Levitt published his influential 

article Marketing Myopia, retailing is once again experiencing a period of profound change. 

Artificial intelligence, digital platforms, automation and data-driven decision making are 

reshaping the industry at remarkable speed. Unsurprisingly, these developments have also 

become central themes in retail research. 

Yet there is a danger in becoming fascinated by technology for its own sake. New technologies 

undoubtedly offer exciting opportunities, but they should never become the objective 

themselves. Their value lies in helping retailers create better experiences, stronger relationships 

and more meaningful value for customers. This was the starting point for CERR 2026. 

Rather than asking what artificial intelligence can do for retail, we asked what retail should 

become in a world increasingly shaped by artificial intelligence. Rather than focusing solely on 

digital transformation, we wanted to revisit the fundamental purpose of retailing. At its heart, 

retail is still about people. It is about understanding customers, creating value, building trust 

and improving everyday life. Technology changes how retailers operate, but it does not change 

why retail exists. 

Many of the papers presented during the conference reflect exactly this perspective. They 

address topics such as artificial intelligence, consumer behaviour, sustainability, omnichannel 

retailing, retail strategy, supply chain management and responsible retailing. The approaches 

are diverse, as they should be. What they have in common is a commitment to rigorous research 

that also speaks to the challenges faced by retailers and society. 

That ambition has always been at the heart of CERR. CERR was established to provide more 

than another academic conference. It was founded on the idea that retail research benefits from 

an active, supportive and international community of scholars. The aim has always been to 

create opportunities for researchers to exchange ideas, develop collaborations and receive 

constructive feedback in an environment characterised by openness and mutual respect. 

Several values continue to shape the CERR community. Inclusiveness ensures that researchers 

from different countries, institutions and career stages feel welcome. Collegiality encourages 

open and constructive discussion. Rigour reminds us that meaningful contributions require 

strong theoretical and methodological foundations. Relevance and impact encourage us to 

engage with the real challenges facing retail organisations, while mentorship reflects our 

commitment to supporting doctoral students and early-career researchers as they establish 

themselves within the discipline. These values have remained remarkably constant throughout 

the development of CERR and continue to define the character of the colloquium today. It was 

therefore a great privilege for the Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing at the JKU 

Business School, Johannes Kepler University Linz, to host the tenth edition of CERR. The 

conference brought together participants from more than twenty countries and included over 

fifty research presentations, keynote addresses from senior industry leaders, special sessions, a 

dedicated PhD and Early Career Researcher Workshop, and many opportunities for discussion 
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and networking. Throughout the three days, the conference demonstrated the value of bringing 

together researchers at different career stages and from different disciplinary backgrounds, 

while maintaining a close dialogue with retail practice. 

Hosting CERR has also been an opportunity to showcase the JKU Business School. Although 

still a relatively young business school, it has established a strong reputation for combining 

academic excellence with practical relevance, interdisciplinary thinking and close engagement 

with industry. These principles are closely aligned with those of CERR and made the JKU an 

ideal home for this year's colloquium. 

A conference such as CERR is only possible through the commitment of many people. I would 

therefore like to thank all authors, reviewers, session chairs, keynote speakers and participants 

for contributing not only their research, but also their ideas, enthusiasm and willingness to 

engage in thoughtful discussion. My sincere thanks also go to the Scientific Committee, the 

Senior Advisory Board, my colleagues at the Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing, and 

everyone who helped make CERR 2026 such an enjoyable and successful event. 

I would also like to acknowledge our sponsors and industry partners. Their generous support 

made CERR 2026 possible and demonstrates the importance of maintaining a close dialogue 

between academia and practice. We are particularly grateful to our keynote partners and 

sponsoring organisations for sharing our ambition to strengthen retail research and its impact 

on practice. 

Finally, my thanks go to every member of the CERR community. Conferences come and go, 

but communities endure. I hope that these proceedings capture not only the quality of the 

research presented in Linz, but also the spirit in which it was discussed. 

I very much look forward to continuing that journey at the 11th Colloquium on European 

Research in Retailing, which will be hosted by Aarhus University, Denmark, under the theme 

"Retail at its Best ï Creating Value in a Changing World." I hope to see many familiar faces 

there, together with new colleagues joining the CERR community for the first time. 

 

Christoph Teller 

 

Conference Chair 

10th Colloquium on European Research in Retailing (CERR 2026) 

Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing 

JKU Business School, Johannes Kepler University Linz 
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Welcome to CERR 2026 

We are pleased to welcome you to the 10th Colloquium on European Research in Retailing 

(CERR) held at the Johannes Kepler University Linz in Austria. 

 

Retail is being reinvented ï algorithm by algorithm, app by app, store by store. Yet as we 

digitalise, automate, and optimise, a fundamental question remains: Are we still seeing the 

people behind the process? In an era of AI, robotics, and platform retailing, CERR 2026 invites 

researchers to re-centre the human being in the retail equation. 

Our theme, Marketing Myopia Reloaded, builds on Theodore Levittôs timeless question: What 

business are we really in? We invite contributions that challenge current tech-centrism and 

instead explore how technologies ï from AI to automation ï can act as meaningful tools, not 

ends in themselves. We are not anti-tech. We are pro-human, pro-purpose, and pro-impact. This 

yearôs colloquium brings together academics and professionals to reflect on what we call ñRe-

Novationò: the human-centred renewal of retail. Retail is, and always will be, a peopleôs 

business ï in the supply chain, at the point of sale, and along the entire customer journey. We 

ask: What is the core of retail today? Where do passion, emotion, and irrationality still matter? 

Join us in Linz for a three-day exchange at the heart of Europe ï in a city of contrasts and 

curiosity ï as we collectively rediscover the human side of retail in a digital age. 

 

The conference brings together more than 

50 contributions and participants from over 

20 countries, reflecting the international 

character of CERR. The scientific 

programme covers a broad range of topics, 

including artificial intelligence and 

automation in retail, changing customer 

behaviour, workforce issues and human-

centred retailing.  

The programme was further enriched by 

two special sessions addressing the use of 

artificial intelligence in academic work, 

focusing on AI-supported literature 

reviews and meta-analyses, as well as the 

application of AI in higher education and 

teaching. 
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About the Colloquium on European Research in Retailing (CERR) 

History 

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 

Professor Xavier Brusset (SKEMA Business School, France), Professor Marta Frasquet Del 

Toro (University of Valencia, Spain), Professor Herbert Kotzab (Jacksonville University, USA) 

and Professor Christoph Teller (Johannes Kepler University Linz, Austria). The inaugural 

edition of the Colloquium on European Research in Retailing (CERR, pronounced /ôs3:(r)/) 

took place in Paris in 2012. Thereafter, two more bi-annual events have taken place ï 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 edition, under the blight of the pandemic, 

was followed up 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 hosted CERR in Zagreb, 

Croatia. In 2023, scholars gathered again in the United Kingdom at the University of 

Portsmouth. The 2025 edition was successfully hosted at the University of Jºnkºping, Sweden, 

and we are now delighted to welcome our next host in Austria, with CERR 2026 taking place 

at Johannes Kepler University Linz. 

Since the first edition, the International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management has 

supported this effort by offering to publish special issues with the best papers submitted to the 

colloquium. In particular, its Editor-in-Chief, Professor Neil Towers, has proved a staunch 

supporter. The foundersô 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. 

Vision 

CERR inspires and enables a better, more effective and collegiate retail research community in 

Europe and beyond. In doing so, CERR furthers advances in rigorous research of contemporary 

retail phenomena that have managerial relevance. 

Mission 

To establish a vibrant and supportive community of retail scholars by markedly expanding 

opportunities for delegates to connect and explore ideas. 

Values 

CERR is built on the following values. 

¶ Inclusiveness: Despite the focus on European retail environments CERR represents a 

platform for researchers from all continents. It is open to senior as well as junior 

researchers, to four star through to no star academics and to academic scholars as well 

as to practitioners. 

¶ Collegiality: CERR promotes first and foremost collegiality and tries to create a positive 

and creative environment where critical discourse is encouraged and supportive 

mentoring the norm. 

¶ Rigour: The underpinning principle of our research is to aspire to the highest possible 

scientific standards. To achieve this CERR aims to offer extensive feedback based on 

which participants can grow and develop. 

https://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/journal/ijrdm#journal-description
https://www.glos.ac.uk/staff/profile/neil-towers/
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¶ Relevance and impact: CERR reflects the view that retail research should ultimately 

aim to be of managerial relevance. This commitment thus aspires to make an impact on 

retail management and the industry. 

¶ Mentorship: CERR particularly takes into account the needs of junior delegates, such 

as PhD students and early career researchers. This is reflected in special sessions and 

tailored feedback on papers and presentations. As such more seasoned delegates accept 

their role as mentors for junior delegates. 
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Senior Advisory Board 

The Senior Advisory Board represents the founders of CERR whose vision and long-standing 

commitment have shaped the conference and strengthened the European retail research 

community over the years. We gratefully acknowledge their continued guidance and valuable 

contributions. Their support played a vital role in ensuring the ongoing success of CERR. 

 

 

 

Professor Xavier Brusset 

Chair in Supply Chain Management 

Director of the Centre for Analytics and Management Science 

Skema Business School, France 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Marta Frasquet Deltoro 

Depto de Comercializaci·n e Investigaci·n de Mercados 

Universidad de Valencia, Spain 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Herbert Kotzab 

Director, Crowley Center for Transportation and Logistics 

Marketing and Logistics Department, Coggin College of Business 

University of North Florida, USA 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Christoph Teller 

Chair in Retailing and Marketing 

Head of the Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing 

Johannes Kepler University Linz, Austria  

https://www.skema.edu/faculty-and-research/projects/presentation-prism
http://www.lm.uni-bremen.de/de/mitarbeiter_detail/262-prof-dr-herbert-kotzab
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Hosting Organisation 

Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing 

CERR 2026 is hosted by the Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing at Johannes Kepler 

University Linz (JKU), Austria. The colloquium is chaired by Professor Christoph Teller, who 

serves as Head of the Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing. The Institute brings together 

an international team of scholars dedicated to excellence in research and teaching in the fields 

of marketing, retailing, and consumer behaviour. Faculty members regularly publish in leading 

international journals (e.g. Journal of Retailing, International Journal of Retail and Distribution 

Management, Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, Journal of Marketing Management, 

Journal of Business Research, Journal of Supply Chain Management). The Instituteôs teaching 

integrates cutting-edge academic insights with practical relevance, fostering evidence-based 

decision-making in marketing and retail contexts. For more information on research, teaching, 

projects, and events, please visit the Instituteôs website. Please also follow the institute on 

LinkedIn. 

 

JKU Business School 

The JKU Business School is recognised for its strong focus on 

rigorous research, practical relevance, and international 

orientation. It offers a wide range of programs in business and 

economics, emphasising analytical skills, responsible 

management, and close collaboration with industry partners. The 

Business School is committed to advancing knowledge that 

contributes to sustainable economic and societal development, 

while preparing students and executives for the challenges of a 

dynamic global environment. 

 

Johannes Kepler University Linz (JKU) 

Johannes Kepler University Linz is a research-oriented 

university with a strong profile in business, social sciences, law, 

engineering, and natural sciences. JKU is known for its 

interdisciplinary approach, close collaboration with industry, 

and commitment to practical relevance in both research and 

education. The modern campus provides an inspiring 

environment for learning, research, and exchange. For further 

details, please visit the universityôs website. 

 

Location and Accessibility 

Linz, the capital of Upper Austria, is a dynamic economic and innovation hub offering a high 

quality of life. The city is well connected to national and international transport networks, with 

direct rail connections to major cities such as Vienna, Salzburg, and Munich, as well as access 

to Linz Airport. The JKU campus is easily accessible by public transport and car. All conference 

sessions will take place in the House of Schools 1 (JKU Business School) on the JKU Campus. 

  

Figure 1:  É Hertha Hurnaus 

Figure 2: É raumpixel 

https://www.jku.at/en/institute-for-retailing-sales-and-marketing/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/jku-institut-fuer-handel-absatz-und-marketing
https://www.jku.at/en/business-school/
https://www.jku.at/en
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Organising Committee 

The following individuals made CERR possible. Thanks to all of them for going the extra 

mile for the European retail research community.  

 

   
Prof. Dr. Christoph Teller 

(CERR 2026 Chair) 

Birgit Falkner Iuliia Gretskova, MSc 

   

   
Nejla Mahmutovic, MSc 

 

Dr. Kathrin Mayr Nikola Scherleitner, MSc 

   

  

 

Veronika Vikova Sophie Weidinger, MSc  
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Review and Feedback Processes 

Based its values CERR facilitates rigorous and extensive feedback to delegates through reviews of 

their manuscripts and discussions during the sessions and throughout the event. The major pillars of 

the feedback process at the event are as follows: 

Paper/abstract submission and proceedings 

CERR give the options to submit an extended abstract or a full paper. In order not to create any 

issues when publishing manuscripts after the event, the colloquium proceedings only contain 

extended abstracts and the copyright will remain with the authors. 

Review process 

Each contribution is assessed by two experienced academics, most of whom publish in tier one 

journals in the fields of retailing, marketing, operations and logistics/supply chain management. 

This feedback is given to authors before the event and is used to decide whether the quality of the 

contribution warrants inclusion in the event. As CERR is not under pressure to generate a profit, the 

organisers are guided by a quality over quantity policy. Rejections are thus a bitter but necessary 

by-product of the review process preliminary to the event. 

The Review team of CERR 2026 includes: 

¶ Prof. Dr. Xavier Brusset 

¶ Prof. Dr. Marta Frasquet Deltoro 

¶ Iuliia Gretskova, MSc 

¶ Assoc. Prof. Dr. Katharina Hofer 

¶ Assoc. Prof. Hamid Jafari, PhD 

¶ Prof. Dr. Herbert Kotzab 

¶ Nejla Mahmutovic, MSc 

¶ Dr. Kathrin Mayr 

¶ Nikola Scherleitner, MSc 

¶ Prof. Dr. Christoph Teller 

¶ Sophie Weidinger, MSc 

The review areas include technology and digital retail, retail ethics, retail strategy, consumer and 

shopper behaviour, omnichannel retailing, sustainability in retail and retail experience. 

Feedback process at the event 

Authors of accepted extended abstracts/papers are invited to present their work in a session with 

two other presentations. Each presentation is allowed a 15-minute time window followed by another 

15 minutes of feedback and discussion. Each presenter receives feedback from the session chair ï 

an expert in the sessionôs topic ï and the two other presenters in the session. Those who give 

feedback are asked to review the abstract and complete a simple feedback sheet, provided for the 

presenter at the end of the session. Time allowing, the audience is, of course, invited to join in the 

discussion and provide feedback during or after the session. Together with the reviews received 

before the event, this process enables most effective feedback within the limited period of time. 

Usually, presentations spark discussions throughout the colloquium. 
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Programme of CERR 2026 
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Key Notes  

Mag. Franz Koll ñRetail Experience and Human-Centricity as 

Strategic Competitive Advantageò  

Mag. Franz Koll is CEO of INTERSPORT Austria and an experienced retail executive with a strong 

track record in driving customer-focused transformation. Under his leadership, INTERSPORT has 

strengthened its market position through a consistent focus on experiential retailing and human-

centric strategies. He is recognised for linking strategic vision with operational excellence, 

particularly in translating evolving consumer expectations into competitive advantage within 

dynamic retail environments. 

 

 

Mag. J¿rgen K. Lenzeder, MBA, MBA ñDriven by Dreams. How Passion 

and People Shape the Porsche Brandò  

Mag. J¿rgen K. Lenzeder, MBA, MBA is Head of Sales & Marketing at Porsche Austria and a senior 

leader with extensive experience in brand management and premium automotive markets. He is 

known for shaping strong brand narratives that connect performance, emotion, and customer 

experience. His work emphasises the role of people, passion, and organisational culture in sustaining 

iconic brands and delivering consistent excellence across touchpoints. 
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Mag. Marie-Louise Schnurpfeil ñTake a Risk ï Visit Linz: Promoting an 

Unusual Tourist Destinationò  

Mag. Marie-Louise Schnurpfeil is CEO of Linz Tourism and a leading figure in 

destination marketing and urban branding. She has played a key role in repositioning Linz as a 

vibrant and unconventional destination, combining culture, innovation, and industrial heritage. Her 

approach focuses on authentic storytelling, strategic risk-taking, and the development of distinctive 

visitor experiences that challenge traditional tourism narratives. 

 

 

 

Mag. Silvio Kirchmair ñWhen Markets Fall: Strategic Responses to Structural 

Declineò  

Mag. Silvio Kirchmair is CEO of umdasch The Store Makers and an expert in retail 

environments and transformation strategies. With extensive leadership experience in international 

markets, he focuses on how organisations can respond to structural shifts and declining markets 

through innovation, adaptability, and strategic repositioning. His work highlights the importance of 

resilience and long-term thinking in navigating disruptive change in retail and related industries. 

 

 

We are proud that Mag. Franz Koll, Mag. J¿rgen K. Lenzeder, MBA, MBA and Mag. Silvio 

Kirchmair are Alumni of the Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing at JKU Linz.  
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Special Sessions 

Dr. Michael Gusenbauer: The Next Generation of Evidence Synthesis. How AI Transforms 

Literature Reviews and Meta-Analysis.  

In this talk, Dr. Michael Gusenbauer shows what good sampling looks like in literature reviews, 

why many reviews still fall short, and how systematicity builds the foundation for review impact. 

Drawing on a recently published step-by-step guide to literature sampling and the latest insights on 

AI use, he outlines how to improve search strategies and avoid common pitfalls. As founder of 

Searchsmart.org and Associate Review Editor of Technological Forecasting & Social Change, he 

brings both methodological expertise and practical tools to help scholars conduct comprehensive, 

transparent, and impactful reviews. 

  

 

Dr. Kathrin Mayr and Iuliia Gretskova, Msc: Teaching Smarter, Not Harder (AI in 

Teaching)  

This keynote reframes AI in higher education as a pragmatic teaching partner, centred on one 

question: Will human, in-person teachers, ever become obsolete? It spotlights classroom-ready use 

cases, rapid lesson design, rubric building, formative feedback, assessment variants, 

accessibility/multilingual support, and multimedia creation. Demonstrations show how general AI 

assistants and discipline-specific tools can cut preparation time, personalise learning paths, and 

surface misconceptions, while keeping faculty in charge of accuracy, context, and ethics. The talk 

offers practical guardrails on transparency, privacy, bias checks, and academic integrity, and closes 

with prompt patterns, verification workflows, and sample policies so instructors can pilot AI for 

drafting and brainstorming, then finalise content with human judgment. It argues that while AI will 

automate routine tasks, it cannot replace embodied pedagogy, mentorship, motivation, classroom 

climate, and ethical discernment. The session weighs scenarios from fully AI-tutored courses to 

hybrid co-teaching, offering decision frameworks for when to lean on AI versus human expertise. It 

concludes with actionable steps and evaluation metrics for departments to run semester-long pilots 

and track learning gains, equity impacts, and reduced faculty workload. 
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Special Issue Call for Papers from the International 

Journal of Retail & Distribution Management 

Marketing Myopia Reloaded: Re-Centring the Human in Retailing and 

Distribution Management 

We are delighted to announce a Special Issue in the International Journal of Retail & Distribution 

Management (IJRDM) linked to CERR 2026. The Special Issue will be guest edited by Professor 

Christoph Teller (Johannes Kepler University Linz). The IJRDM is a well-established and 

internationally recognised journal in the field, ranked 2* in the Chartered Association of Business 

Schools (CABS) and A in the Australian Business Deans Council (ABDC), with an Impact Factor 

of around 5-6 and positioned in the first quartile (Q1) of relevant Business and Management 

categories. Retail and distribution systems are being reinvented, algorithm by algorithm, platform 

by platform, store by store. Yet, as technological sophistication increases, a fundamental question 

re-emerges: Are we still seeing the people behind the process? 

This Special Issue, Marketing Myopia Reloaded: Re-Centring the Human in Retailing and 

Distribution Management, invites contributions that critically examine the role of technology as an 

enabler rather than an end in itself. It seeks to re-visit the enduring core of retail and distribution, 

human interaction, trust, experience, and social value, while exploring how these principles evolve 

in digitally mediated environments. 

Aims and Scope 

The Special Issue aims to advance a human-centred perspective on retail and distribution 

transformation. Building on Levittôs notion of marketing myopia, it encourages contributions that 

challenge technology-centric narratives and instead explore how innovation can be grounded in 

enduring human needs. 

We welcome both conceptual and empirical research that: 

¶ Re-examines fundamental retail and distribution principles in the age of AI and automation 

¶ Explores the interplay between technology, human experience, and value creation 

¶ Bridges disciplinary perspectives (e.g., marketing, operations, technology, sociology) 

¶ Offers forward-looking insights for academia and practice 

Indicative Themes 

Submissions may address, but are not limited to: 

¶ The enduring core of retail and distribution: trust, human interaction, and experiential value 

¶ AI and automation as enablers of (or threats to) human-centred systems 

¶ The role of employees: wellbeing, emotion, and frontline dynamics 

¶ Retail and distribution spaces as social and community infrastructures 

¶ Evolving customer behaviour: emotion, irrationality, and engagement 

Development Opportunity at CERR 

Authors considering submission to the Special Issue are invited to present their work at CERR 2026 

and benefit from dedicated feedback: A Special Issue feedback session will take place on July 1, 

2026 (17:00), following the PhD seminar. Additional feedback will be provided throughout the 

conference. The idea is simple but powerful: refine your work through early and constructive 

feedback before formal submission. 

The Special Issue will feature a curated selection of papers from CERR 2026 alongside an open call, 

ensuring both topical relevance and academic rigour. 
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Award Ceremony  

As part of CERR 2026, awards were presented to 

recognise outstanding contributions to retail research. 

 

Best Paper Award 

Three papers were honoured with the CERR 2026 Best 

Paper Award: 

¶ "In-store Technologies and the Experience of Negative Emotions: A Systematic Literature 

Review" by Masoumeh Hosseinpour and Sascha Steinmann (Aarhus University)  

¶ "Marketing Myopia in Food Retail: Category Management, Supplier Power and Food 

Environments" by Michael Benson (Sheffield Hallam University) and Keith Glanfield 

(Cardiff Business School) 

 

Young Researcher Award 

The Young Researcher Award went to Olivia Lina Andr® (University of Fribourg) for her work on 

"AI-Mediated Decision-Making in Online Shopping." 

  
 

The Legacy Award for Lifetime Achievement 

In recognition of lifetime achievement and lasting contribution to the CERR community, the 

Legacy Award was presented to Prof. Dr. Xavier Brusset (Skema Business School) and Prof. Dr. 

Neil Towers (University of Gloucestershire). 
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Extended Abstracts for CERR 2026 
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Introduction  

The way people shop is undergoing a major transformation thanks to the use of artificial intelligence 

(AI) in omnichannel retail settings (Ding et al., 2025; Grewal et al., 2025). The use of Generative 

AI (GenAI) tools like ChatGPT is on the rise, allowing shoppers to find, evaluate, and compare 

products, partially replacing traditional search engines and retailer-controlled interfaces (Hoyer et 

al., 2020; Meng and Xiao, 2026).  

The latest market research shows the scale of this transformation: over 50% of global customers 

report using GenAI tools for product discovery, and a substantial majority expect the integration of 

such technology into retail experiences (Capgemini, 2025). This shift in behaviour is also evident 

in purchasing activity, with a growing share of transactions involving AI-mediated decision-making 

processes (Salesforce, 2025).  

Although AI has been adopted rapidly, previous studies reveal a contradiction in how people respond 

to it. AI-powered recommendations can enhance the perception of decision-making quality by 

simplifying complex information and minimising uncertainty (Wang et al., 2025). Overreliance on 

AI can result in a decrease in perceived control and a weakening of consumersô self-determination, 

leading to uncertain levels of trust and verification (De Bellis and Johar, 2020; Puntoni et al., 2021).  

Simultaneously, conversational AI systems can give the illusion of social presence, thanks to their 

interactive and human-like communication style that creates the impression of a responsive social 

being (van Doorn et al., 2017; Flavi§n et al., 2024).  

Perceived social presence can reduce psychological tensions and increase the perceived value of 

services, thereby shaping how consumers experience and evaluate AI-mediated recommendations 

(Flavi§n et al., 2024).  

The theoretical significance of this paradox increases as AI becomes a meta-level or óhyper-

touchpointô, managing various stages of the consumer journey and influencing decision-making 

(Carmon et al., 2020; Grewal et al., 2025).  This development in consumer decision-making poses 

a challenge to existing theories. Traditional models posit a balance between cognitive effort and 

mailto:olivia.andre@unifr.ch
mailto:dirk.morschett@unifr.ch


22 

 

decision accuracy, with consumers adjusting their strategies based on constraints and objectives 

(Bettman et al., 1998).  

Shopping assisted by AI presents a unique scenario where consumers have easy access to vast 

amounts of data, while delegating significant cognitive tasks. It follows that mental effort is not 

diminished but rather redirected from data analysis to evaluating suggestions (Browne & Walden, 

2021; Puntoni et al., 2021).  

Purpose  

This research addresses this gap by conceptualising AI-mediated decision-making as a fifth 

consumer decision type, positioned between simplified and extensive decisions along the effort-

accuracy dimensions. The analysis explores the impact of delegating product search to GenAI on 

decision-making processes and choice confidence in e-commerce settings. 3  

The paper addresses the following research question:  How does the delegation (vs. non-delegation) 

of the product search to GenAI influence decision confidence?  

The research is grounded in bounded rationality and constructive choice theory. They claim that 

consumers operate within cognitive limitations and adapt their decision-making strategies 

accordingly (Howard and Sheth, 1969; Bettman et al., 1998). In this framework, GenAI can be 

understood as a sophisticated information filter that modifies how consumers manage the trade-off 

between effort and accuracy. Rather than eliminating effort, AI reallocates it from information 

acquisition and comparison to the evaluation and validation of recommendations (Puntoni et al., 

2021).  

Conceptual framework  

AI-mediated decision as a fifth decision type  

Consumer decision-making has traditionally been categorised into extensive, limited, habitual, and 

impulsive decisions, differing in terms of effort and information processing (Grºppel-Klein and 

Kroeber-Riel, 2025; Bauer et al., 2006; Hoyer et al., 2020). This research introduces a fifth type: the 

AI-mediated decision.  

AI-mediated decision is defined as a process in which consumers deliberately delegate search and 

evaluation tasks to a GenAI system while retaining final decision authority (Aggarwal and 

Mazumdar, 2008; Puntoni et al., 2021). This type differs from simplified decision-making because 

the richness of information remains high, while the locus of cognitive processing shifts from the 

consumer to the AI. This shift introduces a fundamental tension. While delegation can reduce effort 

and increase efficiency, it may also reduce perceived control and affect how consumers evaluate and 

trust the outcome (De Bellis and Johar, 2020).  

Hypotheses development  

AI can structure complex information and decrease uncertainty, which can boost decision 

confidence (Wang et al., 2025).  

H1: AI-mediated search increases decision confidence compared to autonomous search.  

AI reduces cognitive load by filtering and organising information, thereby lowering perceived effort 

(Wang et al., 2025).  

H2a: AI-mediated search reduces perceived cognitive effort.  

H2b: Reduced cognitive effort increases decision confidence.  

However, delegation may reduce perceived control and self-efficacy, as consumers are less directly 

involved in the decision process (Puntoni et al., 2021).  

H3a: AI-mediated search reduces perceived control.  
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H3b: Reduced perceived control decreases decision confidence.  

Conversational AI can also create a sense of social presence, which enhances relational comfort (van 

Doorn et al., 2017; Flavi§n et al., 2024).  

H4a: AI-mediated search increases perceived social presence.  

H4b: Increased perceived social presence increases decision confidence. 4  

Trust plays a central role in human-AI interaction and determines whether consumers rely on or 

question recommendations (Puntoni et al., 2021).  

H5a: The effect of reduced cognitive effort on decision confidence is stronger when trust in AI is 

high.  

H5b: The effect of perceived control on decision confidence is moderated by trust in AI.  

Finally, product type shapes how consumers evaluate AI outputs. AI is perceived as more competent 

in utilitarian than in hedonic domains (Longoni and Cian, 2020).  

H6a: Effects of cognitive effort are stronger for utilitarian products.  

H6b: Effects of perceived control are stronger for utilitarian products.  

H6c: Emotional mechanisms are stronger for hedonic products.  

Figure 1. Conceptual Model  

Methodology  

A pretest (n=46) validated the product type manipulation. Participants rated products on utilitarian 

and hedonic perception scales. Based on this validation, two utilitarian products (external hard drive, 

electric water kettle) and two hedonic products (Lego set, karaoke microphone) were selected. The 

pretest confirmed clear product category differentiation and comparable price levels.  

The first experiment consisted of 139 respondents collected in Switzerland (47.5% female, 52.5% 

male, average age: 26.69 years, SD=9.31). The study was based on a 2 Ĭ 4 between-subject 

experimental design, crossing search mode (AI-mediated vs. autonomous retailer-based search) with 

product type (two utilitarian vs. two hedonic). The final sample consisted of 64 participants in the 

autonomous retailer-based search condition (46.0%) and 75 in the AI-mediated search condition 

(54.0%). Product type was balanced, with 72 participants in hedonic products (51.8%) and 67 in 

utilitarian products (48.2%).  

Participants were given a CHF 95 budget and a specific purchase goal in an online shopping 

scenario. In the autonomous condition, they used standard navigation and filtering tools. In the AI-
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mediated condition, they interacted freely with ChatGPT, formulating their own 5 prompts. All 

prompts and responses were logged for analysis of interaction patterns and potential variability in 

information quality. After selecting a product, participants completed a post-decision questionnaire.  

The research follows a two-stage empirical approach. In the first stage, an experiment with a student 

sample was conducted to ensure high internal validity and allow for direct behavioural observation. 

In the second stage, the study is replicated with a larger and more diverse online sample recruited 

via Prolific, thereby increasing statistical power and external validity. This sequential design enables 

both rigorous causal testing and broader generalisability of findings The second experiment is 

currently underway. This article only discusses the findings of the first experiment (student sample).  

All constructs were measured using multi-item scales adapted from previous literature to fit the 

current shopping decision context. Decision confidence was operationalised with post-choice 

confidence items adapted from online decision-aid research (Kamis and Davern, 2004; Rathnam, 

2005; Cronbachôs alpha=.93). Perceived cognitive effort was based on prior mental effort and 

cognitive load research (Paas et al., 2003; Cronbachôs alpha=.92). Perceived control drew on 

consumer research on perceived control in decision processes (Hui and Bateson, 1991; Cronbachôs 

alpha=.86). Perceived social presence was measured with adapted items from recent AI-specific 

research on automated social presence (Flavi§n et al., 2024; Zheng et al., 2024; Cronbachôs 

alpha=.87). Trust in AI was measured with adapted items grounded in prior work on trust in 

automation and trust beliefs (Jian et al., 2000; McKnight et al., 2002; Cronbachôs alpha=.82). All 

items were assessed on seven-point Likert scales.  

Findings  

Based on the initial experiment (n=139), independent sample t-tests, OLS regressions, mediation 

analyses (PROCESS Model 4), and moderation analyses were used to test the hypotheses.  

Contrary to our expectations, AI-mediated search did not significantly increase decision confidence 

compared to autonomous retailer-based search (Mautonomous=5.32 vs. Mai=4.97; t ï 137 ï =1.54, 

p=.127, d=0.26). Therefore, H1 is not supported.  

Examining the proposed antecedents, AI-mediated search significantly reduces perceived control 

compared to autonomous search (Mautonomous=5.73 vs. Mai=4.65; t ï 130.38 ï =4.53, p<.001, 

d=0.75). H3a is supported, with AI users reporting more than one full scale point lower perceived 

control. AI-mediated search reduces perceived cognitive effort slightly (Mautonomous=2.67 vs. 

Mai=2.30; t ï 137 ï =1.99, p=.048, d=0.34). H2a is partially supported. However, it does not 

significantly increase perceived social presence (Mautonomous=2.13 vs. Mai=2.43; t ï 137 ï =-

1.31, p=.192). H4a is not supported.  

Turning to the downstream effects on decision confidence, perceived control emerges as the 

dominant predictor. In bivariate regressions, perceived control has a strong positive effect on 

decision confidence (ɓ=.54, t=7.51, p<.001), supporting H3b. Neither perceived cognitive effort 

(ɓ=-.04, t=-0.48, p=.632) nor perceived social presence (ɓ=.05, t=0.63, p=.530) significantly predict 

decision confidence, providing no support for H2b or H4b. When all three mediators are entered 

simultaneously in a multiple regression model, the pattern holds: perceived control remains the sole 

significant predictor (ɓ=.55, t=7.41, p<.001), while perceived cognitive effort (ɓ=.03, t=0.43, 

p=.671) and perceived social presence (ɓ=-.01, t=-0.14, p=.885) remain non-significant. The model 

explains 29.3% of the variance in decision confidence (RĮ=.293, F(3,135)=18.67, p<.001). 6  

Mediation analyses (Hayes PROCESS Model 4, 5,000 bootstrap samples) reinforce the centrality 

of perceived control. The indirect effect of the AI-mediated search on decision confidence through 

perceived control is significant and negative (b=-0.54, 95% BootCI [-0.84; -0.27]), indicating that 

delegation undermines confidence precisely because it erodes consumersô sense of control over the 

decision process. The indirect effects through perceived cognitive effort (b=0.02, 95% BootCI [-

0.07; 0.13]) and perceived social presence (b=0.02, 95% BootCI [-0.04; 0.12]) are not significant. 
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Taken together, these results reveal that AI-mediated search does not directly reduce decision 

confidence but does so indirectly by diminishing perceived control.  

Moderation analyses reveal a nuanced role for trust in AI. Trust does not significantly moderate the 

relationship between perceived cognitive effort and decision confidence (b=.04, t=0.83, p=.407, 

95% CI [-.06; .15]), providing no support for H5a. However, trust significantly moderates the effect 

of perceived control on decision confidence (b=-.08, t=-2.15, p=.034, 95% CI [-.16; -.01]), 

supporting H5b. Specifically, perceived control positively predicts decision confidence at all levels 

of trust, but the effect is strongest at low trust (b=.54, p<.001) and progressively weakens at medium 

(b=.43, p<.001) and high trust (b=.34, p<.001). This attenuation pattern suggests that higher trust in 

AI partially compensates for the loss of perceived control, buffering its negative impact on decision 

confidence.  

Regarding product type, it significantly moderates the relationship between perceived control and 

decision confidence (ɓ=.18, t=2.97, p=.004), supporting H6b. Perceived control matters more for 

utilitarian products, where functional evaluation relies on a structured, controllable decision process. 

Product type does not moderate the effects of perceived cognitive effort (ɓ=.04, t=0.52, p=.602) or 

perceived social presence (ɓ=.09, t=0.91, p=.365) on decision confidence, providing no support for 

H6a or H6c.  

In summary, these initial results partially support the proposed framework, with one pathway 

standing out clearly. Perceived control emerges as the primary mechanism through which AI-

mediated search affects decision confidence: delegation reduces perceived control, perceived 

control is the strongest predictor of confidence, and the indirect effect through this pathway is the 

only significant one. Cognitive effort reduction and social presence, while theoretically plausible, 

do not play a significant role in this sample. Trust in AI and product type act as meaningful boundary 

conditions, modulating the strength of the perceived control pathway. These findings suggest that, 

in its current form, AI-mediated decision-making primarily operates through an autonomy 

mechanism rather than through effort reduction or relational comfort. A larger-scale replication 

study is currently being conducted on Prolific to increase statistical power, strengthen external 

validity, and assess the generalisability of these effects across a broader and more demographically 

diverse consumer sample.  

Contributions  

This research makes three contributions to consumer behaviour and retail literature, each grounded 

in the empirical findings.  

First, it expands on existing consumer decision typologies (Grºppel-Klein and Kroeber-Riel, 2025; 

Hoyer et al., 2020) by introducing AI-mediated decision-making as a distinct fifth type. In this 

category, consumers delegate search and evaluation tasks to GenAI while retaining decision-making 

authority, creating a unique position on the effort-accuracy spectrum. Existing classifications do not 

capture this configuration because they assume that the consumer is the primary information 

processor. Research shows that perceived control, not cognitive effort, is the dominant pathway, 

highlighting the distinctiveness of this decision type.  

The study supports bounded rationality and constructive choice theory (Bettman et al., 1998) by 

providing empirical evidence on how AI affects consumer decision-making. It suggests that AI 

redirects cognitive resources from information gathering and comparison to evaluation and 

validation of recommendations (Puntoni et al., 2021). The study provides initial evidence that 

delegating search to AI results in a significant decrease in perceived control, while cognitive effort 

remains minimal. These finding challenge existing effort-accuracy trade-off models, which do not 

consider the psychological cost of losing decision-making authority.  

The study contributes to the trust paradox in human-AI interaction by testing three competing 

mediating mechanisms: reduced cognitive effort, reduced perceived control, and increased 
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automated social presence. This moves beyond fragmented accounts that examine each mechanism 

in isolation. Building consumer trust can partially offset the autonomy costs of AI delegation, as 

trust in AI reduces the negative impact of reduced control on confidence.  

Practical implications  

The results could highlight the need for retailers to balance efficiency and autonomy in AI-assisted 

shopping environments. Systems should be transparent and allow users to validate recommendations 

to prevent a sense of disempowerment. AI interfaces can be designed to foster perceived social 

presence, such as through conversational tone, responsiveness, and personalised interactions. This 

can reduce psychological tension and improve the decision experience, making AI-mediated 

recommendations more effective (Flavi§n et al., 2024). AI interactions can be tailored to product 

type, highlighting functional features for utilitarian goods and experiential elements for hedonic 

items (Longoni and Cian, 2020).  

Research limitations and outlook  

Several limitations should be acknowledged. Although the experimental scenarios aim to 

approximate realistic shopping tasks, they cannot fully reproduce naturally occurring consumer 

behaviour. In addition, the comparison between AI-mediated search and retailer-based search may 

capture not only delegation effects but also interface-related differences.  

The study has limitations, including a narrow focus on certain product categories and immediate 

post-decision outcomes, as well as a potential limitation in generalisability due to the initial student 

sample. Future studies should explore moderators like age, tech readiness, and cognitive offloading 

tendencies. Longitudinal research can reveal how trust and AI reliance evolve. More complex 

interaction patterns, such as iterative and hybrid decision-making, should also be examined. 
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Introduction  

Touchscreens, digital signage, virtual fitting rooms, and interactive display windows are among the 

tools considered in the digital transformation of retail stores. For more than a decade, retailers have 

increasingly integrated store digitalization into their strategies, acknowledging the significant 

challenges it raises, particularly regarding store foot traffic, channel interweaving, and the 

integration of physical and digital environments.  

The convergence of the virtual and physical worlds has led to the emergence of the concept of 

ñphygitalizationò, a portmanteau of ñphysicalò and ñdigitalò (Belghiti et al., 2017). In the academic 

literature, phygitalization has mainly been examined through the lens of the convergence between 

digital and physical channels (Alexander and Kent, 2022; Mishra et al., 2021). However, research 

investigating how digitalization is transforming the physical stores themselves remains limited 

(Mele et al., 2023). Yet, understanding the transformation has become important in a context where 

physical retail face economic difficulties. Echoing this, Bain (2025) notes that ñthe store is back at 

the center of retail strategies with 75% of executives planning a large-scale store transformation in 

the next two years.ò. In this context, this research seeks to enhance the understanding of the 

digitalization of physical stores from both retailer and consumer perspective, with the aim of 

informing relevant initiatives of retail stores phygitalization.  

Purpose  

Drawing on the literature on in-store digitalization, this research seeks to gain a better understanding 

of the complex phenomenon of the digitalization of physical stores. More precisely, it examines how 

consumers and retail professionals understand what a phygital store is, the expectations they 

associate with it, and the conditions they consider necessary for its meaningful implementation. 

Addressing this gap is essential in a context where the digitalization of stores and phygitalization 

have become widespread in retail.  

Therefore, the research analyses the motivations, barriers and prerequisites for phygitalization, 

examines the functions performed by digital tools in store and proposes a functional classification 

of these digital tools that helps clarify the benefits of phygitalization for the retailers. It aims to 

clarify how digital tools through contribute to the transformation of physical stores and to the 

mailto:marianne.auffret@univ-rennes.fr
mailto:karine.picot@univ-rennes.fr


29 

 

emergence of phygital retail environments. Ultimately, the phygital store is characterized and 

defined as a specific experiential environmental context.  

Conceptual framework  

The research draws on Hagberg et al.ôs (2016) framework, which conceptualizes digitalization at 

the retail system level, through four interrelated dimensions and twelve sub-dimensions: the 

digitalization of exchanges, actors, retail settings and offerings. This framework is mobilized as an 

analytical lens at the store level to better understand how digital tools reshape the physical store 

environment. Extending Hagberg et al.ôs framework to the store level helps capturing not only the 

digital transformations themselves in store but also their effects on interactions, store organization 

and shopping experience, contributing to the emergence of the phygital store.  

Since the 2010s, the rise of digital tools resulted in reducing the relative attractiveness of physical 

stores (Grewal et al., 2020). To address this challenge, retailers have increasingly integrated digital 

technologies into the shopping experience to meet evolving customer expectations (Mishra et al., 

2021). While Hagberg et al.ôs framework provides a system understanding of how digitalization 

transforms retail environments, it does not address the concrete roles played by in-store digital tools, 

especially from the consumer perspective. To address this point, the research also draws on prior 

studies on retail digital technologies to develop an integrative functional framework of in-store 

digital tools. By consolidating these different perspectives, four main functions of digital tools made 

available to customers by retailers in physical stores can be identified: inform and facilitate choice, 

increase customer autonomy, strengthen customer loyalty and enhance the customer experience. 

Taken together, these functions suggest that in-store digital technologies do more than supporting 

isolated stages of the customer journey. Their integration may progressively transform the role and 

the experience in the physical store itself (Mishra et al., 2020), contributing to the emergence of 

phygital store.  

Methodology  

A qualitative study using semi-structured interviews was conducted to better understand what ñstore 

digitalizationò, ñphygitalizationò and ñphygital storeò entail in practice. Thirteen semi-structured 

interviews with retail and marketing professionals and 25 semi-structured interviews with 

consumers were conducted, in France. The recruitment criteria for professional respondents were 

based on their job position and the company they worked for. Cross-referencing these perspectives 

enriches the understanding of the shift from store digitalization to the phygital store.  

A ñtypical caseò sampling strategy was adopted, as it highlights common situations while allowing 

for sufficient variation to capture a range of experiences (Miles et al., 2014). All interviews were 

fully transcribed. The final corpus was analysed with content analysis following Saldanaôs 

recommendations (2021). An initial coding based on the four dimensions of retail digitalization 

proposed by Hagberg et al. (2016) enabled a more precise understanding of how digitalization 

manifests itself at the store level. An inductive coding aimed at analysing phygitalization itself.  

To help consumer respondents better recall or imagine themselves in a phygital store environment 

and gain richer data, the photo-elicitation technique was used. This technique involves ñusing 

photographs as projective stimuli, allowing research participants to view familiar data in an 

unusual wayò (Koenigstorfer and Groeppel-Klein, 2010: p. 394).  

Findings  

Five key findings emerge. First, digitalization appears to be a strategic priority for retailers, yet 

consumers remain largely unaware of it. Digitalization is seen as adding value to the consumer 

experience, but consumers are not fully aware of how they interact with digital tools. All the four 

dimensions and the twelve sub-dimensions proposed by Hagberg et al. (2016) are mentioned by 

respondents. In addition, three new sub-dimensions have emerged from the analysis: the elimination 
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of the product gap, the creation of brand preference through the digitalization of the offering, and 

improved merchandising.  

Second, digital tools appear to have moved beyond novelty to become integrated to the consumer 

experience, contributing to enhance it. While professional respondents suggest that digital tools in 

physical stores are often viewed as mere gadgets, consumer respondents have a more nuanced view. 

Several consumer respondents suggest that, while digital tools in physical stores may initially have 

been seen as gadgets, this is no longer the case, with a shift toward the full integration of these tools.  

Third, five motivations, four barriers, and two prerequisites for phygitalization are identified. The 

five motivations for phygitalization are: giving a modern image of the store, improving the 

understanding of consumer behavior for a better tailored offering, providing better consumer 

support, time savings and increasing autonomy for consumers. The four barriers for phygitalization 

are: technical and human-resource challenges, costs and profitability raise, personal data collection 

and potential job losses. Two prerequisites for successful implantation are highlighted: maintaining 

a continued role of in-store staff as intermediaries between digital tools and ensuring that digital 

tools assist rather than substitute to human interaction.  

Fourth, a functional classification of in-store digital tools is proposed, highlighting four functions: 

informing and facilitating choice, increasing autonomy, strengthening the customerïbrand 

relationship, and enhancing the overall experience. The digital tools mentioned by respondents are 

analysed based on their function rather than their technological characteristics. Indeed, one digital 

tool can serve multiple functions. Analysis by function is prioritized because both professional and 

consumer respondents cited first the functions of these digital tools.  

Fifth, the phygital store emerges as a specific retail configuration, typically a large-format store with 

a specific layoutïsleek, modern, bright and stylishïthat allows seamless integration of digital tools. 

So, the phygital store should not be understood as a simple digital enhancement of physical store, 

but rather as a new specific retail configuration.  

Contributions  

This research has three main contributions. First, it extends Hagberg et al.ôs (2016) framework to 

the store level, showing how digitalization shapes exchanges, stakeholders, store layout, and product 

offerings within physical retail environments. Second, it introduces a functional perspective on in-

store digital tools, emphasizing their roles in shaping the shopping experience over the technology 

itself. In this perspective, digital tools are no longer perceived as gimmicks but as an integral part 

of the customer experience. Third, the research conceptualizes the phygital store as a specific retail 

configuration, or even a specific retail format, emerging from the integration of digital functions 

within the physical store. Phygitalization does not simply result from the accumulation of digital 

tools within physical stores. Phygital stores have to consider the articulation of digital functions, 

spatial organization and human presence.  

Practical implications  

The findings suggest guidance for retailers for store digitalization strategies by encouraging them 

to prioritize the functions delivered by digital tools rather than their technological novelty. This 

functional perspective may support the development of phygital stores better aligned with evolving 

consumer expectations. Phygitalization should be considered as a comprehensive store 

transformation project encompassing spatial layout, in-store atmosphere, product availability, and 

the role of sales associates. Phygitalization may also help maintain foot traffic in physical stores and 

thus prevent them from becoming deserted.  

Research limitations and outlook  

This study has several limitations that open avenues for future research. First, consumer interviews 

refer to past experiences or projections stimulated through photo-elicitation. Future studies could 
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complement this approach with in-store observations or ethnographic methods to better capture the 

often-unconscious dimensions of phygital shopping experiences. Second, further research could 

explore how emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence extend the functions of in-store 

digital tools, and impact the shopping experience. Third, the phygital store could be examined 

through the lens of shopping value to better understand how utilitarian, hedonic and social value 

emerge in digitally enhanced retail environments.  
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Introduction  

Consumer behaviour has undergone profound transformations in the 21st century, driven by rapid 

technological advancements. The Covid-19 pandemic further accelerated some of these 

transformations, triggering widespread channel-switching behaviour that persists today (Tran et al., 

2023). In consumer goods, this shift has compelled retailers to rethink their commercial strategies 

and redesign how they engage with customers. Simply offering multiple channels, as in traditional 

multichannel systems, is no longer enough. Although these multichannel strategies initially 

expanded market reach and convenience, they also created fragmented customer experiences across 

disconnected touchpoints. In contrast, omnichannel retailing integrates physical and digital channels 

into a unified system capable of delivering seamless, consistent, and holistic experiences, where 

context is maintained across touchpoints (Mishra et al., 2021; Thaichon et al., 2022; Verhoef et al., 

2015). This retailing strategy can meet the expectations of increasingly informed consumers, who 

expect to see a brand as a cohesive entity rather than a collection of separate channels (Verhoef et 

al., 2021). Effective channel integration enhances the shopping experience, fosters loyalty and trust, 

and increases spending and patronage (Gao and Huang, 2021; H¿bner et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2024). 

However, implementation is complex (Lee et al., 2024) and requires substantial efforts to configure 

services across channels, ensure their integration, and align processes between online and offline 

platforms (Hossain et al., 2020).  

The quality of channel integration is a key concern in omnichannel retailing. It is strongly 

conditioned by the channel service configuration, which is central to ensuring a seamless customer 

journey (Liu et al., 2024). It also contributes to channel congruence, which is decisive in brand 

evaluations and consequently customer satisfaction, preference, and loyalty (Quach et al., 2022).  

Despite growing research on omnichannel retailing, most studies have focused on developed 

markets, leaving a gap in the understanding of its implementation and impact in emerging markets 

(Mishra et al., 2021). Differences in consumer behaviour, technological development, retail 

infrastructure, and strategic maturity make omnichannel effectiveness highly context dependent 
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(Elliot et al., 2026; Joshi et al., 2023), highlighting the need for more evidence from emerging 

markets (Asmare and Zewdie, 2022; Ghatak, 2024; Mansurali et al., 2024). Moreover, although the 

omnichannel literature extensively documents the positive relationship between omnichannel 

capabilities and retailer brand outcomes, the underlying psychological mechanisms through which 

consumers translate channel-related service configurations into brand equity perceptions have 

received less attention. This study provides evidence that consumers do not necessarily value 

channel proliferation itself but rather perceived coherence and consistency across channels. 

Therefore, in emerging markets characterised by high uncertainty and channel asymmetries, cross-

channel congruence is proposed as a critical interpretive mechanism that links omnichannel service 

configurations to retailer brand equity.  

Purpose  

This study aims to advance the understanding of omnichannel retailing in an emerging economy 

(Colombia) by examining whether a retail brandôs omnichannel strategy can help build retailer brand 

equity. The study evaluates perceptions of the channel service configuration as a key aspect of the 

quality of channel integration, together with consumersô perceived congruence. The analysis 

assesses their impact on retailer brand equity.  

Colombia provides a valuable context for analysing omnichannel retailing in an emerging market 

setting. It is undergoing rapid digital transformation to increase its digital maturity, while also 

exhibiting inequalities in digital access and literacy, as well as a continued strong reliance on 

physical retail channels (International Trade Administration, 2026).  

Conceptual framework  

Cross-channel integration, a core element of omnichannel retailing, is defined as the extent to which 

firms coordinate their channels to create synergies and deliver benefits to consumers (Cao and Li, 

2015). A key enabler of such integration is an effective channel service configuration. This concept 

refers to the quality and coherence of the combination of services and their delivery channels (Sousa 

and Voss, 2006). The channel service configuration includes a retailerôs ability to integrate 

functionalities such as online purchasing, order tracking, personalised services, and returns 

management, while ensuring consistent service standards. It encompasses both the availability of 

multiple channels for each service and the transparency with which customers can access and 

understand these multiple channels.  

Effectively managing the breadth and depth of the product range in a channel, while clearly 

communicating product value and quality, is crucial for fostering a strong retail brand image and 

enhancing brand equity (Zhang et al., 2023). According to Zhang et al. (2023), a key factor in 

enhancing the customer experience lies in minimising the effort customers must exert to obtain the 

expected service because perceived effort strongly shapes the overall shopping experience. This 

effort can be further reduced when customers are fully aware of all available channels offered by 

the retailer, as well as the services and offerings provided within each of them. Thus, when 

consumers can seamlessly switch between channels and access relevant functionalities, their 

evaluation of channels improves (Alexander and Cano, 2019). Research has also shown that cross-

channel integration enhances brand credibility, trust, and customer engagement (Mazan et al., 2023; 

Tran et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2024). Building on these arguments, the following hypothesis is 

proposed:  

H1: Perceived channel service configuration positively influences omnichannel retailer brand 

equity.  

In line with the reasoning expounded by Fiske et al. (1987), positive evaluations of channels derived 

from channel fluidity occur holistically, influencing perceived channel congruence. Retail channels 

are perceived as congruent ñwhen they have common characteristics, are similarly structured and 

organised around the same mental patternò (Bezes, 2013, p. 256). That is, retail channels are 
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perceived as congruent when consumers perceive an absence of discrepancies across channels (Hsu 

et al., 2024). Perceived channel congruence builds familiarity, reduces cognitive effort, and 

facilitates channel-switching behaviours along the customer journey (Bezes, 2013). The perceived 

clarity of product assortment, information, and specifications across channels (i.e. positive 

perceived channel service configuration) entails the alignment of attributes, processes, and service 

levels across touchpoints, thereby reducing confusion and enhancing choice (Liu and Liu, 2024). 

An optimal service configuration thus promotes a coherent and continuous omnichannel experience, 

minimising discrepancies and strengthening perceived congruence. In light of this reasoning, the 

following hypothesis is proposed:  

H2: Perceived channel service configuration positively influences cross-channel congruence.  

In an omnichannel operating model, the brand is the main element that customers use to connect 

and evaluate their shopping experience, making it a key driver of value creation. Retailer brand 

equity develops at multiple touchpoints along the customer journey, including transactions and 

relations (Zhang et al., 2023). Customersô experiences at these various touchpoints contribute to 

overall perceptions of the brand (Frasquet et al., 2015; Hur® et al., 2017; Verhoef et al., 2015).  

Given the dual online/offline nature of omnichannel retailing, firms must ensure consistency 

between online and offline experiences, and this consistency is captured by the concept of perceived 

congruence (Hsu et al., 2024). When channels share similar structures and characteristics, 

consumers perceive a coherent experience that facilitates seamless transitions (Bezes, 2013). Such 

congruence positively shapes brand perceptions by strengthening affective commitment and 

enhancing the customerïbrand relationship (Liu et al., 2024). It also reinforces brand recognition 

and trust, ultimately fostering favourable behavioural outcomes such as purchase intentions (Becagli 

and Milanesi, 2021; Islam et al., 2020; Massi et al., 2023). Therefore, the following hypothesis is 

proposed:  

H3: Perceived cross-channel congruence positively influences omnichannel retail brand equity.  

Bezes (2013) provided evidence that perceived cross-channel congruence mediates the relationship 

between the images of online and offline channels and the retailerôs overall image. Likewise, recent 

literature suggests that congruence helps align firm strategies with customer values, unifying 

perceptions across channels and helping build a coherent and robust brand image (Liu et al., 2024). 

Therefore, the following hypothesis proposes that channel service configuration influences brand 

equity through perceived cross-channel congruence, which converts the operational structure of the 

omnichannel system into symbolic value for customers:  

H4: Perceived cross-channel congruence mediates the relationship between perceived channel 

service configuration and omnichannel retail brand equity.  

Methodology  

The proposed hypotheses were tested using a descriptive research design. For this purpose, a 

structured questionnaire was administered through an online consumer panel in Colombia by a 

professional research agency. In addition to collecting sociodemographic information, the 

questionnaire used different scales to measure perceived channel service configuration (Lin et al., 

2023), cross-channel congruence (Bezes, 2013), and brand equity (Yoo and Donthu, 2001).  

The target population was defined as individuals who were aged 18 years or older, resided in major 

Colombian cities, and had purchased (in the last six months) products from a clothing brand 

operating through multiple channels, including a physical store and at least one additional channel 

(e.g. website, mobile application, and social media). Data collection was conducted using a non-

probability quota sampling approach based on age and gender. A total of 350 valid responses were 

obtained (51% woman; mean age 38.5 years).  
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Findings  

A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to verify the psychometric properties of the 

measurement scales using partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM). The 

analysis confirmed that the scales exhibited convergent validity, discriminant validity, and 

reliability, according to the standard criteria commonly used in this type of analysis.  

Subsequently, the structural model was assessed. The results showed that a positive perception of 

channel service configuration exerted a direct and positive influence on retailer brand equity, 

supporting H1 (ɓ = 0.216; p < 0.001). Likewise, perceived channel service configuration influenced 

perceived cross-channel congruence, supporting H2 (ɓ = 0.667; p < 0.001). Finally, perceived cross-

channel congruence had a significant effect on retailer brand equity, supporting H3 (ɓ = 0.417; p < 

0.001).  

A mediation analysis also revealed a significant indirect effect of perceived channel service 

configuration on brand equity through perceived cross-channel congruence (ɓ = 0.278; p < 0.001). 

This mediation was partial because the direct relationship between perceived channel service 

configuration and brand equity also remained significant.  

Contributions  

Omnichannel retailing has become a strategic priority for retailers and a major academic research 

topic. However, omnichannel development varies significantly across countries on account of 

structural, technological, and institutional differences. In this crucial area of retail research and 

practice, this study makes a key contribution by examining omnichannel retailing in an emerging 

market (i.e. Colombia), where omnichannel strategies are still evolving. This study thus responds to 

calls for more research in underexplored, emerging economies (e.g. Asmare and Zewdie, 2022; 

Ghatak, 2024; Mansurali et al., 2024; Mishra et al., 2021). More specifically, it builds on the existing 

omnichannel retail literature by analysing the underlying psychological mechanisms through which 

consumers translate channel-related service configurations into retailer brand equity.  

It also contributes by demonstrating the positive impact of effective omnichannel management on 

retailer brand equity. Specifically, it shows that expanding and integrating the number of channels 

and services and raising consumer awareness of these channels are actions that enhance cross-

channel congruence and strengthen brand equity. The findings suggest that investments in 

omnichannel services only become strategically valuable for retailer brand equity when consumers 

perceive a consistent experience across channels. These findings show that retailers in emerging 

markets can use technology to integrate retail channels, expand their reach, improve accessibility, 

and ultimately build brand equity, despite a limited traditional retail infrastructure. Thus, the current 

study builds on previous omnichannel research by demonstrating that, if consumers do not perceive 

consistency and integration across touchpoints, channel service configuration alone may be 

insufficient to strengthen retailer brand equity. In emerging market contexts where digital maturity, 

logistics integration, and service standardisation may be uneven across channels, consumers may be 

particularly sensitive to inconsistencies between online and offline touchpoints. Consequently, 

cross-channel congruence could play a particularly relevant signalling role, thereby reducing 

uncertainty and reinforcing trust in the retailer brand.  

Practical implications  

From a managerial perspective, these findings suggest that retailers should prioritise perceptual 

congruence across channels over merely expanding channel availability. Investments in 

omnichannel systems appear to exert stronger effects on brand equity when consumers experience 

aligned pricing policies, integrated promotions, consistent service quality, and seamless transitions 

across touchpoints. Accordingly, omnichannel retailing should be managed as an integrated system 

of experiences rather than as a set of independent channels. Retailers must prioritise a coherent and 
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seamless customer journey, using the physical store as the central touchpoint while strategically 

integrating this store with digital channels to ensure congruence across interactions.  

Targeted actions can enhance customer contact with multiple channels. For example, in-store visits 

can be used to raise awareness of digital services by offering incentives for online purchases or 

assisting customers in placing online orders when products are unavailable. Such practices 

encourage channel adoption while maintaining the human element that defines traditional retail in 

emerging economies.  

At the same time, retailers should avoid forcing customers to use unfamiliar channels, instead 

facilitating gradual and intuitive transitions between them. Ensuring full transparency in aspects 

related to each specific channel such as delivery times, costs, and product availability is also 

essential to strengthen trust and improve the overall omnichannel experience.  

Social implications  

From a social perspective, improving cross-channel congruence can help reduce consumer 

frustration and digital exclusion, particularly among consumers with little experience of digital 

technology. Consistent omnichannel experiences can make retail services more accessible, reduce 

perceived complexity, and boost consumer confidence in an increasingly digital retail landscape. 

Research limitations and outlook  

Although this study addresses the gap in research on omnichannel retailing in emerging markets, 

the data refer to a single country (i.e. Colombia). Future research should replicate the model across 

different national contexts to gain further insight into omnichannel in emerging economies. Factors 

such as varying levels of digital literacy among countries should also be considered.  

Furthermore, channel service configuration represents only one dimension of the broader construct 

of channel integration quality. Future studies should incorporate additional dimensions of channel 

integration quality to determine which specific dimensions are most critical for retailers in emerging 

economies.  
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Introduction 

Retail systems play a central role in shaping contemporary food environments and consumer 

dietary behaviour. In many high-income countries supermarkets dominate food retailing and 

therefore exert significant influence over the environments in which consumers make everyday 

food choices (Hawkes, 2008; Swinburn et al., 2013). 

The implications of these retail environments are considerable. Unhealthy diets are among the 

leading contributors to global morbidity and mortality, contributing to increasing levels of 

obesity and diet-related non-communicable diseases such as cardiovascular disease and 

diabetes (Afshin et al., 2019; Swinburn et al., 2019). An expanding literature highlights the 

importance of structural determinants within food systems that shape the environments in which 

choices are made (Story et al., 2008; Swinburn et al., 2013). 

One of the most influential mechanisms through which supermarkets organise product 

assortment and merchandising decisions is category management. Category management treats 

product categories as strategic business units designed to maximise category growth and 

profitability through coordinated collaboration between retailers and suppliers (Dhar, Hoch, & 

Kumar, 2001). Within these arrangements suppliers frequently provide retailers with market 

insights, consumer analytics and recommendations regarding product assortment, shelf 

placement and promotional activity.Recent qualitative research examining category 

management practices in the UK grocery sector highlights how supplierïretailer relationships 

influence product assortment and merchandising decisions within supermarkets (Armstrong-

Moore, Benson, & White, 2026). Because many large suppliers produce portfolios dominated 

by highly processed foods, their influence may contribute to retail environments in which HFSS 

products receive disproportionate prominence. These dynamics raise important questions 

regarding the broader societal role of retail systems.
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The concept of marketing myopia (Levitt, 1960) provides a useful theoretical lens through which 

to examine these issues. Marketing myopia describes the tendency of organisations to define their 

business too narrowly around products or operational metrics rather than the broader human 

needs they serve. Applied to contemporary food retailing, marketing myopia suggests that 

supermarkets may define their role primarily in terms of managing product categories and 

maximising category growth rather than fulfilling the broader human need for accessible and 

healthy food environments. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to examine how supplierïretailer relationships embedded within 

category management systems shape supermarket food environments. Specifically, the primary 

qualitative research study seeks to understand how these relationships influence product 

assortment and merchandising decisions within supermarkets and how these dynamics reflect. 

The research integrates insights from marketing theory, retail strategy and public health 

scholarship to develop a more comprehensive understanding of how retail governance structures 

influence consumer environments and wellbeing. 

Conceptual framework 

The conceptual framework integrates three bodies of literature: marketing myopia, retail 

strategy and category management, and the commercial determinants of health. 

Marketing myopia and market orientation 

Levittôs (1960) concept of marketing myopia highlights how organisations may focus excessively 

on products rather than the needs those products serve. Subsequent marketing scholarship has 

extended this idea through the concept of market orientation, which emphasises the importance of 

understanding and responding to customer needs (Narver & Slater, 1990; Kohli & Jaworski, 

1990). Market-oriented firms are characterised by strong customer focus, cross-functional 

coordination and long-term value creation. However, market orientation research also highlights 

the risks of focusing too narrowly on short-term performance metrics. Firms may prioritise 

operational efficiency and revenue growth while overlooking broader societal expectations or 

long-term stakeholder outcomes (Day, 1994). In retail contexts this tension is particularly evident 

because retailers must balance commercial objectives with the needs of consumers and wider 

society. 

Retail strategy and category management 

Within retail strategy literature, category management has emerged as a central mechanism for 

organising product assortment and merchandising decisions. Category management was 

originally developed to improve coordination between retailers and suppliers by treating product 

categories as strategic business units (Dhar et al., 2001). Retailers and suppliers collaborate to 

analyse consumer demand, optimise product assortments and develop promotional strategies that 

maximise category growth. While category management can improve operational efficiency, 

scholars have also highlighted how it may reshape power relationships within retail supply chains 

(Varley, 2006; Burt & Sparks, 2003). Large suppliers often possess extensive market intelligence 

and analytical capabilities that allow them to influence category strategies and merchandising 

decisions. In some cases, suppliers may act as category captains, advising retailers on category 

strategy and product assortment decisions. These dynamics suggest that category management 

systems may influence not only retail profitability but also the structure of consumer 

environments within supermarkets. 

Commercial determinants of health 

The commercial determinants of health framework emphasise how corporate practices influence 

population health outcomes (Kickbusch et al., 2016; Moodie et al., 2013). Within food systems, 
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corporate strategies related to product formulation, marketing and retail distribution play a central 

role in shaping consumer environments. Retail environments represent a particularly important 

mechanism through which these dynamics operate. Supermarkets influence which foods are 

visible, accessible and affordable to consumers (Hawkes, 2008). Consequently, retail decision-

making processes may contribute to the promotion and normalisation of certain dietary patterns. 

Conceptual model 

The relationships between supplier power, category management practices and food 

environments are summarised in Figure 1. This framework illustrates how supplier influence and 

category management practices shape retail food environments. Interpreted through the lens of 

marketing myopia, these dynamics may prioritise category growth and commercial performance 

while overlooking broader societal consequences. 

Methodology 

This research draws on secondary qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews conducted 

with stakeholders involved in category management within the UK grocery sector (Armstrong-

Moore et al., 2026). 

The dataset comprises nineteen interviews with retailers and suppliers, including supermarket 

category managers, commercial managers and supplier representatives. Participants were 

selected because of their direct involvement in category management processes and their 

experience of supplierïretailer relationships within the grocery sector. 

Interviews explored supplier partnerships, category strategy development and merchandising 

decisions. The interview data were analysed using thematic analysis, following the 

methodological framework developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Coding focused on supplier 

influence, relational dynamics and category management practices. 

Findings 

Three key themes emerged from the analysis: 

Supplier influence within category management 

Large suppliers play a dominant role within category management systems. The processed food 

manufacturing sector is highly concentrated, with a relatively small number of multinational 

corporations controlling substantial shares of the market (Monteiro et al., 2013). Retailers 
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frequently rely on supplier-provided market insights when developing category strategies. 

Relationship building and reciprocity 

Supplierïretailer relationships are characterised by long-term partnerships built on collaboration 

and mutual benefit. Suppliers frequently invest resources in maintaining these relationships 

through marketing support, category insights and commercial incentives. 

Reinforcement of unhealthy food environments 

Category management strategies strongly influence product visibility within supermarkets. 

Decisions regarding shelf space allocation and promotional activity shape consumer purchasing 

behaviour (Marteau et al., 2012). These dynamics may contribute to retail environments where 

HFSS products receive disproportionate prominence. 

Contributions 

This research makes several important contributions to both retail scholarship and the broader 

interdisciplinary literature on food environments and public health. 

First, the study extends the concept of marketing myopia (Levitt, 1960) into the domain of 

contemporary food retail systems. By examining category management practices within 

supermarket supply chains, the study demonstrates how marketing myopia can operate not only 

through product-centred thinking but also through organisational systems that prioritise 

commercial metrics such as category growth, supplier partnerships and sales performance over 

retail governance that shapes food environments based upon public health needs and nutritional 

outcomes. 

Second, the research contributes to the literature on retail governance and supply chain power 

(Dhar et al., 2001). The study highlights the need for retail scholars to examine category 

management not only as an operational practice but also as a governance structure that shapes 

market outcomes and consumer environments. 

Third, the study contributes to emerging scholarship on the commercial determinants of health 

(Kickbusch et al., 2016; Moodie et al., 2013). This research demonstrates how everyday 

commercial practices embedded within retail supply chains can influence the structure of food 

environments. Providing empirical insight into the mechanisms through which retail systems may 

contribute to the promotion and normalisation of highly processed foods. 

Finally, this research contributes to interdisciplinary dialogue between marketing, retail 

management and public health research. In combining insights from marketing theory, retail 

strategy and food environment research, the study provides a more comprehensive understanding 

of how retail governance structures influence consumer environments and dietary outcomes. 

Practical implications 

The findings of this research have four specific implications for retail practitioners, particularly 

those involved in category management and merchandising strategy. 

One implication is that retailers may benefit from adopting a broader perspective when evaluating 

category performance. Incorporating additional metrics related to product healthfulness, 

nutritional quality or environmental sustainability could provide retailers with a more holistic 

framework for evaluating category performance. 

A second implication relates to the governance of supplier relationships. The findings suggest 

retailers may therefore wish to critically examine how supplier partnerships influence category 

strategy development. Ensuring that category decision-making processes maintain sufficient 

independence and strategic oversight. 

Retailers may also consider diversifying the sources of insight used in category planning. 
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Existing supplier-generated insights may reinforce existing product portfolios dominated by 

highly processed foods. Engaging with independent data sources could help retailers balance 

supplier input with broader strategic objectives. Finally, the findings highlight the importance of 

recognising supermarkets as architects of consumer environments. Retailers influence not only 

what products are sold but also how products are presented and promoted. Retailers seeking to 

adopt more human-centred approaches to retail strategy may therefore need to consider how these 

decisions influence both consumer behaviour and public health outcomes. 

Social implications 

The social implications of this research relate primarily to the role of retail systems in shaping 

population health outcomes. The structure of supermarket environments can significantly 

influence dietary behaviour at a population level. 

The findings suggest that retail governance structures, including category management systems 

and supplier relationships, may contribute to environments in which highly processed foods 

receive disproportionate prominence. These environments may in turn influence consumer 

purchasing patterns and reinforce dietary behaviours associated with poorer health outcomes. 

Understanding these dynamics is therefore essential for addressing broader public health 

challenges related to obesity and diet-related diseases. 

The research also has implications for public policy and regulatory discussions. Many policy 

initiatives aimed at improving food environments focus on consumer education or product 

reformulation. While these approaches are important, the findings of this study suggest that retail 

governance structures may represent an additional intervention point for improving food 

environments. Policies that encourage greater transparency in retail decision-making or promote 

healthier product placement strategies may help to address structural factors shaping consumer 

environments. 

More broadly, the study highlights the importance of re-examining the societal role of retail 

systems. Supermarkets are not simply distributors of products but key institutions within modern 

food systems. Their decisions influence what foods are available, visible and affordable to 

consumers. Recognising this role may encourage greater collaboration between retailers, 

policymakers and public health organisations to develop retail strategies that support healthier 

food environments. 

Research limitations and outlook 

As with any study, this research has several limitations that should be considered when 

interpreting the findings. First, the study is based on qualitative interviews conducted within the 

UK grocery sector. While qualitative methods provide valuable insights into organisational 

processes and decision-making dynamics, the findings may not necessarily be generalisable to 

other retail contexts or geographical settings. Future research could examine category 

management practices in different countries or retail systems to explore whether similar 

dynamics occur in other markets. 

Second, the research focuses on the perspectives of retailers and suppliers involved in category 

management processes. While these stakeholders play central roles in shaping retail decision-

making, additional perspectives from other actors within the food system may provide further 

insights. For example, future research could explore the perspectives of policymakers, public 

health professionals or consumer advocacy groups regarding the role of retail governance in 

shaping food environments and nutritional outcomes. 

Ultimately, addressing the complex challenges associated with modern food environments will 

require greater interdisciplinary collaboration between marketing scholars, retail strategists, 

public health researchers and policymakers. The current study provides a starting point for such 
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dialogue and highlights the importance of re-centring the human consequences of retail strategy. 
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Introduction  

Mobile retail applications (apps) have become an integral part of many consumersô shopping journeys 

over the past ten years. Their range, multitude of features, and functionalities have been growing 

steadily, and their use within the retail sector has become especially widespread in recent years, with 

new ways to engage consumers emerging and evolving on an ongoing basis. In the retail sector in 

particular, mobile apps allow businesses to interact with their consumers in a much more immediate 

and personalized manner ï an aspect that the fashion industry, especially, is already making extensive 

use of (Watson et al. 2020).  

Given the growing pervasiveness of mobile retail apps, there is an equally increased need to better 

understand the impact this touchpoint can have on consumption behaviour. While the adoption of 

mobile technologies has been a strong focus within recent academic literature, fewer studies have 

addressed the actual and potential outcomes of mobile retail app usage (Sinemus et al. 2022).  

Since the mobile channel is often associated with fast fashion and mechanisms fostering excessive 

consumption (Herold and Tabari 2024), retail apps can be said to have a certain responsibility towards 

mitigating environmental impacts and fostering more sustainable behavioural patterns. While it stands 

to reason that app features could also be beneficial in nudging consumers towards adopting more 

sustainable shopping behaviours, this potential has thus far remained largely neglected in academic 

studies.  
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Purpose  

By systematically reviewing the relevant studies from the fields of retailing, marketing, 

communication, and consumer behaviour, we aim to address the two gaps outlined above, the need 

to understand the impact of mobile retail apps on consumer responses in general and their potential 

of to foster more sustainable purchase decisions in specific. In doing so, we show how mobile retail 

apps are integrated by consumers in their shopping routines, the potential of mobile retail apps to 

impact consumer-related outcome variables, e.g., product choice, attitude, and the opportunities they 

bear for nudging consumers towards more sustainable consumption. The findings of out thematic 

review provide avenues for meaningful investigations into the role of mobile retail apps as powerful 

tools supporting and affecting shoppers throughout their customer journeys and the role they could 

play in the green transition.  

Methodology  

In order to synthesize research insights on a particular issue ï in this case, the impact of mobile retail 

apps on consumer behaviour - from a large amount of studies, the result of which can subsequently 

be used to reliably inform both practice and further research, a semi-structured, systematic approach 

is usually considered the most suitable (Ridley 2012, Snyder 2019). These types of review enable the 

investigation to cover broader topic areas and more diverse types of studies, while still upholding the 

rigor and transparency associated with the structured approach (Snyder 2019).  

In accordance with the PRISMA guidelines for reporting reviews, the literature search and -screening 

process then took place across three distinct phases of literature identification, screening, and 

eligibility assessment, before arriving at the final collection of included papers (Liberati et al. 2009).  

During the first phase of identification, the search spanned four major academic databases within the 

marketing- and communications disciplines ï namely, Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, and 

EBSCO. Delimitations included searching for English-language, peer-reviewed articles published in 

academic journals; however, as the field was still deemed comparatively young, no date range 

limitations were imposed. This initial search yielded a total of 523 items across all databases which, 

after a removal of duplicates, resulted in 469 articles for screening  

During the second phase, the screening process took place in two iterative stages. At first, the 

identified records were subjected to title- and abstract screening by two members of the research 

team. The involvement of multiple researchers throughout the literature screening and -selection 

process represents a key measure to warrant reliability as well as quality within semi-structured 

reviews (Snyder 2019). A set of inclusion and exclusion criteria was developed (see Ridley 2012; 

Snyder 2019), specifying the focus on shopping app technologies and consumer behaviour, and 

excluding purely technical literature with a sole focus on engineering or programming.  

This phase of title- and abstract screening in accordance with a predefined set in inclusion and 

exclusion criteria yielded 59 articles, which underwent full-text screening. Once again, the authors 

screened the same body of literature and aligned their assessment before proceeding individually. 

Whenever uncertainties about the eligibility of an article arose, the entire team of co-authors was 

consulted to reach a final decision. This process resulted in a total of 57 academic articles chosen for 

inclusion in the review.  

The final stage of the research process involved a thematic coding and analysis of sources, exploring 

patterns and the emergence of research interests over time (Thomas and Harden, 2008). This included 

specific mobile retail app features discussed in the article, as well as behavioural outcomes, examined 

mediators and moderators (if applicable), and the phase of the shopping process addressed (either 

explicitly or implicitly).  

 

 



48 

 

Findings  

As a result of the thematic review of relevant studies on the use and effects of mobile retail apps. four 

overall themes and two sub-themes emerged, each of which highlights a distinct facet of the ways in 

which mobile retail apps impact consumer-related outcome variables.  

First, a distinct research theme can be found within the literature discussing the drivers of app 

adoption, while the second theme revolves around specific app features and design elements, as well 

as their short-term effects. A particularly distinct sub-theme within this field can be found in the 

literature discussing the effects of especially engaging, gamified features, which can increase 

impulsive buying. Third, the literature examined within this review also highlights the changes within 

psychological factors like trust and risk throughout the usage process of mobile retail apps beyond 

the adoption stage, creating another distinct thematic section. Finally, the fourth theme encompasses 

literature focusing on the long-term outcomes deemed desirable for mobile retail apps, like creating 

loyalty to the retailer brand and retaining app users over time. Here, a further sub-theme highlights 

what role mobile retail apps could play in fostering the long-term outcome of more sustainable 

shopping behaviour.  

Contributions  

The themes outlined above show that there is a wide variety of ways in which shopping apps can 

influence consumer behaviour. In particular, the app channel seems especially apt for triggering 

impulsive behavioural patterns and consumer engagement (e.g., Chen et al. 2022). Trust and 

transparency are highlighted as key prerequisites for shopping app adoption and usage, and app design 

can actively foster trust and lower risk perception ï for example by providing accurate, credible 

information and ensuring system reliability (Luceri et al. 2022). Sustaining users beyond adoption 

may be achieved through high service quality, interactivity and personalization, and providing both 

utilitarian and hedonic value to consumers (see Mehedintu and Soava, 2022). When it comes to 

changing consumer behaviour and breaking and building habits, app designs that promote learning 

may have the potential to create more durable outcomes than in-the-moment nudges ï even if the app 

in question is only used intermittently (e.g., Benthem de Grave et al. 2024).  

Practical implications  

The functionalities of mobile retail apps should be tailored to and targeted at specific consumer 

segments and product- or market categories. For offline-first consumer segments, for example, cross-

channel features can be used to highlight the benefits of shopping app usage and nudge behavior by, 

e.g., providing in-store signage educating about app-based shopping options, or using location-based 

push notifications tied to store visits. Hedonic-oriented consumer segments, on the other hand, can 

be engaged through gamified app features, challenges, or AR- and social sharing options ï the latter 

seem particularly effective in fashion- and beauty contexts (Yuliawan et al., 2025).  

Research limitations and outlook  

Taken together, the themes presented in the previous section also highlight several key areas in need 

of further research when it comes to understanding how shopping apps can influence consumer 

behaviour. A dominant need across all themes results from the consistent lack of real-world 

behavioural data beyond self-reported intentions. In addition, the lack of longitudinal research points 

at another need consistently raised by authors across thematic areas. As Shi and Zhang (2014) suggest, 

consumers likely undergo an evolution of their shopping behaviour over time, which also suggests 

that mobile retail app features may elicit different behavioural outcomes depending on factors like 

app usage duration, or shopping process stage. Longitudinal research designs tracking consumer 

behaviour over an extended period would therefore be crucial for providing a deeper understanding 

of how shopping apps can influence consumer behaviour.  
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Introduction  

In Austria, nearly 30 percent of the population has a migration background. Especially in the retail 

sector, migrants represent a large share of the total workforce with 15 percent  (Statistik Austria, 

2025). Despite their growing importance, migrants often face different challenges when entering a 

new labor market like language barriers, no prior work experience in the new country and legal 

hurdles. In addition, migrants reported higher levels of exclusion, bullying and social distance 

compared to the native population (Bergbom et al., 2015; McConkey, 2015). These experiences can 

undermine workplace integration and limit the employeesô ability to contribute fully to organizational 

objectives.  

Previous studies have documented the challenges migrants can face and highlighted the importance 

of workplace inclusion (e.g. Agyeiwaah et al., 2024, 2025), limited research has examined how 

retailers can actively integrate migrant employees in order to improve the productivity.  

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explain how migrants can be better included in retail working teams 

in order to boost overall productivity. Therefore, the central research question is: 
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What work-place related factors impact inclusion and productivity of migrant employees? 

By answering this question, the study contributes to a better inclusion of migrants. 

The theoretical foundation builds on the social identity theory and the contact theory. The social 

identity theory explains that people define themselves through group membership and aim for a 

positive social identity to improve their self-esteem (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). People distinguish 

between their own group (in-group) and other groups (out-groups) and therefore develop a sense of 

belonging. In retail settings, this theory helps to explain why migrant employees may form groups 

with colleagues who share a similar cultural or migration background  (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  

In addition, the contact theory can be used to explain how prejudice and intergroup conflict can be 

reduced through meaningful interaction between different groups (Allport, 1954). While 

prejudgments and stereotypes help individuals to categorize and reduce complexity, they can also 

lead to discrimination. Having occasional contact with members of other groups is often not 

sufficient. Instead, regular and positive interactions between majority and minority groups reduce 

predictive and foster mutual understanding (Allport, 1954). Together, the social identity theory and 

the contact theory provide the theoretical foundations for understanding how diversity influences 

work group inclusion in retail organizations.  

Conceptual framework 

Drawing on a multilevel perspective, the model presented below proposes that individual-, team- and 

organizational-level factors influence the work group inclusion of employees, which in turn 

influences the productivity outcomes in retail organizations.  

At the individual level, employee characteristics like language level and prejudice are expected to 

affect work group inclusion (e.g. Shinnaoui & Narchal, 2010). At the team level, different factors, 

including the diversity of the team and the feeling of belongingness to the organisation, are assumed 

to contribute to the workgroup inclusion (Ng et al., 2022, Valenzuela et al., 2019). At the 

organizational level, broader conceptual factors like organizational justice and organizational culture 

are expected to have an influence on work group inclusion (e.g. Nault et al., 2026).  

Work group inclusion serves as the central mediator through which the three different level factors 

affect productivity outcomes like productivity of the employees and customer satisfaction (Haskett et 

al., 1994). Greater inclusion is expected to increase productivity. Furthermore, the relationships 

demonstrated in the model are assumed to be influenced by support of the supervisor, conflicts in the 

team and subgroup formation (e.g. Knight et al., 2006). 

 

Methodology 

We are reporting initial findings from an exploratory study based on semi-structured interviews 

conducted in 2025 within a larger project on the labour-market integration of migrants without 

academic degrees in Austria. Semi-structered interviews are used as they allow to get deeper insights 

(Saunders et al., 2023). The interviews include three stakeholder groups: migrants, support 

organisations, and companies. This material is well-suited to our research question, as it includes both 
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migrants with retail work experience and companies from the retail sector, allowing the firm to be 

examined as an active meso-level actor alongside the perspective of those it employs. 

So far, we have analysed interviews from three company representatives, five migrants and 17 support 

organisations. The interviews are analysed inductively using thematic analysis, supported by 

MAXQDA (Mayring, 2014). Given the exploratory nature of the project and the early stage of 

analysis, we report preliminary results. Our preliminary analysis thus shows four themes relevant to 

our research question of how Austrian retailers can better include migrants to support overall 

productivity. These themes structure the preliminary findings below and are to be viewed as a basis 

for further, retail-specific analysis. 

Findings 

Retail is an instructive setting for examining the inclusion of migrants because it shows tensions and 

conditions at work which impact integration. This is due to the mixture of high share of low-

qualification, customer-facing roles, elevated turnover, weak onboarding, and frequent direct 

exposure to both colleagues and the public (Van Der Laken et al., 2020).Our preliminary findings 

chart the problems, with the aim of identifying the firm-level mechanisms that affect inclusion and 

subsequently productivity in the retail setting. So far, we have identified four interrelated problems.  

First, language operates as an exclusion mechanism for low-skilled migrants. Companies frequently 

expect levels of German that exceed the actual demands of many tasks, screening out capable 

candidates from roles with little customer contact. Language is viewed as a social issue, which might 

lead employers to be cautious about hiring without a certain level, even if the role itself does not 

require it. This can narrow the candidate pool in an already tight sector. Nevertheless, German skills 

are considered a major source of challenges in the workplace, including challenges in collaboration 

with colleagues, but also challenges regarding the understanding of the task.  

Second, migrants across the qualification spectrum are systematically channelled into low-level tasks. 

This can lead to skills erosion, as previously acquired and utilised skills are not developed further. 

However, for organisations and individuals the recognition of qualifications, for which there is no 

formal documentation remains almost impossible. This, however, can lead to talent being 

unrecognised and unused, which can be viewed as a latent productivity loss.  

Third, we have seen that there are implicit expectations by employers that newcomers should fulfil, 

even if they are coming from different institutional and cultural systems. These expectations around 

punctuality, quality, and basic workplace conventions (which are generally necessary), are often 

assumed rather than spelled out, and induction is rarely adapted to differences in language or prior 

experience. There is however limited support for explaining these norms to the newcomers. Too often 

the patience from the employer perspective is missing, leading to high expectations that the migrants 

have to fulfill. Thus, migrants start at a disadvantage that compounds over time and slows the path to 

competent, independent work. 

Fourth, the workplace climate itself becomes a barrier, with discrimination originating from both 

within the organisation and outside it. Inside the firm, migrants reported colleagues sabotaging their 

work and treating them disrespectfully on grounds of origin, while supervisors can be a source of 

discrimination too, hesitating to take migrants on because they assume integrating them means extra 

work. Outside the firm, customer contact is intrinsic to retail and exposure to discrimination from 

customers might lead to frustration. Overall, these issues might drive disengagement and 

subsequently exit.  

Overall, the preliminary findings suggest that the inclusion of migrant workers in the retail sector is 

less shaped by individual deficiencies but by organizational routines, expectations and interaction 

structures which systematically disadvantage certain employees. Addressing these mechanisms is 

therefore essential for not only including migrants but also for increasing productivity.  



53 

 

Contributions:  

This study contributes to retailing and workforce diversity research in three different ways. First of 

all it extends the emerging literature on migrant inclusion by focusing specifically on the retail sector. 

Second, it integrates social identity theory and contact theory into a multilevel framework that 

explains how individual-, team- and organizational-level factors shape the workgroup inclusion and 

productivity outcomes. Lastly, this study shifts the discussion from migrant integration as a societal 

challenge to migrant inclusion as a strategic organizational capability that can increase retail 

productivity. 

Research limitations and outlooks 

This study is based on a relatively small sample of migrants, company representatives and support 

organizations in Austria. The findings should therefore be interpreted as preliminary. Future 

research should empirically test the proposed framework using larger quantitative datasets. 

Longitudinal studies could further examine how inclusion develops over time and how the 

productivity changes.  
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Introduction  

The EU Single-Use Plastics Directive (2019/904) mandates a 90% collection rate for single-use 

plastic beverage bottles by 2029. To meet these targets, a deposit return system (DRS) for single-use 

beverage containers was introduced in Austria on January 1, 2025. Since comparable systems had 

already been implemented in numerous European countries by that time, Austria was able to build on 

the lessons learnt from other countries, which resulted in an overall successful introduction with 1.4 

billion of bottles and cans returned within the first twelve months (Recycling Pfand Austria, 2026). 

However, the diffusion of new practices is often characterized by diminishing returns, with the final 

stages of adoption requiring disproportionately greater effort. Advancing system effectiveness 

therefore requires a deeper understanding of consumer motivations to participate.  

Purpose  

So far there is little research on consumer behaviour in the context of DRS, as most publications focus 

on the various legal frameworks and implementation options (Zhou et al., 2020). As the importance 

of consumer behaviour for the success of sustainable concepts is undisputed (Vidal-Ayuso et al., 2023; 

Shevchenko et al., 2023; Carreira, et al. 2023) this study aims to bridge this research gap by 

conducting an in-depth examination of the factors underlying consumer behaviour related to the 

storage, transport, and return of single-use containers in a generational context. It examines how 

consumers perceive the DRS in Austria, their experiences with it, and what measures are suitable for 

promoting its acceptance. By understanding generational differences and identifying generation-

specific barriers to adoption, interventions can be more effectively targeted (Picuno et al., 2025).  

This research draws on the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) which is frequently applied 

in the context of environmentally conscious behaviour and recycling (Passafaro et a., 2019; Tonglet 

et al., 2004); however, it also takes into account the theoryôs limitations and recognises that intentions 

only partially determine consumer behaviour, since practical barriers such as time commitment, 

accessibility, or convenience, daily routines, and implicit behavioural patterns, as well as social norms 

and moral appeals, may also play a role.  

Methodology  

To address the research objectives, an exploratory mixed-methods approach was employed. For the 

generational comparison of consumer attitudes towards the DRS, motivation to participate and 

adoption barriers, a survey (n = 196) was conducted via face-to-face interviews with respondents 

from four generational cohorts (Baby Boomers, Generation X, Generation Y, and Generation Z), using 

a fully standardised questionnaire. In SPSS Welch ANOVA were used for all metric data to ensure 

robust results in cases of partially violated homogeneity of variances.  

In parallel, an ethnographic approach was applied to assess empty container storage practices within 

households, combining photo-based documentation with descriptive accounts across 28 households, 

mailto:cordula.cerha@wu.ac.at


55 

 

guided by a structured observation protocol to ensure consistency and facilitate analysis. To 

complement the household perspective and capture deposit bottle handling in public, 78 photographs 

of collection practices in retail settings and disposal of empty containers in public spaces were 

analysed. Excel, and NVivo were used for analysis of the open questions in the survey as well as for 

the observation data.  

Findings  

The majority of respondents across all generations report that the transition to the single-use deposit 

system was easy for them and that their experiences have been largely positive. However, there are 

significant generational differences (p<0.001) in the reported percentage of purchased bottles that are 

returned, which increases with age: the return rate is highest among Baby Boomers at 93% and lowest 

among Gen Z at 64%. In line with this, Gen Y and Gen Z perceive the effort involved in returning 

bottles and cans to be significantly higher than Gen X and Baby Boomers do (p=0.002).  

An interesting finding that points to an attitude-behaviour gap is the fact that Generation Z participates 

the least but (at 73% compared to an average of 51.4% across other generations) believes the strongest 

that consumers, rather than retailers or industry, bear the primary responsibility for the success of the 

single-use deposit system.  

The biggest challenges associated with returning deposit bottles are seen as the space required for 

storage and the transportation of bottles and cans, as well as the time required for the return process. 

In this context Generation Z and Generation Y identify storage space requirements as the main 

problem significantly more often than other generations (p<0.001). Observational data that shows 

that most student households are still looking for good storage solutions, supports this finding.  

Respondents were asked to describe instances when they had planned to return bottles but ultimately 

did not do so. Gen Z is the group most likely to plan a return but fail to follow through. 86% of Gen 

Z respondents report failed return plans, compared to just 57% of Baby Boomers. While older 

consumers primarily cite forgetting, a full or broken return machine, or too-long lines at the return 

station as reasons for not returning bottles, younger consumers cite convenience, consuming 

beverages outside the home, and a lack of return options outside of business hours as the main reasons 

why a planned return does not take place. Members of Gen Z, in particular, report that they often 

leave bottles behind in public spaces due to a lack of alternatives, sometimes justifying this by saying 

that these containers can be collected by bottle collectors. Evidence from our observation study 

supports this finding, as empty beverage containers were documented standing beneath trash bins on 

several occasions. Regarding the emotional experience linked to a failed return, many consumers 

report negative feelings, with anger being the most common emotion among older generations (Baby 

Boomers and Gen X) and annoyance among younger generations (Gen Y and Gen Z). Consumers 

from Gen Y and Gen Z also occasionally report having a bad conscience having not returned the 

bottles.  

There are also significant differences between the generations in terms of motivations for 

participation. Older generations are significantly more likely to agree that the single-use deposit 

system promotes responsible consumer behaviour (p=0.003), that it makes people feel more 

responsible for their own trash (p=0.024), and that the single-use deposit system ensures that 

recyclable materials are preserved and reused (p=0.022). On the other hand, the effort involved in 

returning bottles is perceived as a greater obstacle by younger generations (p=0.003).  

Environmental awareness, measured on a 3-item-scale (Cronbachôs alpha = 0.85) also shows 

significant generational differences. Generation Z is the least environmentally conscious, with 

environmental awareness increasing significantly from one generation to the next (p=0.013). 

However, the contribution of the single-use deposit system to environmental and social sustainability 

is rated highly by all generations, with an overall mean of 1.81 on a six-point scale. The contribution 

to social sustainability (mean=3.11) and economic sustainability (mean=3.44) is valued significantly 
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lower, although the contribution to economic sustainability is rated significantly higher by Generation 

X and Baby Boomers (p=0.009).  

An interesting gap between subjective and objective knowledge of the DRS is that Generation Y and 

Generation Z perceive themselves as less informed about the deposit return system than Generation 

X and Baby Boomers (p = 0.012), whereas an objective assessment of knowledge shows that they 

perform significantly better (p = 0.023) than them.  

Regardless of generation, informative communication strategies are perceived as more appropriate 

compared to emotional or humorous strategies. In terms of message framing, appeals based on 

positive motivation and social norms outperform those relying on humour, fear, or guilt induction.  

Unsurprisingly, there are significant differences in responses regarding the suitability of various 

channels for providing information about DRS. Among the channels that received generally positive 

ratings, word-of-mouth (p=0.01), social media (p<0.001), and online news portals scored 

significantly higher among Gen Z and Gen Y than among Generation X and Baby Boomers. Media 

coverage (p<0.001) and advertising campaigns (p=0.031) on the other hand are rated positively and 

more favourably by Gen X and Baby Boomers. Information at return machines is rated as somewhat 

suitable by both groups. Websites, brochures, and influencer marketing are considered to be 

somewhat unsuitable, although influencer marketing scores significantly higher among the younger 

generations (p<0.001) and brochures among Gen X and Baby Boomers (p<0.001).  

There are also significant differences among the target groups regarding suggestions for improving 

the DRS, with mobile return stations in public spaces (p=0.019), rewards in a loyalty program 

(p=0.027), return options outside of business hours (p<0.001), a shared deposit account across 

different return locations (p<0.001), sweepstakes (p=0.002), and a digital deposit receipt (p<0.001) 

are met with higher acceptance among Generations Z and Y than among older generations. The ability 

to choose a charity in a donation scheme and the display of CO2 savings are also rated rather 

positively, with no significant differences between the generations. A bottle pickup service, 

gamification, and music instead of a beep when returning bottles are rather uninteresting across all 

generations. Regarding gamification, the assessment differs significantly (p=0.005), with younger 

generations finding playful elements rather more interesting and older generations finding them rather 

less so.  

Contributions  

The present study that is exploratory in nature contributes to a better understanding of behaviour 

within a circular system by providing initial insights into the motivations to participate in a DRS from 

a generational perspective. The findings reveal significant generational differences across multiple 

dimensions. Although sustainability is frequently cited as a major concern among younger consumers 

this is not reflected in the data.  

Several seemingly contradictory findings offer promising avenues for future research:  

Despite reporting a stronger sense of responsibility, younger consumers exhibit lower levels of 

participation than older generations.  

Although young consumers outperform older generations in objective assessments of DRS-related 

knowledge, they perceive themselves as less informed. Moreover, higher levels of knowledge do not 

translate into greater engagement.  

While adoption rates are lower among younger consumers, they express greater interest in potential 

improvements to the system.  

Practical and social implications  

In line with previous research in the context of sustainable consumer behaviour our findings indicate 

that the existence of positive attitudes does not necessarily result in adopting sustainable practices. 
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Specific living conditions ï such as limited storage space in households, inadequate transport options 

for returning bottles and cans, and a lack of convenient return options in public spaces and outside 

store opening hours ï contribute to lower participation rates among Generation Y and Generation Z.  

While the relatively high level of objective knowledge about the DRS among these groups is 

encouraging, it also indicates that information provision alone is insufficient. Communication efforts 

should therefore place greater emphasis on motivational messaging delivered through channels 

tailored to the target group. Furthermore, the strong interest in potential system improvements should 

be leveraged as an opportunity to collaboratively develop innovative solutions together with these 

consumer segments.  

Originality and Limitations  

While this study provides insights into consumer motivation and participation in a DRS, further 

research is needed to explore the topic in greater depth. The exploratory nature of the study should be 

considered when interpreting the findings. Moreover, participants were recruited using a convenience 

sample, although quotas for gender, age, and urban versus rural residence were applied. Future 

research should employ larger, more representative samples and confirmatory designs to corroborate 

these findings.  
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Introduction  

Retailing has moved beyond a predominantly merchant-centered model toward a platform-based 

logic in which firms coordinate transactions, services, information, and experiences across multiple 

actors. In this context, a retail platform is not simply a digital storefront, but an organizational and 

technological architecture that links consumers, retailers, brands, third-party sellers, logistics 

partners, and, in some cases, peer providers or creators. Prior research shows that this platformisation 

of retailing has altered how value is created and appropriated, shifting competition away from 

assortment, price, and location alone toward governance, ecosystem orchestration, data integration, 

and channel coordination (Sorescu et al., 2011; Grewal et al., 2017; Hªnninen et al., 2019).  

At the same time, retail platforms are not a homogeneous phenomenon. They include transaction 

marketplaces, omnichannel infrastructures, social and live-streaming commerce environments, 

sharing and resale systems, retail ecosystems, and immersive virtual stores. These forms differ 

substantially in their organizing logic, the consumer uncertainty they reduce, and the capabilities 

required for success. Marketplace performance depends heavily on governance and incentive 

alignment, omnichannel performance on integration and friction reduction, social commerce on 

interaction and trust transfer, resale platforms on legitimacy and value signaling, and immersive 

platforms on visualization and experiential confidence (Verhoef et al., 2015; Bijmolt et al., 2021; 

Wang and Coe, 2021; Wongkitrungrueng and Assarut, 2020; Kang et al., 2020). Accordingly, platform 

success cannot be explained by digital presence alone. It depends on how platform characteristics 

align with consumer needs and shopping tasks.  

However, an important dimension of retail platform success remains underdeveloped in the literature. 

Much of the existing work conceptualizes retail platforms primarily as mechanisms for product 

distribution, service delivery, and transactional coordination. Retail spaces may also function as social 

and community infrastructures by enabling routine encounters, familiarity, low-threshold 

participation, trust formation, and place attachment (Latham and Layton, 2022; Pettersen et al., 2024 

& 2026). Retail store communities can shape employee trust, shopping enjoyment, store satisfaction, 

store commitment, and broader store success (Peters et al., 2018; Peters and Bodkin, 2021). This 

perspective raises a broader question: are retail platforms successful only because they distribute 

products efficiently, or also because they create the social conditions that sustain consumer 

engagement and loyalty?  

Purpose  

Despite growing work on platform retailing and emerging work on retail as social infrastructure, the 

literature remains fragmented in three important respects. First, most studies examine individual 

platform forms in isolation, offering little comparative theory across major retail platform types. 

Second, prior research has focused mainly on economic and operational drivers of success, while 

giving less systematic attention to the social-infrastructural role of retail platforms. Third, the field 

offers limited theory explaining which retail platform works best, for whom, and under what 
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conditions, especially when both commercial and social functions are considered simultaneously. As 

a result, we still know relatively little about whether retail platform success is best understood as a 

matter of distribution efficiency, social infrastructure, or the interaction between the two.  

This paper addresses the gaps found in the existing literature by developing a comparative framework 

of retail platform success that integrates commercial and social-infrastructural perspectives. 

Specifically, it conceptualizes retail platforms as simultaneously market-making systems, service 

systems, and, in some cases, social infrastructures. It argues that retail platform success depends not 

only on common features such as trust, convenience, governance, and decision support, but also on 

platform-specific characteristics and on the degree of fit between platform form, consumer task, and 

social participation needs. By doing so, the paper contributes to retailing research in three ways. First, 

it shifts the discussion from isolated platform studies to a comparative understanding of retail platform 

types. Second, it extends platform theory by incorporating the notion of social infrastructure into 

retail platform success. Third, it proposes a platform-fit perspective that explains not only whether a 

platform works, but which platform works best, for whom, and why.  

Conceptual framework  

This paper conceptualizes retail platforms as simultaneously market-making systems, service 

systems, and social infrastructures. Prior retail platform research has mainly explained success 

through transactional and operational mechanisms such as governance, liquidity, channel integration, 

trust, fulfilment capability, and data orchestration (Sorescu et al., 2011; Hªnninen et al., 2019; Verhoef 

et al., 2015; Bijmolt et al., 2021). In this view, retail platforms succeed when they reduce search costs, 

improve convenience, support product evaluation, and deliver reliable service execution. However, 

the emerging social infrastructure literature suggests that retail spaces may also create value by 

enabling routine encounters, co-presence, familiarity, belonging, and low-threshold participation in 

public life (Latham and Layton, 2022; Pettersen et al., 2024 & 2026). This implies that retail platform 

success may depend not only on product distribution efficiency but also on the platformôs capacity to 

support social embeddedness.  

Accordingly, the framework distinguishes between two higher-order dimensions of retail platform 

success. The first is distributional-platform effectiveness, referring to the platformôs ability to 

coordinate products, transactions, services, and information efficiently. This dimension includes 

characteristics such as governance quality, trust infrastructure, channel integration, personalization 

capability, and immersive diagnosticity, all of which influence convenience, trust, decision 

confidence, and purchase intention (Hªnninen et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021; Kang, Shin and Ponto, 

2020). The second is social-infrastructural effectiveness, referring to the platformôs ability to foster 

repeated interaction, social presence, community participation, store or platform attachment, and a 

sense of inclusion. This dimension is grounded in the literature on third places and social 

infrastructure, which argues that commercial spaces can function as meaningful social arenas rather 

than merely as sites of exchange (Latham and Layton, 2022; Pettersen et al., 2024; Pettersen, 2026). 

Related retail studies reinforce this view by showing that retail store communities and customer-to-

customer interaction can shape shopping enjoyment, trust, satisfaction, commitment, and broader 

store success (Peters, Bodkin and Fitzgerald, 2018; Peters and Bodkin, 2021; Tomazelli et al., 2017).  

Within this perspective, retail platform type remains important, but not because one platform is 

universally superior. Rather, different platform types make different success characteristics salient. 

Transaction marketplaces primarily create value through comparison efficiency, seller variety, and 

governance. Omnichannel platforms create value through integration, flexibility, and friction 

reduction. Social and live-streaming platforms create value through visible interaction, authenticity, 

and participation. Sharing and resale platforms create value through legitimacy, fairness, and value 

recovery. Immersive 3D platforms create value through visual-spatial understanding and experiential 

confidence. Yet, when viewed through the lens of social infrastructure, these same platforms may also 

differ in their capacity to support community formation, social contact, and platform attachment. For 
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example, social and live-streaming platforms may generate stronger social presence and interaction, 

while omnichannel or physical-digital ecosystem platforms may better support routine, repeated 

participation and familiarity over time (Nadeem et al., 2020; Wongkitrungrueng and Assarut, 2020; 

Wang and Coe, 2021).  

The framework therefore proposes that retail platform success is jointly determined by product-

distribution value and social-infrastructure value. These two pathways are not mutually exclusive. 

Product-distribution value is expressed in outcomes such as purchase intention, decision confidence, 

convenience, and willingness to pay. Social-infrastructure value is expressed in outcomes such as 

perceived belonging, trust formation, social comfort, community attachment, engagement, and 

loyalty.  

More formally, the framework proposes that retail platform type influences two sets of platform 

characteristics:  

(1) commercial-operational characteristics such as governance, integration, convenience, and the key 

mediators are perceived trust and decision confidence.  

(2) social-infrastructural characteristics such as social presence, repeated interaction, familiarity and 

inclusiveness, the key mediators are perceived belonging, social comfort, platform attachment, and 

community engagement.  

Together, these mediators influence retail success outcomes including purchase intention, loyalty, 

word-of-mouth, and platform preference.  

Building on prior retail platform logic, the paper argues that platform effectiveness depends on the 

degree of fit between platform characteristics and consumer shopping tasks. Extending this idea, the 

revised framework also proposes a second level of fit: the degree to which a platform satisfies 

consumersô social participation needs. In this sense, retail platform success in the post-digital era may 

be best understood not as a choice between product distribution and social infrastructure, but as the 

capacity to combine both.  

Methodology  

Two experiments are conducted to test the framework that conceptualizes retail platforms as both 

distribution systems and social infrastructures. Experiment 1 uses a 6-condition between-subjects 

design to compare transaction marketplace, omnichannel, social commerce, live-streaming 

commerce, sharing/resale, and immersive 3D retail platforms on both commercial outcomes and 

social-infrastructural outcomes. In addition to purchase intention, decision confidence, and platform 

preference, the study examines underlying mediators such as trust, experiential value, perceived 

belonging, social comfort, and platform attachment. This design allows an initial comparison of how 

different platform types create value through product-distribution efficiency and through their 

capacity to foster social connection and community engagement. Experiment 2 uses a 6 Ĭ 2 between-

subjects design to test whether platform effectiveness depends on platform fit, by crossing the same 

six platform types with two shopping orientations: functional/comparison versus experiential/social-

contextual. This second experiment examines whether platform success depends not only on how 

well the platform supports the shopping task, but also on how well it satisfies consumersô need for 

reassurance, interaction, familiarity, and social participation. Together, the two experiments test both 

the direct comparative effects of retail platform type and the contingency logic explaining when 

different retail platforms are most effective as systems of distribution, service, and social 

infrastructure.  

Findings  

Preliminary findings suggest that all six retail platform types can generate positive consumer 

responses, but through different combinations of distributional value and social-infrastructural value. 

Omnichannel and marketplace platforms produce the highest average purchase intention and practical 
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decision efficiency because they reduce effort, improve comparison, and support reliable execution. 

By contrast, social commerce, live-streaming, and immersive 3D platforms generate stronger 

experiential value, engagement, and perceived social presence, even if they do not always produce 

the highest immediate purchase likelihood. Sharing and resale platforms perform especially well on 

value legitimacy, fairness, and sustainability-related appeal.  

Contributions  

This research makes a theoretical contribution by extending retail platform literature beyond isolated 

studies of marketplaces, omnichannel retailing, social and live commerce, resale platforms, and 

immersive stores to propose a comparative framework across six platform types. Its central novelty 

is to argue that retail platform success should not be understood only in terms of product distribution 

efficiency, trust, convenience, and decision support, but also in terms of a platformôs capacity to 

function as social infrastructure by fostering interaction, familiarity, belonging, community 

engagement, and attachment. In this way, the paper reframes retail platforms as simultaneously 

market-making systems, service systems, and social infrastructures, and shows that their success 

depends on both common drivers and platform-specific characteristics, as well as on the fit between 

platform form, shopping task, and consumersô social participation needs.  

Practical implications  

Its practical contribution is to help retailers, brands, and platform managers make more informed 

strategic decisions about where and why to investðwhether in marketplace expansion, omnichannel 

integration, social/live commerce, resale, or immersive 3D environments. The paper suggests that 

platform choices should not be based only on sales efficiency or digital novelty, but also on the 

platformôs ability to build trust, repeat participation, and community value. This makes the study 

valuable to retail scholars, digital strategy managers, platform designers, and practitioners seeking 

more sustainable and socially embedded retail growth.  

Research limitations and outlook  

This research is limited by simplified platform categories, consumer-focused outcomes, and possible 

variation across products, countries, and digital experience. Future studies should use field, 

longitudinal, and cross-cultural designs, examine hybrid and AI-enabled platforms, and test firm-level 

outcomes such as retention, profitability, and long-term platform growth.  
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Introduction  

Evidenced by a recent UK National Security Assessment on biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse 

which evaluated the climate crisis to be of serious threat to UK national security (HM Government, 

2026 p. 2), no safe solution to climate and biodiversity crisis is possible without an immense 

transformation of our food system (Willet et al, 2019). Current food systems are unjust, over-

consuming, exploitative, and fossil-fuel dependent. Further, they are both drivers, and casualties, of 

the climate crisis. Approximately one-third of global anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions can be 

attributed to our food systems, which are also the principal cause of global biodiversity degradation, 

nitrogen pollution, and water withdrawal (Crippa et al, 2021; Willett et al, 2019). According to 

estimates from the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, roughly a quarter of all 

damage and loss caused by climate related disasters falls on the agricultural sector (FAO, 2018). 

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic exposed structural vulnerability in modern agri-food supply 

chains (Garnett et al, 2020), and their reliance on lean inventory management and JIT-systems (which, 

along with upstream supply chain disruption, have been described as the leading causes of inventory 

shortages (Hobbs, 2020; Kumar and Kumar Singh, 2022)). Similarly, the Iran conflict, and the closure 

of a key shipping route has been highly disruptive to global supply chains. These examples 

demonstrate a critical urgency to establish a clearer understanding of how our communities, firms, 

and organisations can better respond to extreme disruption.  

However, current food supply-chain resilience research lacks focus on long-term (operational) 

sustainability. Current research in food supply chain resilience research, tends to respond to disasters 

by getting back to ónormalô (Inwood et al. 2025). This definition of resilience has been conveyed as 

óbouncing backô from a shock to an equilibrium. It makes sense then, that current research on this 

area, and policy responses aimed at stabilising current globalised (and unsustainable) food supply 

chains and would prioritise operational efficiency and demand management. During shocks or 

disasters, this usually translates to short-term solutions, such as reopening borders, sourcing imports 

from alternative suppliers, and targeted support for sectors hit the hardest. These responses generally 

rely on the same unsustainable market-mechanisms, and lack practical, holistic, implementable, or 

empirical grounding for given solutions or strategies (Found et al, 2024; Kumar and Kumar Singh, 

2022), offering little in the way of (more sustainable) holistic or systemwide approaches (Baldwin et 

al, 2025) (Wieck, Dries, and Victor, 2021).  

Further, while examples from around the world show the potential of local-organisation and 

collaborative systems during times of crisis or disruption (Holcomb. 2009; Inwood et al, 2025; Ali, 

et al, 2023; Cradock-Henry, Fountain, Buelow, 2018) in addition to their potential for engendering 
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pro-longed resilience far-beyond the cessation of a crisis (Ali et al, 2023), existing studies rarely 

operationalise or quantify how local actors, informal networks, logistics systems, and social capital, 

contribute to adaptive capacity during crises, and documentation of local system responses remains 

sparse (Found et al. 2024; Xue et al. 2025; Lang, L.D. et al. 2021).  

Purpose  

The purpose of this paper is to present a design template for the analysis of resilient food systems 

from a sustainable supply chain and logistics management perspective (Davis, Downs, and Gephart, 

2021; Ponomarov and Holcomb, 2009). To do so, would mean to support resilient, and effective, 

responses to shocks and crises; particularly, the leveraging of community skills, knowledge, and 

capacities, at multiple levels in the supply chain, within these response mechanisms. This research 

proposal takes a food security analytical framework to supply chain resilience, applying the 6 pillars 

of food security.  

The research will be guided by the empirical research questions detailed below:  

What does resilience imply in terms of nutrition and nutritional value within an idealised 

geographical location?  

What food is required for nutrition for all, both during, and beyond, the duration of a crisis?  

How can this nutrition be sourced and stored in a sustainable manner? What does a food system 

within planetary boundaries look like?  

Understanding ólocal foodô as a combination of both proximity and relationship, what kind of supply 

chain network inter-relations, between whom, contribute to sustainable resilient agri-food systems?  

The Role of Collaboration and Social Networks in Agri-food Supply Chains  

We argue that there is a gap in the current field of research interlinking ósystems thinkingô with agri-

food supply chain resilience. In recent food resilience research, scholars have broadened the concept 

of resilience to include social ties and social infrastructure, suggesting that resilience depends, not 

only upon the availability of multiple supply routes, but also on the structural configuration of 

relationships among producers, retailers and intermediaries, and how they manage their resources 

(Bag et al, 2025; Marusak et al. 2021; Leat et al. 2013). Emphasis on collaboration is also an 

increasingly reoccurring theme in shock-resilient supply chain literature (Kumar and Kumar Singh, 

2022; Abudu et al, 2025; Hendry et al, 2019).  

Social Network Analysis (SNA) is emerging as a helpful tool and way to examine collaboration in a 

food systems resilience context; (Trivette, 2019; Malekinezhad, Maye, and Gorton, 2026). However, 

most of the focus has been around farms, and little on the importance of retailers/retailing, as pointed 

out by Trivette (2019)- and there are even fewer studies which consider intermediatory actors.  

Resource Orchestration at a Network level  

Following on from this, research has highlighted that in uncertain times, stronger inter-organisational 

relationships allow for co-utilisation of resources with partners to sustain and survive (Skipworth et 

al, 2023). This stems from a concept known as resource orchestration theory (ROT), which integrates 

concepts from resource management and asset orchestration to explain how managers may shape 

resource-based competitive advantage (Muhammad, Wilson, and Heyl. 2017). It argues that 

possessing resources alone does not guarantee the development of competitive advantage- that the 

structuring, bundling, and leveraging of resources and capabilities can create value, but that effective 

managerial action is required (Sirmon et al. 2008). This perspective aligns with recent debates on 

resilience, which argue that resilience cannot be over-simplified to possession of resources, but the 

ability to adapt and respond in ways that foster growth (Jones et al, 2022). ROT has been little applied 

to agri-food systems and has not (to our knowledge) been applied at a network/systems level within 

this context.  
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Systems-thinking  

Instead of looking at studies from a firm based (individualistic) view, the capacity of strong networks 

in increasing resilience and collective agency to respond to challenges ought to be acknowledged 

(Ali, I. et al, 2023.; Chapman et al, 2018, Inwood, S. et al, 2025). Further, current research tends to 

focus on the supply chain level, and places limited focus on how this resilience via collaboration is 

developed through interactions across multiple levels (individual, organisational, and supply chain-

level resilience). The importance of local retail, for example, has been underestimated by previous 

research focusô. This is evidenced by work by Trivette (2018), who showed that, despite a primary 

focus on farms in local food scholarship, locally oriented retail outlets are essential to the development 

of a robust local food system when considered at a network (systems) level. This is significant, as 

most research considers resilience at firm-level supply-chain, rather than the consideration of their 

position in the chain as a system (Davis, Downs, and Gephart, 2021).  

Further, multilevel network analysis of supply chains remains underutilised in agri-food systems 

generally, and especially in local and short food chain studies (Malekinezhad, Maye, and Gorton, 

2026). As highlighted by Muhammad, Wilson, and Heyl (2017), studies on food supply chain 

resilience during crisis/shock events are lacking- we note that there is also a gap in studies which 

focus on longer term (sustained) agri-food supply chain resilience.  

We aim to contribute to the gaps identified in the current literature and extend the work of Skipworth 

et al. (2023) by investigating how SNA and ROT might be applied specifically to agri-food supply 

chains at a network level. 

Analytical Framework  

 

Figure 1. Analytical Framework  

Commonly referred to in food systems literature, are the four pillars of food security: Stability, 

Access, Availability, and Utilisation. Clapp et al (2002) have proposed two additional ópillarsô of 

focus, on top of the generic 4 pillars of food security; these are óAgencyô and óSustainabilityô; they 

aim to encompass the broader dynamics that affect hunger and malnutrition (see Figure 1). Current 

resilience paradigms in the logistics and supply chain sector largely focus on the óavailabilityô and 

óaccessô terms of food resilience. This supply side focus leads to measures- such as per capita food 

production indices and caloric availability estimates- which donôt capture the bigger picture and 

hence, are not reliable indicators of a food secure system (Naumova, 2025). We suggest that the 
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óSustainabilityô and óAgencyô pillars are amplified in the discussion; we propose that this could be 

achieved via the deliberate development of social and physical networks.  

We thus adopt a food security analytical framework (see figure 1) to supply chain resilience, applying 

the 6 pillars of food security- which we suggest as a means to achieve strengthened resilience within 

agri-food networks. This study understands resilience as stemming from strong relationships, 

connections, and collaboration within food systems- as opposed to the common resource-centric 

focus- which tends to lead to the rhetoric of a necessity for increased production (and a push for 

maximised output and efficiency via industrialisation), with a general acceptance of negative 

externalities (social and environmental degradation) as the norm. Hence, this study emphasises how 

actors (e.g. producers, distributors, and retailers) are embedded within resilient crisis-response.  

This take is aligned with recent resilience debates, which have suggested that simply possessing 

resources is insufficient in overcoming shocks- a system ought to be adaptive, and able to óbounce-

forwardô(transformative resilience), as opposed to only being capable of óbouncing-backô; 

(supporting of existing structures) (Jones, Krzywoszynska, and Maye, D., 2022).  

The food security ó6 pillars of food securityô naturally emphasises regional resilience and local food 

by recognising the value of social networks and sustainable nutrition. Applying this analytical 

framework in a resilience context opens the logistics/supply-chain sector to look beyond a purely 

resource-focused perspective.  

Drawing on ROT at a network level (Sirmon et al, 2011; Skipworth et al, 2023) and Social Network 

Analysis (SNA) (Kim et.al, 2011; Malekinezhad, Maye, and Gorton, 2026), we propose to analyse 

how the wider food system currently functions- including network structures, relationships and social 

capital, and existing crisis response mechanisms- in order to develop a more sustainable, people-

centred framework for resilience in crisis-response.  

Design and Methodology  

 

Figure 2. Research Design  

The above methodological framework (Figure 2) visualises how we propose the study will be 

conducted. it follows on from work by Trivette (2019), and Skipworth et. al, (2023). Applying SNA, 

we intend to map the supply chain at multiple levels (from production, distributors, to retail outlets, 
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to the community for consumption). This is essential to developing a systems-level understanding of 

the network and assessing how its structure and dynamics directly impact communities in Orkney.  

The principal data collection will entail surveys and structured interviews. To which, we will apply 

SNA, with tie-strength weighting, to model/map the (local) supply chain network channels in Orkney. 

application of tie-strength weighting will allow us to determine which nodes and relationships act as 

critical levers for coordinated responses during disruptions. These multi-level supply-chain networks 

will be modelled in different scenarios; i.e. current system, and then that same system during times 

of shock (e.g. COVID-19).  

We use the Orkney Isles as a case study because their strong community networks and collaborative 

governance make them ideal for examining how social ties shape crisis responses. Paradoxically, 

despite a large farming sector, most produce from Orkney is highly specialised, and exported, leaving 

residents dependent on long, supermarket-based supply chains that are costly and highly vulnerable 

due to Orkneyôs geographic isolation.  

Findings  

The outputs of the mapping (discussed above) are suggested to be, but not limited to: Shocks vs 

normal operation  

Visualisation of how the network shifts and adapts, interacts, copes with shocks, compared to how it 

usually operates. The ability of the overall network to orchestrate its resources could be quantified 

empirically (Tikas, 2023), and in doing so, we will be able to compare if, and how resources are 

orchestrated differently throughout times of shock (Skipworth et al, 2023).  

Identification of key channels and leverage points in the network  

Identification of which communication and resource-flow channels are most frequently used and most 

central within the system. This might help us to determine which specific levers can be strengthened 

to enhance coordinated responses during disruptions.  

Structural weaknesses  

The mapping will reveal structural vulnerabilities, including fragile nodes, single points of failure, 

under-connected actors, and gaps in coordination. These weaknesses will help identify where 

resilience is currently constrained and where deliberate interventions could reduce risk.  

Collaboration  

An understanding of how, during crisis, resources are unlocked, how priorities are refocused, and 

which governance and structures enable or block effective action.  

Barriers and motivations shaping community-level collaboration  

Identification of barriers and motivations that influence network collaboration. This includes 

examining cases such as the decline in collaboration among retailers and local food networks in 

Orkney after COVID-19- why collaboration declined, what conditions supported it previously, and 

what mechanisms could sustain or reestablish it?  

Building upon this mapping and modelling of Orkneyôs food supply networks, we propose to develop 

alternative network configurations to assess which structures maximise resource orchestration, 

strengthen local ties, and enhance resilience to shocks. Rather than simulating hypothetical 

institutions, the modelling will be used to test how the system behaves when real interventions aimed 

to strengthen local food networks- such as the introduction of a farmersô market - are introduced and 

observed. This approach would allow us to examine whether redesigned configurations might 

outperform conventional food networks under different disruption scenarios.  

In line with calls for longitudinal analysis (Trivette, 2019; Malekinezhad, Maye & Gorton, 2026), we 

will also analyse how resilience evolves over time as new outlets or actors enter the system and extend 
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this analysis across multiple geographic contexts to compare how different network configurations 

grow, adapt, and sustain resilience, thereby improving generalisability.  

 

Contributions  

The research is work-in-progress. Here, we discuss the contributions we envisage this studyôs findings 

will lead to.  

There remains little empirical evidence explaining how collaborative relationships contribute to 

resilience in practice. Our contribution offers originality by applying ROT in combination with SNA, 

in the context of a food security analytical framework. It addresses a notable gap in the limited body 

of work examining the logistics activities that underpin food supply chain resilience during 

disruptions and over longer time-spans, and shifts attention toward network-level orchestration of 

relationships, capabilities, and community assets- envisaging to evaluate simulate, and quantify, the 

resilience potential of local systems through these means.  

Practical implications  

Evaluating and comparing the resilience of different mapped networks will generate a systematic, 

network-aware evidence-base for evaluating resilience across multiple contexts, which may be used 

to inform targeted interventions. It would help identify which relational, organisational, and structural 

factors have the greatest measurable impact during disruptions. This will provide practitioners, 

policymakers, councilmembers, and scholars valuable insights into the mechanisms that enable agri-

food Supply Chains and their stakeholders to build sustainable resilience in the face of disruptions, 

and beyond their duration.  

Social implications  

This study will explore community-oriented food systems; these would encourage preparedness and 

resilience- including increased local sourcing, community empowerment and cohesion, and would 

support the transition toward diets that are both nutritious and compatible within a safe operating 

space for humanity1  

This study could be applied to support the design of legislation (e.g. Scottish Parliament, 2022), and 

hence, could positively influence how communities experience shocks, enhance their ability to 

recover, and reduce their environmental impact (Crippa et al. 2021).  
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Introduction 

Food supply chains (FSCs) are evolving and accordingly matching the supply and demand is 

considered to be the main goal of a FSC (Apaiah et al., 2005). Regardless of whether these chains 

are local, national or international, the availability of food at the right time, in the right quantities 

and the right quality is paramount. Some of the critical factors in the FSC are ensuring fair 

ócollaborationô among the stakeholders, attention to economic, environmental, social, 

organizational, marketing and food safety factors, and responsibility towards the firms, consumers, 

and society (Fritz and Schiefer, 2008). 

Fierce global market competition and high customer expectations have compelled companies to 

invest increasingly in and focus on building relations with their suppliers and customers. The 

managerial mind-set advocates collaboration among the business partners and prompt reactions to 

the customersô needs as a precondition for a competitive market strategy. In this aspect, a holistic 

view on supply chain management (SCM) is an indispensable top management strategy in Western 

countries since the 90s, particularly in manufacturing and retailing. Over the years the notion of 

SCM has changed; while it has always been predominantly directed at industrial manufacturing and 

services, in agriculture it received surprisingly little attention (Routroy and Behera, 2017). 

Only in the recent few years has the importance of SCM in the agri-food sector been evident in the 

increase of various research projects in the field of agri-food supply chain (AFSC), both in 

developed (Dreyer et al., 2016; Akhtar et al., 2017; Utomo et al., 2018; Luo et al., 2018; Kataike et 

al., 2019; Palacios-Argüello et al. (2020) and in the developing countries (Mishra et al., 2013; 

Singh, 2014; Siddh et al., 2017; Prakash, 2018; Sufiyan et al., 2019; Msaddak et al., 2020). 

Food supply chain management (FSCM) is vastly complex and cooperation in the agri-food supply 

chain (AFSC) is largely subject to the specific features such as food quality, food safety and limited 
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freshness. All this makes AFSCs more complex and difficult to manage, but at the same time 

significantly different from non-FSCs (Sufiyan et al., 2019). Supply chain (SC) agility is crucial for 

an AFSC to be able to respond quickly to the changes and challenges emerging in the food sector, 

such as rapid urbanization, natural disasters, the changing nature of food demand, food quality, food 

assurance, traceability, the emergence of infectious diseases (e.g. COVID 19), accelerated changes 

in agricultural technology (e.g. precision agriculture), the weaknesses of the regional rural 

population to meet the requirements set by food processing and food retail companies, the impacts 

of climate change on agriculture, etc. (Susanty et al.,2017; Mathu and Phetla, 2018). Consequently, 

there should be an adequate level of collaboration among chain actors in the AFSC to focus on 

economenvironmental, social, organizational, marketing, qualitative, and safety factors (Sufiyan et 

al., 2019). 

Thus, we hypothesise that collaboration is more a necessity than an option in AFSCs. Significant 

differences that occur in the AFSC structure will be considered when explaining the conceptual 

model later in the paper. A global agri-food network is dominated by multinational food processing 

companies and the retail sector as opposed to short food supply chains (SFSCs) or local food chains. 

Different members of food chains also have different expectations, depending on their relative 

position, role and power in the food chain (Vlachos and Bourlakis, 2006). 

SC efficiency is a major challenge even for developed countries like the USA, Germany and 

England despite a highly developed and organized retail markets. In addition, most of the initial 

suppliers in the food industry (both in the developing countries and the developed European 

countries) are small farmers who are highly disorganized, lack supporting infrastructure and have 

weak bargaining power (Fischer et al., 2007; Malagueño et al., 2019). Given that one of the specifics 

of AFSCs is that these chains are mainly short (producer-buyer chain or producer-processor chain), 

the first contact will be made at the initiative of one of the partners in the chain (e.g. producer or 

buyer). 

Since the existing studies on behavioural factors in the context of AFSCs are rather limited in 

number (Hisjam and Sutopo, 2017; Dania et al., 2018; Prakash, 2018), this paper aims to answer 

the following research question: 

How are ócollaborationô, ótrustô and óperformanceô conceptualised in agri-food supply chain 

management? 

In doing so, we encompass a wider area of research in ócollaborationô, ótrustô and óperformanceô 

including the related factors in the FSCs by means of a systematic literature review. The analysis of 

the findings will be contextualised and their potential implementations in AFSC to offer an 

aggregate perspective of the key scientific research contributions. In accordance with this and after 

Kotzab et al. (2019), this paper focuses on ócollaborationô, ótrustô and óperformanceô (CTP model) in 

AFSCs. Thus, it intends to identify the current insights in the CTP domain in AFSCs and proposes 

further potential research in this field. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to examine the role of trust, collaboration, and performance in agri-

food SCs through a systematic review of the existing literature. Specifically, the study aims to 

identify the key determinants of inter-organisational relationships and to analyse how these 

relational factors influence both financial and non-financial performance outcomes, as well as the 

overall sustainability of SCs. 

The research is grounded in several complementary theoretical perspectives. Relationship 

marketing theory emphasises the importance of long-term partnerships, trust, and commitment in 

achieving superior performance. Social exchange theory provides a foundation for understanding 

how trust and reciprocity develop between supply chain actors, influencing their willingness to 

collaborate. Additionally, supply chain management theory highlights the significance of 
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coordination, integration, and information sharing in enhancing efficiency and competitiveness. 

Together, these theoretical underpinnings support the analysis of how relational dynamics shape 

performance within agri-food supply chains. 

Conceptual framework 

The CTP model consists of ócollaborationô, ótrustô and óperformanceô, and their interconnectedness. 

Trust is one of the prerequisites for collaboration that develops through collaboration. Being the 

central component and a prerequisite for collaboration, it also reciprocally thrives through 

collaboration, especially long-term collaboration. Willingness to collaborate affects trust and vice 

versa (Amentae et al., 2018). Trust is a key factor for the development of long-term collaboration, 

and it has the effect of strengthening trust between partners. Thereby the impact of collaboration and 

trust on the performance is significant. 

The analysed papers supported the role of collaboration and trust in different AFSCs, and their 

impact on financial and non-financial performance. However, the analyses focused mainly on the 

relationships between two of the three variables, eg. impact of collaboration on trust, trust on 

collaboration, or trust on performance. Our conceptual model (Figure 1) shows interfaces among 

CTPs and AFSCs. 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of CTP in AFSC 

Methodology 

A systematic literature review (SLR) was conducted by focussing on those papers that investigate 

ócollaborationô, ótrustô and óperformanceô in AFSCs. The SLR is often used as a reliable model of 

literature research in examining the area of management (Luo et al., 2018; Seuring et al., 2020) and 

may offer detailed insights into the research topics. Thereby, the suggestions by Fredriksson and 

Liljestrand (2015), Ali et al. (2017), Routroy and Behera (2017), Prakash (2018), Dania et al. 

(2018), Luo et al. (2018) were followed. The SLR is systematic, transparent, replicable, and 

succinct, i.e. a scientific process that applies structured steps to achieve the aim of the research 

(Tranfield et al., 2003; Dania et al., 2018). 

At the beginning of the research process, the research area and research topic were defined, and a 

research question was developed and applied in order to conduct detailed content review and 

analysis by the recommendations of Denyer and Tranfield (2009), Durach et al. (2017) and Ülgen 

et al. (2019) for the literature search, study selection and evaluation. The procedures applied in this 

study were modelled according to those commonly used in other SLRs, with certain adjustments 

and additions due to the specific features of the research area, the issues that occurred during the 

research, and the transparency and clarity of the process. 

In order to collect the relevant literature, the SLR process was carried out in seven steps (Figure 2): 

(1) defining the research area and research question, (2) locating literature, (3) conducting search 

strings and the selection process, (4) performing study selection and evaluation, (5) content 

analysis and synthesis of 137 papers, (6) developing frame of reference, (7) exposition of the 

main findings, discussion and future research ideas. 
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Figure 2. Systematic literature review process 

Findings 

In this investigation 137 previous studies on CTP in AFSCM were reviewed on the basis of content 

analysis, and a conceptual model of CTP in AFSCM is proposed. The analysis of the papers regarding 

the three keywords, ócollaborationô, ótrustô and óperformanceô (CTP), in AFSC shows that most of 

them were trust-oriented, then performance-oriented, and finally collaboration-oriented. The content 

analysis results show that the academic debate on CTP in AFSC was unevenly developed between 

1996 and 2020. Early years of research (1996 - 2008) were dominated by trust-oriented papers, 

followed by increase in collaboration-oriented papers and the last five years there has been a 

significant increase in performance-oriented papers. The increase in the number of publications 

relating to performance in the recent years may be linked to the fact that researchers and authors 

increasingly implemented entire chain approaches. However, performance measurement of the entire 

chain is still underrepresented. One of the reasons for this lies in the fact that the researchers encounter 

great difficulties when measuring SC operational performance (Banerjee and Mishra, 2017; Bandara 

et al., 2017). 

The analysed papers investigated the relationship, specifically the CTP between different chain 

actors within different AFSC structures where the focus was mainly on the attitudes of the PAFP in 

relation to its downstream partners in the chain (farmer-processor or farmer-retailer relationship). A 

complementary analysis applicable for empirical papers is the investigation of the actor perspective 

and where, or with how many actors, data collection takes place. This is referred to as óempirical 
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scopeô (¦lgen et al., 2019), and this analysis identified three empirical scopes. The first and most 

numerous empirical scope comprises individual perceptions of individual members of the chain 

about the relationship with some other chain actors. The CTP research from the perspective of all 

actors involved, in which the dyadic interface was used, is represented in a much smaller number of 

papers just as dyads into triads mostly appeared in the last 5fiveobserved years. Since the individual 

perception of the actors prevails in the research, their myopic nature impedes concluding on the 

intensity of the relationships. We can identify this as a research gap because it is important to look 

beyond a one-actor perspective or one SC interface to work out the real indicators of the 

relationships between actors and chain performance. 

Furthermore, only nine papers were found to elaborate on the research into the relationships in 

OFSCs, which indicates the need to increase the number of studies about these chains, given that 

organic agri-food production is gaining more and more importance today. We also noticed that the 

attitudes of FR, FP and FS in the food processing and retail sector were much less represented, as 

well as the relationships between other potential actors in an AFSC, such as PAFP with primary 

agri-food supplier, agri-food co-operative, HoReCa, and especially the relationship with agri-food 

consumers. All this opens space for future research. Based on the content analysis, it can be 

concluded that ótrustô as most often in the focus of researchers regardless of chain structure, and 

ócollaborationô and óperformanceô were approximately equally represented in papers. This is 

confirmed by both our CTP model and the claim that trust is the central component of AFSCM and 

an important mediator between collaboration and the performance of AFSC. 

Contributions 

This paper makes both theoretical and practical contributions to the field of agri-food supply chain 

management by systematically integrating the concepts of trust, collaboration, and performance 

within a single analytical framework. From a theoretical perspective, the main contribution lies in 

the synthesis of fragmented literature into a coherent conceptual model that links relational factors 

trust and collaboration with performance outcomes. While previous studies have often examined 

these constructs in isolation, this paper provides a more holistic understanding of their 

interdependencies and highlights their combined effect on both financial and non-financial 

performance. In addition, the study advances existing knowledge by identifying key determinants of 

trust and collaboration and by emphasising the importance of multi-level analysis (individual, 

dyadic, and triadic relationships) within agri-food supply chains. 

From a practical perspective, the paper offers valuable insights for managers, practitioners, and 

policymakers in the agri-food sector. It identifies critical relational mechanismsðsuch as 

communication, commitment, and information sharingðthat can enhance cooperation and 

improve supply chain performance. These insights can support decision-making processes aimed at 

strengthening partnerships, increasing efficiency, and fostering sustainable supply chain practices. 

The novelty of the paper lies in its systematic and structured approach to reviewing the literature 

and in the development of an integrative framework that connects trust, collaboration, and 

performance in the specific context of agri-food supply chains. By doing so, the study addresses an 

important research gap and provides a foundation for future empirical research. Overall, the paper 

creates value for academics by offering a comprehensive overview of the research field and 

identifying directions for further study, and for practitioners by providing actionable guidance for 

improving relational dynamics and performance in agri-food supply chains. 

Practical implications 

The findings indicate that trust and collaboration are key drivers of performance in agri-food supply 

chains. For practitioners, this means that organisations should prioritise building long-term 

relationships with supply chain partners through improved communication, information sharing, and 

coordination. The reviewed studies show that strengthening relational factors, such as trust, 
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commitment, and satisfaction, can lead to better financial and non-financial performance, including 

higher efficiency and more stable partnerships. This is particularly important for actors such as 

farmers, processors, and retailers, whose interactions directly influence overall supply chain 

outcomes. 

The manuscript also highlights the need for integrated performance measurement systems that capture 

both economic and relational dimensions of performance. By adopting such approaches, firms can 

better manage their partnerships and enhance supply chain sustainability. 

In practical terms, the research suggests that businesses should shift from transactional to relationship-

oriented supply chain management, as this can improve competitiveness, reduce risks, and support 

the development of more sustainable agri-food systems. 

Research limitations and outlook 

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the research is based on a 

systematic literature review, relying exclusively on secondary data. As such, the findings depend on 

the scope, quality, and availability of existing studies, which may limit the generalizability of the 

conclusions. Second, the analysis is restricted to publications indexed in the Web of Science Core 

Collection. The reviewed literature shows a strong focus on individual and dyadic levels of analysis, 

with fewer studies addressing triadic or network-level relationships. This limits a comprehensive 

understanding of the complexity of agri-food supply chains. There is also variability in how key 

constructs such as trust, collaboration, and performance are defined and measured across studies, 

which makes comparison and integration challenging. 

Future research should focus on empirical validation of the proposed conceptual framework, 

particularly through quantitative and mixed-method studies. Expanding research to include multi-

level and network perspectives would provide deeper insights into the dynamics of supply chain 

relationships. Further research is also recommended across different geographical contexts and types 

of agri-food supply chains, especially in emerging markets and short food supply chains. Finally, 

greater attention should be given to developing standardised performance measurement 

frameworks that integrate both financial and relational dimensions of supply chain performance. 
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Purpose 

Mobile shopping apps have become a central digital touchpoint in consumer goods retailing. They 

are a core element of mobile shopper marketing (Shankar et al., 2016) and channel integration in 

omnichannel settings (Cao & Li, 2015; Verhoef et al., 2015; Galipoĵlu et al., 2018; Yen, 2023). In 

grocery and drugstore retailing, all major chains now offer proprietary apps, yet systematic 

knowledge about what these apps actually do remains scarce. Existing literature on mobile shopping 

increased in recent years but focuses primarily on antecedents of mobile shopping and app adoption 

(Bruwer et al., 2022; Hubert et al., 2017; Natarajan et al., 2018) or outcomes of shopping app usage, 

such as shopping frequency, spending, cross buying (Liu et al., 2019; Liu & Sese, 2022; Wang et al. 

2015), satisfaction and loyalty (Sinemus et al., 2022; Thakur, 2018). Studies further analyzed how 

particular shopping app features influence app download and usage intention (Sinemus & Zielke, 

2022) or contribute to satisfaction (Sinemus et al., 2025). However, the existing research on shopping 

app features mainly focuses on apparel or electronics retailing and not specifically on the grocery or 

food sector. A comprehensive, feature-level mapping of the app landscape across retailers and retail 

formats has not been undertaken. 

This paper addresses this gap. We develop an inductively derived feature taxonomy of mobile 

shopping apps in grocery and drugstore retailing and assess their maturity. Drawing on the customer 

journey framework (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016), we analyse how features distribute across journey 
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phases, channel orientations, and technological sophistication levels. Beyond these descriptive 

contributions, we derive an empirical typology of app strategies and formulate testable propositions 

for future research. 

Design/methodology/approach 

We employ a structured, qualitative content analysis approach to examine the mobile shopping apps 

of leading grocery and drugstore retailers. Our analysis deliberately focuses on omnichannel retailers, 

excluding pure online players. By concentrating on brick-and-mortar retailers with mobile apps, we 

can better isolate the technological convergence, i.e., the integration point between the mobile 

interface and the physical store. Our sample is drawn from the EHI Retail Institute's ranking of the 

highest-revenue stationary retailers in Germany. From the top 20 highest-revenue retailers that offer 

a mobile app, we selected the 10 leading chains: five discounters (Aldi Nord, Aldi S¿d, Lidl, Netto, 

Penny), two full-range supermarkets (Edeka, Rewe), one hypermarket (Kaufland), and two drugstore 

chains (dm, Rossmann). This selection captures the dominant retail formats in the German retail 

market and enables cross-format comparisons. All apps were analyzed on iOS in their versions 

available as of February / March 2026, ensuring temporal consistency. 

Data collection followed a systematic app protocol. This yielded 116 coded features. Each feature 

was coded along four analytical dimensions, inductively developed during the analysis: (1) functional 

cluster and generic feature type (taxonomic classification); (2) user mechanic (the interaction type 

a user performs); (3) customer journey phase ; and (4) channel orientation. Feature maturity was rated 

on a three-point scale (1 = basic, 2 = integrated, 3 = advanced) combining an objective and a 

subjective component. To move beyond retailer-level description, we derived an empirical typology 

through systematic cross-case comparison (Eisenhardt, 1989), profiling each retailer along four 

synthesising dimensions: feature breadth, journey coverage, omnichannel orientation, and feature 

maturity. 

Findings 

Feature scope and industry baseline. The 116 features map onto 26 inductively derived generic 

feature types. Two features are universally adopted: shopping planning tools and store locators appear 

in all ten apps. Digital leaflets and promotional offers lists follow closely (9/10), alongside discount 

coupons and digital ID credentials (8/10). These six types constitute the de facto industry baseline. 

Beyond this, adoption fragments sharply: product reviews, mobile payment, and recipes each appear 

in only five apps, while features like self-scanning checkout, product traceability, or live shopping 

remain confined to one or two retailers. Feature counts range from six (Aldi Nord) to seventeen (Lidl). 

Journey coverage and channel orientation. Features cluster heavily in the pre-purchase phase 

(59%), followed by purchase (18%), post-purchase (12%), and continuous (11%). This structural 

imbalance reveals that most apps primarily digitize the traditional promotional leaflet, offering digital 

prospect uses, coupons, and shopping lists, rather than accompanying customers through or beyond 

the transaction. Channel analysis shows 61% of features are oriented toward in-store use, 32% are 

omnichannel, and only 7% serve e-commerce. 

Feature maturity and strategic typology. Maturity (1-3 scale) varies substantially, from an average 

of 1.75 (Aldi S¿d) to 2.75 (dm). Critically, feature breadth and feature maturity are empirically 

independent: Lidl offers the most features (17) but ranks only sixth in maturity (2.07), while dm 

achieves the highest maturity with 13 features. The systematic cross-case comparison along four 

dimensions (feature breadth, average maturity, omnichannel orientation, and journey coverage) we 

identify four empirically grounded app strategy types: 

Type 1 - ñOmnichannel Integratorsò (dm, Rossmann, Rewe): These retailers treat the app as a 

channel-spanning platform. Every feature is designed to bridge online and offline touchpoints: the 

shopping cart works across channels, coupons are usable regardless of channel, and loyalty points 

accumulate universally. The strategy prioritizes integration depth over feature breadth. All three 
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operate established dual-channel business models with mature e-commerce operations, which is 

reflected in an average omnichannel orientation of 80% and the highest average maturity (2.46). 

Type 2 - ñBroad Pioneersò (Lidl, Kaufland): These retailers deploy the widest range of feature 

types, testing capabilities from e-commerce and self-scanning to e-mobility services and recipes. 

They achieve the broadest journey coverage, with the highest share of purchase-phase features among 

all types. However, features coexist rather than integrate: the retailers show the lowest omnichannel 

orientation among the mid-range apps (6%), and individual feature maturity is moderate (2.04). 

The strategy is experimental, representing a broad exploration of what a retail app could become, 

without yet consolidating around a coherent integration model. 

Type 3 - ñIn-Store Optimizersò (Edeka, Netto): The app serves almost exclusively as a digital 

companion for the physical store visit. Features focus on preparing and supporting the in-store trip: 

browsing offers, writing shopping lists, locating stores, activating coupons. Their omnichannel 

orientation remains low (16%) but their features achieve moderate maturity (2.22). The app extends 

the store into the digital domain, but not vice versa. 

Type 4 - ñDigital Leaflet Puristsò (Aldi Nord, Aldi S¿d, Penny): The smallest feature sets (6-8 

features) and the highest pre-purchase concentration (71-100%). These apps digitally enhance the 

traditional promotional leaflet, making it searchable, filterable, and linkable to a shopping list, but do 

not extend beyond this core function. There is no tracking, no post-purchase engagement, and no 

omnichannel bridging (0%). Digitization occurs, but digital transformation does not. Aldi Nord stands 

out as a ñfocused minimalistò: only six features, yet an above-average maturity of 2.33, suggesting 

deliberate quality over quantity. 

Research limitations/implications 

This study captures a single point in time (February-March 2026); longitudinal tracking would reveal 

adoption dynamics and competitive imitation. The method documents user-facing features but cannot 

assess backend sophistication. Our sample is limited to the German market; cross-country 

comparisons would discuss institutional influences on app strategies. The maturity assessment does 

not incorporate user-level data such as engagement or conversion. For research, our inductively 

derived taxonomy and multi-dimensional coding framework provide a replicable instrument for 

benchmarking retail app ecosystems, and the typology with its propositions are open for deductive 

testing in larger samples and other markets. A notable methodological limitation of this study is the 

inherent subjectivity of qualitative content analysis. Future studies could build upon these qualitative 

findings by adopting a mixed-methods approach, utilizing quantitative surveys to empirically validate 

the themes identified and minimize the impact of individual researcher bias. 

The hybrid design of the maturity scale, which combines observable capability indicators with 

judgement at boundary cases, is a deliberate trade-off. Future research can formalise this boundary 

zone through multi-coder agreement statistics, such as Krippendorff's Ŭ (Krippendorff, 2018), applied 

to a stratified subsample. 

Practical implications 

The near-universal baseline of six feature types means competitive differentiation no longer lies in 

offering a digital leaflet or shopping list, both of which are table stakes. The systematic absence of 

purchase-phase and post-purchase features signals missed opportunities for app stickiness and 

customer retention. Our typology provides retail managers with a strategic benchmarking tool: 

understanding whether their app follows an Omnichannel Integrator, Broad Pioneer, In-Store 

Optimizer, or Digital Leaflet Purist logic enables deliberate strategic repositioning. 

Originality/value 

This paper makes three contributions. First, it provides the most comprehensive, inductively derived 

feature taxonomy of mobile shopping apps in German grocery and drugstore retailing, covering 26 
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generic feature types across 10 retailers and four analytical dimensions. Second, it moves beyond 

descriptive feature cataloguing by identifying four empirically grounded app strategy types and 

deriving four testable propositions, thereby offering explanatory and predictive value. Third, the 

study contributes to the conference theme of ñMarketing Myopia Reloadedò by demonstrating that a 

form of digital myopia persists: retailers invest in digitising established practices, the leaflet, the 

coupon, the loyalty card, instead of leveraging mobile technology to fundamentally rethink the 

customer journey. 
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Introduction 

The closing decades of the twentieth century witnessed a shift in consumer consciousness, 

characterised by an increasing engagement with ethical concerns (Carrington et al., 2021; Seyfi et al., 

2025). This generated a desire to consume ethically, which gave impetus to various ethical movements 

(Jayawardhena, Morrell & Stride, 2016). Central to this landscape is the Fair Trade (FT) movement, 

which seeks to recalibrate global trade dynamics by supporting marginalised producers in developing 

countries through guaranteed minimum pricing and social premiums (Doherty, Davies & Tranchell, 

2013; Peattie & Samuel, 2016; Jung & Park, 2026). In a retail environment, by purchasing FT 

products, the consumer transcends a mere transaction and becomes invested in the objectives and 

ethos of FT, theoretically offering a pathway toward consumer empowerment (Sebastiani, Montagnini 

& Dalli, 2013).  

However, translating this ethical intent into consistent retail practice remains a complex challenge. 

Scholarly debate persists regarding the feasibility of classifying FT consumers into rigid, predictable 

categories (Adams & Raisborough, 2010). While a dedicated segment remains steadfastly committed 

to FT principles, a cynical counter-segment dismisses the movement as a sophisticated commercial 

artifice (Goig, 2007). Perhaps most significant for retailers is the "undecided" majority, consumers 

who engage with FT products only sporadically (Doran, 2009). This behavioural volatility suggests 

that the retail floor is a site of competing impulses, where ethical aspirations often collide with 

situational variables, leading to purchase outcomes that are frequently unpredictable and contrary to 

traditional consumer models (Szmigin, Carrigan & McEachern, 2009; Agarwal et al., 2025). 

Purpose 

Despite extensive scholarly attempts to profile the FT consumer, the literature remains fragmented, 

offering mixed findings on the definitive characteristics of this demographic. Previous research has 

largely relied on rigid motivational categories, yet consumer reactions to the FT proposition vary 

across a broad spectrum of actions, beliefs, motivations, and desires. This results in nuanced 

behaviours that frequently defy static classification, as individuals fluidly transition between different 

levels of ethical engagement. 

While current scholarship has mapped the FT consumers, ranging from the consumer who is fully 

committed to the entire ethos of FT, nationally and globally (De Pelsmacker et al., 2005; Goig, 2007), 

to those who are completely indifferent towards FT (Doran, 2009). Though these two categories 
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explicate the extreme ends of the gamut of FT behaviour, the vast middle ground remains conceptually 

underdeveloped. This significant segment, which represents the majority of retail shoppers, is 

characterized by low-to-moderate engagement and a pattern of inconsistent consumption, frequently 

alternating between FT and conventional products (Bondy & Talwar, 2011). 

From a retailing perspective, this vacillating behaviour renders traditional segmentation strategies 

arbitrary and ineffective. Although the necessity of investigating this dominant yet elusive group has 

been acknowledged (Doran, 2009; Adams & Raisborough, 2010), empirical understanding of their 

shifting behavioural patterns remains underresearched. Consequently, the primary objective of this 

in-depth qualitative study is to understand the drivers of FT vacillating consumption, exploring the 

specific motivations and situational attitudes that govern the "sometimes yes, sometimes no" 

decision-making process within the retail environment.  

Methodology 

Literature on FT consumer behaviour lacks an in-depth understanding of consumerô FT purchase 

decision making, with there being little research which attempts to explicate indecision in the FT 

purchase context, nor what causes consumers to effect irregular and sporadic purchasing behaviour. 

This merits an in-depth understanding of vacillating FT purchase behaviour. Therefore, an inductive 

qualitative grounded theory methodology is employed, which allows an exploration of consumer 

motives for vacillation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In total thirty two in-depth, face to face interviews 

were carried out with an eclectic group of respondents from the UK. The participants were recruited 

by employing a multi-method approach using cafes, online sources, universities, churches, museums, 

outside supermarkets and exhibitions. The sample ages ranged from 20 to 70 years and included both 

male and female respondents from a variety of occupations and backgrounds. The average age of 

participant was 36.7 years and in terms of gender, the sample was balanced as 43.3 percent of 

participants being male. The participants were from a variety of occupations which included lawyer, 

housewife, shopkeeper, housing agent, accountant, nurse, graphic designer, and doctoral researcher, 

so could mostly be described as middle class. Interviews included a combination of open-ended and 

semi-structured questions which allowed the respondents to express their viewpoints (Charmaz, 

2006) and probes were introduced as necessary.  The in-depth interviews covered the following broad 

themes: participantsô general consumption patterns, consumption patterns pertaining to FT and 

attitudes and behaviour regarding FT. Data were analysed in tandem with data collection to facilitate 

understanding of the detailed portrayals of individual actions of FT consumption, non-consumption 

and specific avoidance. A constant comparison method was employed, which included initial 

substantive coding, constant comparison of empirical data, theoretical sampling, focused coding, and 

interchangeability of indicators, to develop concepts that account for latent behavioural patterns 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Throughout the analyses, memoranda, ómemosô were written, which helped 

to raise the level of analysis from description to more conceptual and abstract themes. This permitted 

strong theoretical saturation of the themes of passive involvement, self-catering, and situational 

prioritizing, as explained in the findings section.  

Findings 

The Dynamics of Vacillation 

Consumer purchase behaviour within the FT sector is characterised by profound complexity and 

nuance, seldom following a linear or predictable trajectory. The majority of participants in this study 

did not reject the FT ethos; rather, they exhibited low-to-moderate levels of engagement that 

manifested as behavioural vacillation. 

This pattern of "sometimes yes, sometimes no" reveals a consumption model where positive attitudes 

toward marginalized producers coexist with, and are often superseded by, personal hedonic interests. 

In the retail environment, these competing priorities modulate the "balance of probabilities," 

determining whether an ethical purchase will actually occur. This study identifies three distinct 
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properties that define the vacillating consumer: passive involvement, self-catering, and situational 

prioritising. 

Passive Involvement  

The concept of passive involvement encapsulates a behavioral discrepancy observed among 

respondents: the presence of vocal, ideological support for Fair Trade (FT) that only sporadically 

translates into a retail transaction. In contrast to the active, radical, and loyal segments characterised 

by high affective commitment (De Pelsmacker et al., 2005; Doran, 2009; Bezen­on & Blili, 2011; 

Bondy & Talwar, 2011), the vacillating consumers in this study exhibit a detached relationship with 

the movement. 

This segment lacks a profound emotional or "passionate" connection to the FT ethos, viewing ethical 

consumption as a secondary rather than a primary purchase driver. Consequently, while these 

consumers may express an ex-ante intention to support FT, they frequently fail to execute this 

intention in the retail environment. For the passively involved consumer, the "ethical premium" is not 

merely financial; it is cognitive. When the act of choosing FT requires significant time, search effort, 

or a deviation from established shopping routines, the consumer defaults to more convenient, non-

ethical alternatives. In this context, vacillation is a byproduct of high-effort ethical requirements 

clashing with a low-involvement psychological state. 

Self-Catering 

A dominant theme emerging from the data is that purchase decisions for the majority of respondents 

are predicated on individualised self-interest rather than the eleemosynary (charitable) appeal of 

supporting marginalized producers. This "self-catering" behavior reveals a distinct "me-first" 

orientation, even among consumers who endorse the Fair Trade (FT) movement in principle. While 

these individuals acknowledge the moral validity of the FT ethos, their commitment remains 

secondary to their own immediate needs and desires at the point of purchase. 

In the retail environment, the abstract social value of an ethical label is frequently overshadowed by 

the tangible, functional attributes of the product. Data suggest that vacillating consumers are easily 

swayed by "mundane" retail variables such as price-point affordability, accessibility, packaging size, 

and sensory appeal (flavor and style). When the ethical proposition of FT conflicts with these personal 

utility requirements, the consumer prioritizes self-interest. Consequently, FT consumption is not 

viewed as a consistent moral obligation, but rather as a discretionary "add-on" that is only selected 

when it does not compromise the consumerôs primary hedonic or functional expectations. 

Situational Prioritising 

A critical driver of behavioral vacillation identified in this study is situational prioritizing, a process 

wherein the consumerôs ethical commitment is contingent upon the immediate context of the 

shopping encounter. While the impact of situational variables on general consumer behavior is well-

established (Belk, 1975), its specific application to the FT sector has remained under-researched. This 

study suggests that FT consumption is not a static trait but a reactive behavior shaped by the physical 

and social environment of the retail space. 

The findings indicate that specific situational triggers can significantly increase FT uptake. For 

instance, in-store promotional cues, such as discounts or end-of-aisle displays,  reduce the ethical 

premium barrier, making the "sometimes yes" decision easier for the consumer. Similarly, gift-giving 

scenarios serve as a powerful catalyst for FT selection; in these instances, the consumer perceives the 

FT label as an indicator of premium quality and social prestige, adding symbolic value to the gift. 

Conversely, other situational factors act as deterrents to ethical investment. A consumerôs temporary 

financial position (e.g., shopping toward the end of a pay cycle) or time poverty (e.g., a rushed 

convenience-store visit) often necessitates a shift in priorities toward cost-saving or efficiency. In 

these situations, the consumer prioritizes immediate personal constraints over global ethical concerns. 
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Consequently, situational prioritizing reveals that the vacillating consumerôs loyalty is often 

territorial, existing in some retail categories or occasions while being entirely absent in others. 

Contributions 

This paper offers two significant contributions to the fields of ethical consumption and retail 

management. First, this study extends the FT segmentation literature by providing empirical insights 

into the vacillating consumer, a segment that has remained largely overlooked due to its irregular and 

unpredictable behavioural patterns. By focusing on this demographic, our research challenges the 

traditional academic assumption that ethical consumers can be neatly profiled into committed or 

dismissive binaries. Instead, we theorise the ethical middle ground, a space occupied by the majority 

of retail shoppers who possess low-to-moderate engagement with the FT ethos. By positioning 

vacillation as a distinct, identifiable behavioural state rather than an anomaly, we provide a more 

ecologically valid framework for understanding the complexities of the modern retail basket. 

Second, we propose a tripartite conceptual model that explains the drivers of inconsistency within the 

FT retail context. We propose that the main reasons for vacillation with regard to FT consumption 

are: 1) Passive Involvement: where ideological support lacks the affective depth required to overcome 

cognitive shopping hurdles, 2) Situational Prioritization: where the immediate retail environment 

(e.g., promotional cues, gift-giving, or time constraints) dictates the ethical outcome of a transaction. 

and 3) Primacy of Self-Interest: where functional and hedonic product attributes (price, flavour, style) 

override the altruistic benefit of the FT proposition. 

Practical Implications 

For retail marketers and FT practitioners, the vacillating consumer represents a significant untapped 

opportunity for market growth. Because this segmentôs support is inconsistent, marketers must move 

beyond high-level ethical storytelling and provide just-in-time information at the retail interface. 

Since these consumers occupy a low-involvement state, they cannot be assumed to possess a deep or 

persistent understanding of the FT ethos. Therefore, communication strategies must be designed to 

simplify the sometimes yes decision. 

Research Limitations and Outlook 

While this study provides a foundational understanding of the vacillating consumer, it also identifies 

several avenues for future scholarly inquiry within the retail sector. First, as this study utilises 

qualitative data to explore the nuanced drivers of vacillation, it serves as a conceptual precursor to 

larger-scale empirical validation. Future research could utilise these findings to construct and test 

theoretical hypotheses via quantitative designs. This would allow for a more predictive understanding 

of the ethical middle ground. Second, the geographic scope of this study was limited to the UK, 

representing a mature and established FT market. However, the retail landscape for ethical goods is 

expanding rapidly, with FT penetrating emerging markets such as Brazil, India, and China. Future 

studies should adopt a cross-cultural perspective to determine if the vacillation observed in Western 

consumers is replicated in different socio-economic contexts. 
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Introduction  

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has received growing attention across academia and business 

practice (Fatima and Elbanna 2022; Wang et al. 2016; Heyward 2020). While numerous academic 

studies on CSR have taken a managerial perspective, consumer perceptions of CSR have received 

comparatively less attention (e.g., da Fonseca, Rocha and Alves, 2024). The European Commission 

(COM 2011, p.6) defines CSR as ñthe responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on society.ò 

Specifically for brands, CSR refers to ñthe brand-specific duties and resultant actions of commercial 

organizations in relation to their communities of needðdefined and delivered outside the core 

transactional context of the businessò (Kitchin 2003, p. 316). CSR has become integral to how brands 

align business objectives with environmental and social goals, yet less is known about how consumers 

perceive CSRôs distinct dimensions and how these perceptions translate into brand outcomes, 

especially across different market contexts. Consumer expectations now extend beyond financial 

performance to demand responsible, ethical action and measurable social and environmental impact, 

making CSR a salient driver of consumerïbrand relationships. This shift is particularly pronounced 

among Generation Z (Gen Z), a cohort highly attuned to ethical issues and digitally engaged 

(Narayanan 2022; Petro 2021), but still underrepresented in empirical CSR research from a cross-

national branding perspective. Adopting the Triple Bottom Line Principle by Elkington (1998) 

covering the economic, environmental, and social dimensions, this study examines the differential 

effects of the three CSR dimensions on branding variables among Gen Z fashion consumers in 

international markets. This research thus advances knowledge by jointly modelling CSRôs 

multidimensional effects on branding and consumer behaviours across multiple national contexts. It 

illuminates whether CSRôs impact varies between different markets and identifies which CSR 

dimensions matter most for shaping brand outcomes among Gen Z in the fashion sector. We thus 

answer calls for culturally sensitive, cross-national CSR research that accounts for contextual 

variability in consumer responses and branding implications (Castaldo et al. 2009; Lerro et al. 2018).  
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Purpose  

Our study investigates how Gen Z consumersô perceptions of economic, environmental, and social 

CSR influence brand related constructs. It compares patterns between different markets in the fashion 

retail industry to reveal whether effects generalize or differ cross-nationally, thereby addressing gaps 

around Gen Z, cross-national designs, and the distinct roles of CSR sub-dimensions. Gen Zôs 

heightened expectations for transparency and authentic social action, coupled with native digital 

fluency, make this cohort particularly sensitive to CSR cues and especially likely to translate brand 

relationships into behaviours. Focusing on Gen Z thus sharpens theoretical predictions about the 

pathways from CSR to branding outcomes, enabling a clearer view of how CSR-aligned branding can 

mobilize consumers.  

Conceptual Framework  

The conceptual framework operationalizes CSR via the three pillars of the Triple Bottom Line 

Principle (Elkington, 1998), i.e. economic, environmental, and social responsibility, as antecedents 

that shape brand-related outcomes. The Triple Bottom Line framework positions CSR as a 

multidimensional, strategic concept that integrates firmsô economic viability with social and 

environmental stewardship, thereby aligning corporate actions with stakeholder expectations and 

sustainable development goals. This perspective reframes success beyond profits to encompass 

equitable value creation, ethical conduct, and ecological resilience, providing a holistic lens to explain 

how consumers interpret and respond to CSR signals in branding contexts. Elkington (1998) 

distinguishes the following three dimensions of CSR: First, economic responsibility goes beyond 

profitability to include fair pricing, transparency, ethical financial conduct, and long-term 

sustainability that benefits all stakeholders (e.g., fair wages, responsible reinvestment). Such practices 

signal reliability and integrity, foster trust, and support durable consumerïbrand relationships that 

underwrite loyalty. Second, environmental responsibility encompasses minimizing ecological 

footprints through sustainable production, waste reduction, and eco-friendly sourcing. As consumer 

awareness of climate and resource issues increases, credible environmental actions enhance brand 

trust, credibility, particularly in sectors like fashion where sustainability concerns are salient. Third, 

social responsibility involves fair labour practices, diversity and inclusion, human rights, and 

community investment. These initiatives communicate care for society and vulnerable groups, 

typically reinforcing brand trust and satisfaction and supporting loyalty formation among value-

conscious consumers. The Triple Bottom Line framework posits that the three CSR dimensions 

activate partially distinct mechanisms. Environmental responsibility can foster identification with 

brands that are perceived as aligned with consumersô values regarding planetary stewardship. 

Economic responsibility provides cues of fairness, transparency, and dependability (e.g., price 

fairness and ethical financial practices). Social responsibility builds goodwill and legitimacy through 

signals of ethical commitment to people and communities. Thus, the Triple Bottom Line framework 

advances a nuanced, integrative view through the three dimensions of CSR, while previous research 

has frequently taken an undifferentiated perspective (e.g., Sabbir et al., 2025). Furthermore, we 

suggest that the paths are culturally contingent.  

Methodology  

An international online survey targeted Gen Z fashion consumers with online shopping experience. 

Respondents evaluated their favourite fashion brand. Established multi-item scales measured the 

three CSR dimensions and brand-related variables. Standard translation/adaptation procedures, 

pretesting, and procedural remedies were applied to enhance clarity and mitigate common method 

bias. Construct validity was examined through factor analyses and reliability checks, and hypotheses 

were tested using structural equation modeling. Measurement invariance was assessed prior to cross-

national structural comparisons to ensure comparability.  
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Findings  

At the pooled level, environmental and economic CSR were positively associated with brand related 

outcomes, while for the social dimension of CSR the findings were more differentiated. Cross-

national analyses indicated significant differences across most hypothesized paths. The results jointly 

underscore both culturally contingent CSR effects and a more universal attachment-driven pathway 

to specific variables.  

Contributions  

Our study offers a consumer-based, cross-national perspective on CSR among Gen Z which is an 

ethically attuned yet underrepresented cohort by linking CSR perceptions to brand-related variables 

and consumer behaviour. By disaggregating CSR into environmental, social, and economic pillars, 

the study demonstrates differentiated effects on branding and behavioural outcomes. Evidence of 

cross-national differences across most structural links, coupled with an invariant path, refines 

theorizing on which mechanisms are context-bound and which are robust across markets.  

Practical Implications  

Managers should activate all three CSR dimensions to reinforce loyalty among Gen Z fashion 

consumers, using context-relevant executions: community investments for social responsibility, 

emissions reduction and recycling for environmental responsibility, and transparent, ethical business 

practices for economic responsibility. By prioritizing environmental and economic CSR and 

communicating them consistently via social media, leveraging credible sustainability influencers can 

enhance reach. Given cross-national heterogeneity, one-size-fits-all CSR messaging is not 

recommended. Environmental stewardship may be more persuasive in some contexts, while 

economic fairness or labour practices resonate more strongly elsewhere. Simultaneously, investing in 

universal branding elements that travel across cultural contexts can be advisable.  

Social Implications  

By clarifying how CSRôs distinct dimensions shape behaviour among young consumers, this study 

highlights CSR-aligned branding as a lever for societal impact. Credible environmental and economic 

CSR can mobilize positive outcomes, amplifying social and environmental benefits via Gen Zôs 

specific behaviours. A culturally sensitive, cross-national approach can better align institutional and 

economic realities with consumer values.  

Research Limitations and Outlook  

A cross-sectional design limits causal inference and the observation of how CSR effects evolve as 

initiatives mature; longitudinal designs could track dynamics in behaviours over time and assess 

potential lagged or cumulative effects. Expanding the empirical scope to additional regions would 

enhance external validity and illuminate how varied cultural, economic, and institutional settings 

shape CSRïbrand dynamics. Examining moderators such as cultural dimensions, consumer 

scepticism toward CSR or brand type could contribute to clarify boundary conditions.  
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Introduction  

Over the last decades, there have been rapid developments in innovative technologies (Roggeveen 

and Sethuraman, 2020). These developments enable retailers to offer in-store technologies to their 

customers. Overall, retailsô purpose to offer in-store technologies was to prompt a more positive 

customer response (e.g., higher satisfaction). But customers show different reaction to in-store 

technologies and not all of them accept in-store technologies (Alexander and Kent, 2022).  

We focus on uncovering the negative side of in-store technologies by focusing on negative emotions 

to in-store technologies in physical retail spaces. It is vital to focus on customer emotions, particularly 

negative emotions since customer negative emotions can manifest in their responses to retailers 

(Schepers et al., 2022).  

There is existing research focusing on in-store technologies (Grewal et al., 2017; Grewal et al., 2020; 

Grewal et al., 2023; Hoyer et al., 2020; Lahmeyer and Roemer, 2024; Roggeveen and Sethuraman, 

2020; Shankar et al., 2021; Singh and Yadav, 2025; Yang and Garnier, 2022). Collectively, this 

research mostly focusses on the positive aspects in relation to in-store technologies. Only three studies 

briefly mention negative emotions (Hoyer et al., 2020; Lahmeyer and Roemer, 2024; Yang and 

Garnier, 2022) but did not elaborate in detail as to what type of negative emotions customers 

experience when interacting with in-store technologies in physical retail spaces.  

The present research makes two main contributions. First, based on a systematic review of the 

relevant literature, we identify the types of negative emotions consumers may experience during 

interaction with in-store technologies, such as anger, fear, shame, and hatred. Second, we used 

appraisal theories (Bagozzi et al., 1999; Johnson and Stewart, 2005) as an umbrella framework for 

this study (none of the above research applied a theory to explain customer responses towards in-

store technologies).  

Conceptual framework  

The in-store technologies must follow three criteria: control, ownership, and interaction (Alexander 

and Kent, 2022; Beck and Rygl, 2015). Control means customers can decide whether they want to 

interact with in-store technologies. Ownership means who own the technology. In some cases, such 

as application, the retailers own the application, but the application can be downloaded either on 

customerôs phones or on retailersô devices. In other cases, retailers own the in-store technologies and 
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offer to customers to use in physical stores (e.g., magic mirrors). Interaction means customers get 

actively involved with the in-store technologies meaning the mere presence is not enough.  

Emotion is ña mental state with a specific referent (i.e., emotion is tied to a target such as a person, 

object, or event).ò /Johnson and Stewart, 2005) In the physical store context, when interacting with 

technology, customers experience emotions because it involves learning a new task. For this task, 

they set a goal and monitor their progress towards it. Their emotions, both positive and negative, can 

serve as feedback related to this progress. Specifically, negative emotions arise when there is a 

feedback loop indicating a discrepancy or failure in progress (and vice versa for positive emotions) 

(Wood and Moreau, 2006). We also considered valance as a dimension of emotion which can contain 

both positive and negative emotions, and we focus on negative emotions. For the choice of negative 

emotions, we followed the frameworks proposed by Ekman (1992) and Richins (1997), resulting in 

the selection of nine core negative emotions (appendix A). We recognize that individuals might use 

different adjectives to describe these feelingsðfor instance, using ñfuriousò to describe anger. To 

select the most appropriate adjectives that accurately reflect the intended negative emotions, we 

consulted Filieri et al. (2022), Russell and Pratt (1980), and reputable dictionaries, such as Merriam-

Webster. This approach identified 36 adjectives that describe negative emotions.  

We followed the principles of the appraisal theories (Bagozzi et al., 1999) which consider emotional 

process into three parts: the appraisal process, the resulting emotion, and the subsequent behavioural 

response. Appraisal means customersô evaluation of a specific situation they are in. For us the specific 

situation is a customer being in a physical retail space, interacting with in-store technologies, and 

experiencing negative emotions. We consider these negative emotions as evaluations since emotions 

are generated because of the external stimulus (Johnson and Stewart, 2005). For instance, a customer 

might feel stressed out because of interacting with facial recognition technology. Appraisal theories 

suggest that specific characteristics of a stimulus can result in distinct emotions (Bagozzi et al., 1999). 

In our case, each in-store technology might generate different negative emotions.  

Methodology  

We employed the systematic search process following Roschk and Hosseinpour (2020). First, we 

conducted a computerized bibliographic search in different digital platforms such as Science Direct 

using different key words such as ñin-store technologies,ò ñaugmented reality,ò ñretail mobile apps,ò 

ñtablets,ò ñrobots,ò ñself-service technologies,ò ñfacial recognition,ò ñinteractive display,ò ñvoice 

assistant,ò ñin-storeò, ñphysical stores,ò ñbrick and mortar stores,ò and ñnegative emotions,ò. We also 

manually checked the leading journals for related topics such as Journal of Marketing. Second, we 

checked manually the references listed of the existing reviews (mention in introduction). Third, we 

searched the Social Science Citation Index and Google Scholar for these reviews. Fourth, we 

performed steps two and three for all our included primary studies.  

Following criteria for in-store technologies, we selected: mobile phone applications, tablets, AR, VR, 

voice search, magic mirrors, virtual fitting rooms, self-checkouts (SCOs), robots, and touch screen 

kiosks.  

The selection criteria for including primary studies were: first, studies must involve in-store 

technologies that are owned and provided by the retailer for customer use within a physical retail 

space. Second, studies must feature in-store technologies where customers have the autonomy to 

choose whether to interact with the offered technology. Third customers must interact with in-store 

technologies via a real interaction in physical stores, a simulation design for experiments, or their 

personal past experiences.  

Study selection was conducted following the PRISMA guideline (Liberati et al., 2009). The literature 

search covered the period from 2009 to September 2025 and yielded 1058 studies. First, the duplicates 

were removed. Next, 163 studies were excluded due to irrelevant titles. Third, 324 records were 

removed, leaving 249 full-text articles for a detailed eligibility assessment. Of these, 221 were 
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excluded because they did not meet the inclusion criteria, leaving 28 studies. For presenting the 

results, this systematic review uses a meta-synthesis approach and reports the frequency of counts.  

Findings  

Study characteristics  

Overall, there were 46 counts for all technologies. We categorized them into six groups based on the 

type of technology: mobile devices (smartphones, tablets, QR codes, proximity marketing, and Scan 

and Go); SCOs (SCOs and kiosks); service robots (humanoid service and social robots); displays (Try 

and Buy, interactive store fronts, and digital signage); smart technologies (facial recognition, AR, 

smart fitting, and 3D body scanning); and unspecified in-store technologies (technologies that fit our 

study criteria but did not belong to the above categories).  

Negative emotional experiences due to in-store technologies interacion  

Service robots  

Out of 28 studies reviewed, 10 (35.71%) focused on robots, including humanoid service and 

social/service robots. 67 counts for negative emotions were reported, including fear (32.83%), anger 

(10.44%), worry (7.46%), sadness (5.97%), and hatred and discontent (2.98% each).  

For fear, in Grazzini et al. (2021), one customer said, ñOh gosh, that was creepy.ò Filieri et al. (2022) 

reported feelings of anger (due to robot malfunction) and sadness. We observed hatred among some 

customers who disliked being served by a robot, exemplified by comments such as, ñI was told a 

robot could deliver for me. Seriously? I like people.ò (Filieri et al. 2022). We observed feeling 

discontent from the use of robots; customers in Tung and Au (2017) expressed that the use of robots 

in hotels is a ñgimmickò. 4  

SCOs  

Eight studies (28.57%) used SCOs, including SCOs, kiosks, and fully automated SCOs without 

service employees (Bulmer et al., 2018; Dabholkar and Spaid, 2012; Galdolage, 2021; Hottat et al., 

2023; Inman and Nikolova, 2017; Khoa and Chan, 2023; Li and Kang, 2025; Pentzoldh and Bischof, 

2024). 46 counts for negative emotions were reported: worry (32.30%), fear (28.26%), anger 

(10.23%), hatred (4.34%), and sadness, discontent, and loneliness (1% each).  

Customers in Bulmer et al.ôs (2018) expressed worry when using self-checkouts. Some reported 

feeling generally stressed by the experience of using the machine. Customers in Bulmer et al.ôs (2018) 

study also expressed panic or fear with making mistakes during the checkout process and having to 

ñdeal with unknown anomalies.ò For anger, one mentioned that the speed of the machine can intensify 

this anger (Galdolage 2021). Customers also expressed hate against self-checkouts in service settings, 

particularly in situations where they prefer human interaction, such as in a restaurant (Hottat et al., 

2023). A customer in Bulmer et al.ôs (2018) reported feeling discombobulated from the self-checkout. 

Finally, some expressed loneliness because there is no human behind self-checkouts (Galdolage, 

2021). 

Displays  

Four studies (14.28%) used some forms of display (Alexander and Alvarado, 2014; Garaus et al., 

2021; Guzzetti et al., 2022; Pusceddu et al., 2022). The counts were: sadness (65.38%), worry 

(11.53%), anger, fear, discontent, and loneliness (3.84% each).  

Garaus et al. (2021) reported that digital displays in physical stores can detect customers sadness. 

Customers in Guzzetti et al.ôs (2022) expressed a low level of loneliness, viewing displays as 

alienating technologies. For these customers, anger was only slightly associated with the displays. 

Customers in the same study also reported feeling slightly worried around displays.  
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Smart technologies  

Four studies focused on smart technologies (14.28%), including facial recognition, AR, and smart 

fitting (Batat, 2021; Gao et al., 2020; Guzzetti et al., 2022; Youn and Luan, 2023). There were 12 

counts for negative emotions: worry (25.00%), loneliness (18.18%), anger (16.67%), hatred 

(16.67%), fear (16.67%), worry (27.27%), and discontent (8.34% each).  

Customers in Batatôs (2021) expressed anger, discontent, and hatred when using AR in a restaurant, 

describing their experience as ñmadnessò. They also expressed fear and anxiety, which impacted their 

actual usage of smart in-store technologies (Gao et al., 2020). Customers in Guzzetti et al. (2022) 

expressed slight anger, fear, worry, and loneliness towards facial recognition and smart fitting.  

Mobile devices  

Six studies used mobile devices (21.42%), including smartphones, tablets, QR codes, proximity 

marketing, and Scan and Go (Alexander and Alvarado, 2014; Bues et al., 2017; Gamage et al., 2025; 

Inman and Nikolova, 2017; Pusceddu et al., 2022; Sohn et al., 2024). Worry had (23.07%), discontent 

(19.23%), anger (11.53%), and fear (3.84%). 5  

For fear, customers in Inman and Nikolovaôs (2017) found in-store mobile technologies ñcreepy.ò For 

discontent, customers in Alexander and Alvaradoôs (2014) found tablets as ñnothing special.ò 

Customers in Inman and Nikolova (2017) expressed worry around such devices mainly because of 

privacy concerns. In Gamage et al. (2025), customers expressed anger, mainly feeling irritation and 

annoyance, due to mobile devices.  

Contributions  

Our objectives were to explore the negative emotions customers experience following interaction 

with in-store technologies in physical retail spaces and to determine if these emotions lead to specific 

customer responses. We adopted appraisal theories as the overarching framework (Bagozzi et al. 

1999) and used meta-synthesis and reporting counts for the analysis. The results revealed that in-store 

technologies can, and often do, generate negative emotional experiences among customers. The 

results indicated that different in-store technologies generate varying negative emotions, with some 

technologies generating more adverse feelings than others, thereby advancing previous studies on this 

topic (Hoyer et al., 2020). The most frequent emotion detected among customers using in-store 

technologies was fear, followed by worry and sadness.  

Practical implications  

Retail managers should recognize that in-store technology can prompt negative emotions among 

customers, noting that different in-store technologies may elicit different negative emotional 

responses. Managers should also consider whether offering these technologies to everyone is the best 

approach, as not all customers are receptive to them.  

Research limitations and outlook  

The approach of meta-synthesis with reporting counts aggregates the main findings of primary studies 

through interpretation, which can be tricky (Byun et al., 2009) meaning meta-synthesis approach is, 

to some extent, subject to the authorsô point of view (Hosseinpour and Terlutter, 2019).  

We could identify those emotions that were reported in the primary studies meaning customers might 

experience some other negative emotions that have not been reported yet.  
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Appendix 

Table 1. Overview of customersô negative emotions considered in this systematic review 
 

Negative 

 emotions  

 

Adjectives 

       

Anger Aggravated Angry Furious Mad Frustrated Upset Annoyed Irritated 

Fear Scared Frightened Panicky --- Threatened Afraid Alarmed --- 

Worry Nervous Worried Tense --- Concerned Uneasy --- --- 

Sadness Depressed Defeated Miserable --- Sad Hopeless Bad --- 

Shame Humiliated Ashamed ---  Embarrassed --- --- --- 

Discontent Unfulfilled --- --- --- Discontented --- --- --- 

Hatred Hate --- --- --- Dislike --- --- --- 

Envy Jealous --- --- --- Envious --- --- --- 

Loneliness Lonely --- --- --- Alienating --- --- --- 
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Introduction 

The digital acceleration of the early 2020s has matured into a permanent structural shift in consumer 

behavior. Consumer-to-consumer (C2C) marketplaces for second-hand goods have evolved from 

niche alternatives into primary retail destinations, with industry leaders like Vinted reporting a Gross 

Merchandise Value of ú10.8 billion in 2025, a 47% year-on-year increase (Vinted, 2025). This 

expansion is set against a global second-hand apparel market projected to reach $367 billion by 2029 

and growing roughly 2.7 times faster than the broader apparel industry, having already accounted for 

some 9% of global apparel spending in 2024 (ThredUp, 2025). Vintedôs scale within this market is 

considerable: in 2025 it became the largest clothing retailer by sales volume in France, surpassing 

Amazon and established local competitors (Vinted, 2025). This trajectory reflects a market that has 

effectively doubled in size within five years, transitioning from a pandemic-era trend to a cornerstone 

of modern commerce. 

This growth is fundamentally driven by Gen Z, who have redefined ownership through "circular 

micro-economies." For this demographic, resale platforms function as social-financial hubs where 

financial pragmatism aligns with a commitment to the circular economy. However, academic 

literature remains skewed toward buyer behavior, often neglecting the sellers who sustain these 

ecosystems. 

This research addresses this gap by investigating Gen Zôs attitudes within the Circular Customer 

Experience (CCE) from the seller's perspective, building on recent work that examines the customer 

journey across second-hand fashion platforms (Murtas & Pedeliento, 2024). Our objective is twofold: 

to identify the core drivers of the sellerôs journey in a mature digital market and to evaluate the extent 

to which sustainability remains a pivotal motivator. Utilizing a tripartite qualitative approachð

comprising sentiment analysis of user reviews, focus groups, and Generative Market Research 

(GMR) via Digital Twinsðthis study provides a novel contribution to understanding C2C dynamics 

through the lens of its most influential demographic.  

Conceptual Framework 

Second-Hand Commerce and Collaborative Consumption 

The retail industry has undergone a revolution in business practices due to digital transformation. 

Within this transformative shift, the fashion industry has witnessed the emergence of innovative 

business models centred around ñcollaborative consumptionò ð characterised by ñtraditional sharing, 
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bartering, lending, trading, renting, gifting, and swappingò via a digital channel (Botsman & Rogers, 

2010). In the fashion retail industry, collaborative consumption takes two distinct forms: online 

fashion rental services and C2C platforms (e.g., Vinted) that allow for the sale and exchange of 

apparel (Park & Armstrong, 2017). Recent research has begun to examine the experiential dimension 

of these platforms, mapping the customer journey and purchase behaviour that characterise online 

second-hand stores (Calvo-Porral et al., 2024; Murtas & Pedeliento, 2024). 

Studies on second-hand shopping identify a variety of factors that influence second-hand shopping, 

including economic necessity and price equity, as well as environmental values (Khurana & Tadesse, 

2019; Machado et al., 2019), with more recent studies highlighting generational differences in second-

hand engagement and the role of circular-fashion participation (Calvo-Porral & Viejo-Fern§ndez, 

2025; Liu et al., 2024). Social shopping platforms (e.g., Vinted and Depop) enable millions of sellers 

and resellers to develop their own virtual closet and connect with consumers through rating, reviews, 

and direct interactions. 

Sustainability and Economic Motivations 

Sustainability motivations mainly indicate consumersô concern for the environment, particularly in 

relation to sustainability issues and beliefs (Hamari et al., 2016). Consumers who care about the 

environment will question the necessity and usefulness of a product before making a purchase 

(Parguel et al., 2017). Economic motivations refer to consumersô price consciousness (Padmavathy 

et al., 2019): price-conscious consumers are more likely to purchase second-hand clothing (Yan et al., 

2015) and are referred to as bargain hunters (Seo & Kim, 2019). Among younger cohorts, recent 

evidence indicates that economic value and perceived sustainability jointly shape online second-hand 

shopping motivations (Aycock et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, recent research has shown that emotional motivations are becoming increasingly 

important factors, including avoidance of waste, environmental protection, socialising, and 

achievement and entertainment (Herrmann & Soiffer, 1984). Consumer online resale behaviour is 

multifaceted and results in various impacts on consumer resale decisions (Chu, 2013). 

Methodology 

To mitigate social desirability bias and explore latent motivations, a qualitative methodology was 

adopted across three studies focusing on Vinted, Italyôs leading C2C fashion platform. Study One 

involved a Content Analysis of user reviews from Trustpilot and major app stores. Study Two utilized 

focus groups with sellers to deepen these initial insights. Finally, a 2026 Generative Market Research 

study integrated online conversations to complement and triangulate the data, ensuring a 

comprehensive understanding of the investigated phenomena. 

Study One: Review Analysis 

Having identified the research perimeter (see Table 1), the reviews were collected using web 

scraping software. Reviews were considered valid if they concerned aspects of sustainability or 

described the sales experience. The CCE drivers were clustered in light of Padmavathy et al. (2019) 

scales: price orientation, bargaining power, critical orientation, ease of use, need to be unique, 

nostalgia, trust and assurances. Approximately 380 reviews were downloaded and analysed. A 

manual content analysis was then conducted as suggested by Saldana (2015), to detect, examine and 

present topics emerging from qualitative data. The classification work was carried out 

independently; to ensure objectivity, 30 percent of the dataset was randomly extracted and analysed 

by all the authors. 
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Table 1: Study One perimeter (March 2023) 

C2C platform  Vinted Depop 

Trustpilot N° reviews 4,119 5,548 

Trustpilot average rate 4.4 out of 5 stars 2.2 out of 5 stars 

Apple store N° reviews 439,790 34,146 

Apple store average rate 4.8 out of 5 stars 4.7 out of 5 stars 

Google Play store N° reviews 1.04 Mln 62,553 

Google Play Store average rate 4.4 out of 5 stars 3.9 out of 5 stars 

 

Study Two: Focus Groups 

Study One results were the foundation for Study Two: in this second study the results emerged from 

Study One, alongside those from the internal Report on the climate impact of Vinted (conducted by 

WRAP in 2022), were presented and discussed in three Focus Groups involving Gen Z profiles 

characterised by being mostly sellers on C2C platforms. 

Focus Group interviews (Lederman, 1990; Creswell & Creswell, 2018) were appropriate for 

obtaining a broad range of opinions and beliefs about the subject. In the second part of 2023, 13 

Italian students aged 22ï27 y.o. (see Table 2) participated in three online focus group sessions (via 

Microsoft Teams). Participants were selected using authorsô personal networks (opportunistic 

sampling) according to the following criteria: (1) confidence with main C2C platforms as sellers, 

(2) normal use of the Internet as Gen Z. Two control items were introduced as suggested by Fischer 

et al. (2017), who developed a specific scale for young consumersô sustainable consumption 

behaviours (YCSCB). 

Table 2: Focus Groups participants (April 2023) 

Part. Age 

(y) 

Gender Control  item 1 

(I buy my 

clothes myself) 

Control item 2 (I 

get clothes as 

presents) 

Control  item 3 (Internet  usage ï hours/day) 

1 23 Female Yes No More than 5 h 

2 23 Female No No More than 5 h 

3 22 Female Yes Yes Less than 2 h 

4 24 Female Yes Yes Less than 2 h 

5 24 Female Yes No 3 to 5 h 

6 24 Male Yes Yes 3 to 5 h 

7 23 Female Yes Yes 3 to 5 h 

8 23 Female Yes No 3 to 5 h 

9 23 Female Yes Yes 3 to 5 h 

10 23 Female Yes Yes 3 to 5 h 

11 24 Female Yes Yes 3 to 5 h 



102 

 

12 27 Male Yes Yes 3 to 5 h 

13 25 Female Yes Yes 3 to 5 h 

The moderators adopted a soft-empathetic style of conduction ensuring discussion of all points 

highlighted by Study One and a friendly, neutral environment. Participantsô privacy was ensured at 

the beginning of each meeting, specifying that information would be traced anonymously and in 

aggregate form. Authorisation to record was requested and obtained. 

Study Three: Generative Market Research 

Generative Market Research (GMR) is an emerging discipline that integrates statistics, Artificial 

Intelligence, and Large Language Models (LLMs) to generate realistic synthetic populations based 

on open data, web sources, social media, and first-party data. These synthetic users, referred to as 

Digital Twins, enable scalable and predictive simulations of markets, behaviours, and public opinion 

(Sarstedt et al., 2024). A heterogeneous set of Digital Twins was simulated (e.g., students, young 

professionals, financially constrained individuals), each exposed to a standardised prompt exploring: 

triggers of selling behaviour, emotional and functional drivers, contextual constraints. Their responses 

were then semantically clustered based on meaning similarity. The prompt used, triangulated among 

the Authors, included instructions concerning the role assigned to the LLM - namely, that of an expert 

researcher specializing in second-hand retail - and the scope of the inquiry, which encompassed any 

recent online conversations available on seller-side issues in second-hand markets, regardless of 

language. To avoid constraining the exploratory nature of the analysis, no maximum number of 

clusters was imposed in the prompt. Instead, the model was asked to focus specifically on 

sustainability-related issues and to adopt the perspective of Generation Z. Cluster validation was 

conducted by comparing the findings of Study Three with those of the previous studies, as well as 

with the evidence emerging from the extant literature. Since the clusters are based on qualitative 

digital twins, it is not possible to determine their salience and/or prevalence. 

Findings 

Study One 

The objective of the first study was to highlight the different components of the seller-side CCE. The 

main points raised are listed in Table 3. From the review analysis it clearly emerges that only some 

factors are pivotal in defining the quality of the sellerôs CX. In particular, the possibility of making a 

deal and the satisfaction in negotiation go hand in hand with the primary objective of eliminating 

from the wardrobe what one no longer wants to keep. In this context, there is rarely a mention of 

motivations linked to sustainability. The topic of UX is crucial, also in terms of trust and reassurance. 

Table 3: CCE drivers 

 

Touchpoints 

(Lemon & Verhoef, 2016) 

Drivers 

Brand-owned touch points platform operation and mobile app functioning, customer service assistance, pricing 

and payment system, advertising on the platform, loyalty programme 

Partner-owned touch points couriers, delivery/pick up points 

Customer-owned touch points request for pre-purchase support, false requests/non-purchases/rudeness, unplanned 

request (hand delivery, other platform with less fees) 

Social/external touch points customer word of mouth, platform and customer reviews 
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Study Two 

Throughout the Focus Groups it was possible to go more in depth on some aspects highlighted by 

Study One. In order of importance, there are three aspects that determine sellersô CCE: the feedback 

obtained from the buyer (social/external touchpoint), the quality of the negotiation (customer-owned 

touchpoint), and the functioning of the platform (brand-owned touchpoint). The real boost of the sale 

is the satisfaction sellers bring home in managing, governing and concluding the negotiation. 

If  the main motivation declared is to ñempty the closetò, a request to go deeper reveals aspects not 

entirely foreseen. For Gen Z, ñemptying the closetsò means feeling less guilty about previous 

purchases, but also feeling smart. The ability to carry out a transaction in the best way, receiving 

gratifying reviews, and the possibility of becoming economically independent are the essence of using 

these platforms. Being sustainable is a positive side effect, but certainly not the driving force behind 

the selling choice. 

The topic of sustainability represents a positive externality rather than a sales driver. Although Vinted 

describes it as the basis of its business model, this is not the driving force for those who sell. What 

appears to be a significant objective for this generation is instead economic sustainability: being able 

to count on a minimum capital that comes from clothes that you do not wear allows you to be 

autonomous and learn to manage your own income. 

Study Three 

Below is a semantic clustering of Gen Z C2C selling motivations, developed through a Digital Twins-

based simulation focused specifically on platforms such as Vinted and Depop (Table 4). The table 

identifies the underlying motivational structures that may lead young sellers to engage in resale, with 

explicit attention to the presence, absence, or secondary role of sustainability-related motives. 

Table 4: Semantic Clustering of Gen Z C2C Selling Motivations (Digital Twins-Based) 

# Label Core Meaning Typical 

Expressions 

Behavioral 

Interpretation  

Sustainability 

Role 

Relevance (Gen Z) 

1 Economic 

Liquidity and 

Micro-Income 

Selling to obtain 

immediate cash 

or supplement 

personal spending 

"I  sell clothes I 

no longer wear 

to make some 

money" 

Resale as 

accessible 

liquidity 

source 

 Absent Very High 

2 Wardrobe 

Rotation and 

Style Updating 

Selling as a way 

to renew style 

and keep pace 

with aesthetic 

preferences 

"My style 

changes 

quickly, so I 

resell what no 

longer 

represents me" 

Mechanism of 

aesthetic self-

renewal 

 Absent Very High 

3 Decluttering 

and Space 

Optimization 

Selling to reduce 

accumulation and 

regain physical or 

mental order 

"I  do not want 

unused clothes 

in my room" 

Functional 

motivation 

centered on 

simplification 

 Implicit High 

4 Resale as Side 

Hustle 

Selling as a 

semi-

entrepreneurial 

activity 

generating 

margin 

"I  know what 

sells and how 

to price it" 

Platform-native 

entrepreneurial 

practice 

 Absent / 

Instrumentalized 

High 
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5 Value Recovery 

from Underused 

Items 

Selling to recover 

part of the 

economic value of 

products no longer 

used 

"It  still has 

value" 

Post-purchase 

rationalization 

logic 

 Latent High 

6 Platform 

Enjoyment and 

Gamified 

Engagement 

Selling because 

the process itself is 

enjoyable and 

rewarding 

"It  is satisfying 

when an item 

sells quickly" 

Digital activity 

combining 

performance and 

engagement 

 Absent Medium-High 

7 Social 

Visibility  and 

Taste 

Performance 

Selling to 

perform 

competence or 

aesthetic taste 

"My profile 

reflects my 

style" 

Extension of 

self-

presentation 

 Absent Medium-High 

8 Sustainability 

and Anti-Waste 

Orientation 

Selling to extend 

product life and 

reduce unnecessary 

disposal 

"It  feels like a 

more 

responsible way 

to consume 

fashion" 

Explicitly 

value-driven 

motivation 

 Explicit Medium 

9 Guilt Reduction 

and Moral 

Justification 

Selling as a way to 

reduce guilt 

associated with 

overconsumption 

"Selling makes 

me feel less 

guilty about 

buying too 

much" 

Ex post moral 

framing 
 Secondary 

/ Post-rationalized 

Medium 

10 Life Transitions 

and Situational 

Discontinuity 

Selling due to 

micro-transitions 

such as moving or 

starting university 

"My life 

changed, so 

some things no 

longer fit" 

Activated by 

situational 

change 

 Absent Medium 

The Digital Twins simulation suggests that, among Gen Z sellers on C2C resale platforms, the most 

salient motivations are primarily linked to economic convenience, wardrobe rotation, value recovery, 

and platform-native forms of engagement. Sustainability appears as an explicit primary driver only 

in a dedicated anti-waste cluster, while in several other clusters it emerges only indirectly. This 

suggests that sustainability often functions less as the original trigger of behaviour and more as an 

ancillary meaning layer or post hoc justification. The Semantic Cluster analysis, based on Digital 

Twins, confirms the evidence emerging from the Focus Groups (Study Two), while also identifying 

a new - albeit less significant - cluster (Cluster #10). 

Contributions 

The originality of this paper lies in its in-depth investigation of the concrete motivations that lead Gen 

Z resellers to use online second-hand platforms, achieved through the combined use of three research 

methods. By triangulating different sources and perspectives, the study provides a more grounded 

understanding of actual resale behaviour. The findings are clear: sustainability does not emerge as the 

primary motivating force behind Gen Z participation in these platforms. This paper addresses a major 

lacuna in the literature by identifying precursors of attitude toward selling used clothing on C2C 

digital platforms, focusing specifically on the sellersô point of view. 

Practical Implications 

What makes a C2C platform appreciated by sellers is certainly its ease of use, mostly conveyed by a 

positive and user-friendly mobile experience. To improve Gen Zersô Circular Customer Experience, 

C2C platforms are suggested to: (i) develop incentive systems to increase the propensity to leave 

reviews; (ii) equip sellers with signalling systems or alerts against opportunistic buyers, fake profiles, 



105 

 

and bogus requests; (iii) push for greater awareness of sustainable solutions, for example by 

suggesting a donation to charity of long-unsold garments; (iv) suggest assisted saving systems with 

the proceeds of the sale to promote a saving culture among younger sellers. 

With this in mind, marketers may introduce forms of social recognition for best sellers to stand out, 

as Airbnb did with ñsuperhostsò. To create positive views of second-hand among buyers and sellers, 

marketers must emphasise the environmental and psychological advantages of used goods (Koay et 

al., 2022). 

Social Implications 

If C2C platforms make it easy, rewarding and eco-friendly to sell second-hand goods, they can help 

change peopleôs attitudes toward used items, so they will no longer be seen as inferior. Working on 

greater awareness of how to make a difference and offering smart solutions to be more sustainable at 

every stage represents a growth opportunity for these business models. The shared feeling is that 

platforms should increase user awareness and equip sellers with tools to be more sustainable. 

Research Limitations and Outlook 

This is a small-scale study based on qualitative methods with a limited platform perimeter (Vinted 

and Depop) in the Italian market. Future research should extend the analysis to other platforms and 

markets, and employ quantitative methods to test the motivational structures identified here at scale. 

The Digital Twins methodology in Study Three, while innovative, represents a complementary tool 

rather than a substitute for primary research, consistent with evidence that synthetic respondents are 

best suited to upstream qualitative pretesting and pilot stages rather than to replacing human samples 

in main studies (Sarstedt et al., 2024). The relationship between sustainability discourse and actual 

behaviour merits further longitudinal investigation. 
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Introduction  

Prevention of non-compliant consumer behaviour such as shoplifting is a desirable outcome for any 

retail store. With the implementation of closed-circuit television (CCTV) surveillance, one might 

expect that shoplifting drastically reduces as people do not want to be caught on camera while 

committing a crime (Ansari and Singh, 2022). The camera as a non-human actor and monitoring 

system has already been widely implemented to prevent non-compliance not only on the shop floor 

but also in open, public places (Welsh and Farrington, 2009). As much as they are common place 

now, is it possible for humanoid robots to serve a similar purpose on that wide scale? Beyond 

providing surveillance could they also have an impact on customer experience, and more, on customer 

and employee behaviour? The exploration of the use of humanoid service robots complementing 

frontline employees has been on the rise (Hannibal, Dobrosovestnova and Weiss, 2022). Prior 

research has identified that service robots can improve customer experience via navigation support 

and personalized assistance (De Oliveira Santini et al., 2025), however less is known about how 

robots can be integrated in a way that they influence customer behaviour without disrupting the 

shopping experience. In this study I draw on human-robot interaction (HRI) and social presence 

theory (Shin and Choo, 2011) to explore whether humanoid robots can function as low-interference 

social actors whose presence shapes customer and employee behaviour subtly while maintaining 

positive perceptions of the shared experience.  

Purpose  

The purpose of this research is twofold. The first aspect is the exploration of customersË experience 

of human-robot teams (HRT) and how their behaviour might be altered potentially. The second aspect 

is the dynamics of the HRT and how this dynamic has an impact on the employeesË working 

experience and interaction with the customer.  

Conceptual framework  

To explore the mentioned purpose, I dive into the HRI literature and connect it with the social 

presence theory. Recently, this combination has been widely applied to explore HRI (Sasser, 

McConnell and Smither, 2024). Consequently, I introduce the concept of low-interference robotic 

support and demonstrate how humanoid robots can complement frontline employees by creating 

social presence that influences customer behaviour without disrupting the service experience.  

¶ Hypothesis 1: Humanoid robots can function as low-interference social actors whose mere 

presence and availability influence customer behaviour and perceptions.  

¶ Hypothesis 2: The experience of customers is shaped not only by humanoid robot 
characteristics but by how customers perceive the division of roles between human employees 

and robots.  

mailto:edit.juhasz@jku.at
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Methodology  

A field observation would be carried out in an already established store. The store must allow that the 

field observation runs for at least a month. During this time random time slots/shifts would be 

allocated to the following shopfloor presence: (1) HRT (2) only human (3) no assistance on the 

shopfloor. In case of HRT, the robot interferes only when it identifies prompts in its environment 

such as direct inquiry from the customer or service personnel. While not being prompted it carries 

out the tasks that the shop manager assigned to it at the beginning of the shift. The robot receives the 

brief and its tasks from the shop manager as the human employees. For any complex services, the 

human employee would take over.  

The reaction of the customers is captured by the in-store cameras and by the built in audio and video 

recording system of the robots. The coding for the customer behaviour is still to be developed. It will 

definitely include movement patterns, dwell time, and suspicious pre-theft behaviour. If it is possible 

I would collect information on the sum of money that was spent in the end of each different shift. 

This might show which interaction led to more consumption in the store.  

The employees would also be the subjects of observation especially their interaction with the robots 

while serving customers. This element is crucial to understand how HRT works and whether 

employees use or try to avoid the involvement of their non-human helper. Furthermore, I would be 

interested to find out whether the employees would notice any change in their working experience 

with and without the extra companions.  

In both cases I would work with a questionnaire that allows to measure the perception of the service 

encounter. Elements that I would like to include are perceived trustworthiness, warmth, competent 

service, approachability, social presence, comfort and intrusiveness. These aspects are common for 

employees and customers. To reduce the complexity of the research I would probably use the same 

questionnaire for both groups. By comparing the scores across these conditions, I might be able to 

draw conclusion on how robots can complement the work of employees and how they might influence 

customer behaviour.  

Findings  

I propose that humanoid robots can enhance the shopping experience and they can shape customer 

behaviour on the shopfloor with low-interference (Gao et al., 2025). Aside from the customers, I 

propose that these new actors in retail can supplement humans and create better working experience 

(De Oliveira Santini et al., 2025). Aside from these two groups of human actors, I would potentially 

find that the number of suspicious pre-theft behaviour would decrease as people would be less likely 

to attempt shop lifting at a store employing HRTs.  

Contributions  

I would like to move beyond the traditional assumption that robots create value only through direct 

intervention by introducing the concept of low-interference social actors. These humanoid robots do 

not act pro-actively. They are prompted by the customers or their human team mate.  

Practical and social implications  

One of the greatest threats we hear with AI and robots is that they will completely substitute humans 

and take away our jobs. I argue in this paper that the work of humans in retail, on the shopfloor can 

be enriched by incorporating humanoid robots as they have more capacity to engage in more 

meaningful, human conversations that might lead to greater customer retention and loyalty (De 

Oliveira Santini et al., 2025).  

The increase of satisfied, returning customers potentially enhance the experience of the human 

employees as well as their interactions with the customers might become more engaging. They might 

have more time to establish more personal relationship to the customers as they do not need to spend 

time on managing the products on display or spotting suspicious non-compliant customer behaviour. 
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They might find more meaning in their work due to the increased sense of inclusion within the 

personal shopping experience of their customers.  

While employees and customers reap the benefits of the employment of humanoid robots, policy 

makers need to stay on high alert to create and enforce regulations that protect the rights of all parties 

involved in the matter. From the ethical perspective humanoid robots are also to be considered as 

participants within this social exchange therefore, it is important to regulate their employment.  

Research limitations and outlook  

One limitation of this research that it is at the moment in the very beginning stage. Some 

brainstorming has been done, but the details of the field observation have to be finetuned. Due to 

resource constraints, I will probably only be able to assess the retail environment in one store. This 

definitely puts a limit on the generalizability of the findings.  

This research opens up the possibility to explore task division among humans and robots in social 

environments outside of retail by understanding human preferences of complex interactions such as 

employee, customer and humanoid robot on the shopfloor. Aside from preferences future research 

can focus on customersË perception on hybrid teams (humanoid robots and humans) which can 

enhance our understanding on co-working with social robots. Furthermore, this research can provide 

the base to enrich our understanding on non-verbal robot signals that can shape warmth and trust.  
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Purpose 

Wholesale trade is often viewed as a sector (Scheuch, 2007; Kotzab, 2005), but rarely as a governance 

structure and institution of coordination. Thus, the paper addresses the theoretical fragmentation in 

existing distribution research (Ganapati, 2025) by integrating transaction cost economics (TCE) 

(Coase, 1937; Williamson, 1975, 1999) and the resource-based view (RBV) (Barney, 1991; Grant, 

1991; Wernerfelt, 1984) to provide a dual-theoretic foundation. This study aims to explain how 

wholesale trade resolves coordination problems through integration of traditional trade functions 

(Oberparleiter, 1955) with contemporary marketing flows (Palmatier et al., 2020; Schºgel, 2012).  

Design/methodology/approach 

The paper is of conceptual nature seeking to understand wholesale trade from a TCE and RBV 

perspective to understand and explain the existence and efficiency of wholesale trade as well as how 

wholesalers achieve sustained competitive advantage through specialized resources.  

Findings 

The paper shows that trade functions such as the formation of assortments, or spatial, temporal and 

quantitative adjustments, etc. are mechanisms that reduce search, negotiation, and monitoring costs. 

However, the integration of these functions with marketing flows (Schºgel, 2012) leads to hard-to-

replicate core competences (Kotzab, 2005; Barney, 1991). Consequently, wholesalers are capable to 

transform market volatility into stable and coordinated value creation for suppliers and retailers.  

Research limitations/implications 

The current contribution is conceptual and needs empirical validation. Though, the study offers a 

framework for developing testable propositions regarding how specific trade functions influence the 

overall channel efficiency. The findings imply that wholesalers should be considered as strategic 

partners who provide risk transformation and information aggregation and should not be viewed 

simply as cost-adding intermediaries.  

Originality/value 

This paper aims to establish a consistent link between classical trade theory and contemporary 

distribution channel research. It seeks to position wholesale trade as an institution and a means of 

economic coordination.  
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Introduction  

The retail sector is undergoing rapid transformation driven by artificial intelligence (AI), with 

technologies such as machine learning and predictive analytics enabling the shift toward ñphygitalò 

environments (Grewal et al., 2020; Verhoef et al., 2015). For practitioners, AI represents a strategic 

tool for improving efficiency, optimizing processes, and enhancing customer engagement 

(Oosthuizen et al., 2020; Daugherty & Wilson, 2018). However, physical retail remains inherently 

human-centric, relying on interpersonal interaction and experiential service (Grewal et al., 2017). This 

creates a socio-technical context in which AI adoption is not only technological but also organizational 

and behavioral (Wigand, 2017; Smith et al., 1992). Managers must navigate trade-offs related to costs, 

ethics, employee resistance, organizational capabilities, infrastructure readiness, and broader change 

processes associated with AI implementation (Robertson et al., 2025; Schwaeke et al., 2025; Cooper, 

2025; Amanollahnejad et al., 2026; Alahmari et al., 2026). Despite growing research on AI adoption, 

implementation, and value creation, managerial interpretations and emotional evaluations of AI in 

retail practice remain underexplored (Haque et al., 2024; Desveaud & Bawack, 2026; Yrjölä et al., 

2025). 

This study addresses this gap by examining how managers interpret and emotionally evaluate AI 

adoption, shifting the focus from technological potential to managerial sensemaking. 

Socio-Technical Tensions in AI Adoption in Physical Retail 

AI adoption is increasingly understood as a socio-technical process in which technological and 

social elements co-evolve across organizational, individual, and contextual levels (Dellermann et 

al., 2019; Desveaud & Bawack, 2026; Amanollahnejad et al., 2026). It introduces tensions between 

efficiency-driven automation and human-centered practices, particularly in retail contexts where 

value depends on trust and interaction (Grewal et al., 2017). While AI enables optimization and 

data-driven decision-making (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014), it also raises concerns about job 

displacement, autonomy, and ethics (Frey & Osborne, 2017; Martin, 2019). These tensions are not 

only structural but also perceptual, as managers interpret AI through both functional and socio-

emotional lenses while balancing organizational readiness, employee adaptation, and expectations 

regarding business value creation (Cao, 2021; Woudberg, 2022; Cooper, 2025; Schwaeke et al., 

2025). Accordingly, this study conceptualizes AI adoption as a sentiment-infused socio-technical 
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process shaped by tensions between efficiency and human-centered values. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to examine how retail managers interpret and emotionally evaluate AI 

adoption in physical retail. Building on the socio-technical perspective (Wigand, 2017; Dellermann 

et al., 2019), it focuses on managerial sensemaking in shaping AI integration. Specifically, the study 

analyses managerial sentiment across key dimensionsðstrategic benefits, implementation 

challenges, required competencies, and humanïtechnology interactionðusing qualitative data, 

thereby extending existing research toward the socio-emotional dynamics of AI adoption. 

Conceptual framework 

The conceptual framework builds on the view of AI adoption in retail as a socio-technical process 

involving interdependent technological, organizational, and human factors, where successful 

implementation depends on alignment between technical capabilities, organizational conditions, 

infrastructure readiness, and human capabilities (Smith et al., 1992; Desveaud & Bawack, 2026; 

Amanollahnejad et al., 2026; Alahmari et al., 2026). In physical retail, this is reflected in four 

dimensions: strategic benefits, implementation challenges, required competencies, and humanï

technology interaction. The framework draws on hybrid intelligence, where AI augments rather than 

replaces human capabilities (Dellermann et al., 2019; Wilson & Daugherty, 2018). 

The study extends this perspective by incorporating sentiment, assuming that managerial evaluations 

differ across dimensions: strategic benefits are predominantly positive, implementation challenges 

more negative, humanïtechnology interaction ambivalent, and required competencies adaptive and 

capability-driven. 

Accordingly, four propositions guide the study: 

P1: Strategic benefits are associated with positive sentiment. 

P2: Implementation challenges are associated with negative sentiment. P3: 

Humanïtechnology interaction exhibits ambivalent sentiment. 

P4: Required competencies reflect adaptive, capability-related sentiment. 

These propositions extend socio-technical frameworks by integrating the emotional dimension of 

managerial interpretation. 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative design based on six semi-structured interviews (P1ïP6) with store 

managers in specialized retail. The approach enabled the exploration of key themesðstrategic 

benefits, implementation challenges, required competencies, and humanïtechnology interactionð

while capturing nuanced managerial perspectives. Data were analysed in MAXQDA 24 using a multi-

stage process: thematic coding into four theoretically informed categories, followed by lexicon-based 

sentiment analysis (SentiWordNet 3.0) of 208 segments using a five-point scale, accounting for 

linguistic features such as negation. Finally, MAXMaps was used to visualize relationships between 

themes and sentiment patterns. This integration of qualitative coding and sentiment analysis provides 

analytical triangulation, combining interpretive depth with systematic assessment of emotional 

orientation. 

Findings 

The quantitative overview of sentiment distribution is presented in Table 1, which aggregates coded 

segments into three categories: Positive, Neutral, and Negative. Percentages are calculated relative to 

the total number of segments within each thematic category, ensuring comparability. The dataset 

includes HumanïTechnology Interaction (n = 208), Required Competencies (n = 46), Implementation 
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Challenges (n = 74), and Strategic Benefits (n = 56). Overall, sentiment is predominantly neutral, 

indicating a pragmatic managerial discourse. 

Table 1: Sentiment Distribution Across Thematic Categories 
 

Thematic Category Positive (%) Neutral (%) Negative (%) 

HumanïTechnology 

Interaction 

34.6 52.4 13.0 

Required 

Competencies 

37.0 43.5 19.6 

Implementation 

Challenges 

37.8 48.6 13.5 

Strategic Benefits 26.8 57.1 16.1 

Managerial Sentiments on HumanïTechnology Interaction 

Humanïtechnology interaction emerges as ambivalent, combining functional acceptance with socio-

emotional resistance. AI is accepted in supportive rolesðe.g., ña chatbot has been very helpfulò 

(P1)ðbut less in customer-facing contexts, where ñcustomers try to maintain personal contactò (P1) 

and ñthere must always be a human factorò (P2). Positive sentiment relates to efficiency gains (ñit 

makes training much easierò (P2)), indicating augmentation rather than substitution. However, 

concerns persist regarding over-reliance and reduced critical thinking (ñthe system does not have 

critical thinkingò (P1); ñyou cannot fully trust itò (P2)). Overall, acceptance remains conditional on 

AI functioning as a complementary system. 

Managerial Sentiments on Required Competencies for AI Integration 

This domain reflects a structured, forward-looking discourse emphasizing continuous skill 

adaptation. Managers highlight education and training as key prerequisites (ñeducation and employee 

knowledge are of key importanceò (P1); ñsome initial training would definitely be necessaryò (P5)), 

while noting limited institutional support (ñuntil this becomes part of the school systeméò (P1)). 

Beyond technical skills, AI literacyðsuch as interpreting outputs and formulating inputsðis essential 

(ñyou have to provide the right input yourselfò (P2)). 

Managerial capabilities like adaptability and technological orientation are also emphasized (ñyou 

have to follow this paceò (P2); ñtechnologically orientedò (P3)). Overall, the findings point to a dual-

competency model combining technical and socio-organizational skills, alongside concerns about 

workforce preparedness. 

Managerial Sentiments on Implementation Challenges 

Implementation challenges are evaluated cautiously, with predominantly neutral to slightly 

negative sentiment. Barriers extend beyond technical issues to economic, organizational, and 

capability-related constraints. Managers point to limitations in AI reliability and complexity, noting 

that systems may fail in practice (ñit does not detect the correct answerò (P4)) and are often 

unsuitable in specialized retail contexts where human expertise remains essential (ñyou need to 

know your assortmentò (P4)). Capability gaps further constrain adoption, highlighting the need for 

training (ñspecial educationò (P3); ñinitial training would be necessaryò (P5); ñadditional training 

would be neededò (P6)). Customer readiness also emerges as a barrier, alongside concerns about 

trust and control, as AI outputs require human verification and ñmistakes also happenò (P4). 

Overall, challenges are multidimensional and embedded in broader organizational and societal 
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contexts. 

Managerial Sentiments on Strategic Benefits 

Strategic benefits exhibit the most positive sentiment, with AI viewed as a driver of efficiency, cost 

optimization, and competitiveness. Managers emphasize automation and operational improvements 

(ñit would be much easier to manage everythingò (P1); ñit makes training much easierò (P2)), while 

also highlighting enhanced decision-making and humanïAI collaboration (ñit should work togetherò 

(P2)). Adaptability is framed as a competitive necessity (ñyou have to follow this paceò (P2); 

ñtechnologically orientedò (P3)). AI is further 

seen as enabling better allocation of human resources toward higher-value activities, particularly 

customer interaction. Overall, benefits are recognized as significant but contingent on effective 

implementation and organizational readiness. 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Mapping of Managerial Sentiment Toward AI Adoption in Retail 

The central construct (ñmanagerial sentiment toward AI adoptionò) represents an analytical 

abstraction derived from aggregated sentiment patterns rather than a directly measured variable. 

The findings provide exploratory support for the proposed assumptions. P1 is supported, as strategic 

benefits are associated with predominantly positive evaluations. P2 is only partially supported, with 

implementation challenges showing mainly neutral rather than strongly negative sentiment. P3 is 

strongly supported, as humanïtechnology interaction emerges as the most ambivalent domain, 

combining functional acceptance with socio-emotional resistance. 

P4 is also supported, with required competencies reflecting an adaptive dimension shaped by 

capability gaps and skill demands. 

Contributions 

This study contributes to AI adoption literature in retail by introducing a sentiment-based perspective 

on managerial perceptions of AI. While prior research has primarily examined AI adoption through 

technological, organizational, and performance-related factors, the present study focuses on how 

managers evaluate AI across different dimensions of retail practice. The findings show that 

managerial evaluations vary across strategic benefits, implementation 
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challenges, required competencies, and humanïtechnology interaction, and are characterized by 

different sentiment patterns across these dimensions. By combining thematic analysis with sentiment 

analysis, the study provides a complementary perspective on AI adoption that captures not only the 

content of managerial evaluations but also their overall sentiment orientation. In doing so, it 

complements existing socio-technical perspectives on AI adoption (Dellermann et al., 2019; 

Desveaud & Bawack, 2026; Amanollahnejad et al., 2026) and aligns with recent research emphasizing 

AI-enabled value creation, organizational adaptation, and service innovation in retail environments 

(Yrjºlª et al., 2025; Robertson et al., 2025). More specifically, the study extends existing AI adoption 

frameworks by demonstrating that managerial evaluations are not solely shaped by technological and 

organizational factors but also by distinct sentiment patterns that influence how opportunities, 

challenges, competencies, and humanïtechnology relationships are interpreted during AI adoption. 

Practical implications 

AI adoption should be managed as a balanced socio-technical process rather than a purely technical 

upgrade. Firms should prioritize applications that support, rather than replace, human interaction, 

adopting a complementary integration strategy. Organizations should invest in capability 

development, including AI literacy and change management skills, while ensuring context-sensitive 

implementation aligned with business models. Although AI offers efficiency and cost benefits, these 

depend on addressing barriers such as high costs, employee resistance, and customer acceptance. 

Social implications 

The findings highlight a tension between automation and the preservation of human interaction in 

retail, with potential implications for service quality and customer experience. 

They also stress the need for responsible AI use, particularly regarding data privacy, surveillance, and 

transparency, with implications for governance and regulation. Additionally, the results point to the 

importance of educational and policy support for AI-related skills, emphasizing a human-centered 

approach to digital transformation and societal well-being. 

Research limitations 

This study has several limitations. First, it is based on a small qualitative sample (n = 6) within the 

Slovenian retail context, limiting generalizability and potentially reflecting more cautious managerial 

perspectives due to lower levels of AI adoption. Future research should include larger, cross-country 

samples. Second, the study focuses only on managers, excluding employees and customers; a multi-

stakeholder approach is therefore recommended. Third, lexicon-based sentiment analysis may not 

fully capture contextual nuances, suggesting the value of combining it with advanced NLP methods 

or manual validation. Fourth, the cross-sectional design does not account for changes over time, 

indicating a need for longitudinal research. Finally, as the study is exploratory and does not test causal 

relationships, future work could apply quantitative or mixed methods to examine these relationships 

more systematically. 

References 

Alahmari, D., Hussain, Z., Mohammad, S. I., Bansal, R., Vasudevan, A., Alabsy, N. M., Abdelfattah, W. M., & Awad, A. 

(2026). Harnessing socio-technical alignment for AI-enabled circular supply chains: The role of infrastructure 

readiness and human capability fit. Frontiers in Human Dynamics, 8, Article 1826427. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fhumd.2026.1826427 

Amanollahnejad, A., Fosso-Wamba, S., Shabbir, M. S., &  Pakseresht, A. (2026). Aligning socio-technical 

systems: Rethinking AI adoption and digital transformation in SMEs. Information Systems Management, 

43(2), 103ï117. https://doi.org/10.1080/10580530.2025.2612175 

Brynjolfsson, E., &  McAfee, A. (2014). The second machine age. W. W. Norton & Company. 

Cao, L. (2021). Artificial intelligence in retail: Value creation logics. International Journal of Retail & Distribution 

Management, 49(7), 958ï976. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRDM-09-2020-0350 

Cooper, R. G. (2025). SMEs' use of AI  for new product development: Adoption rates by application and readiness-to-

adopt. Industrial Marketing Management, 126, 159ï167. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2025.01.016 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fhumd.2026.1826427
https://doi.org/10.1080/10580530.2025.2612175
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRDM-09-2020-0350
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRDM-09-2020-0350
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2025.01.016


117 

 

Daugherty, P. R., & Wilson, J. H. (2018). Human + machine. Harvard Business Review Press. 

Davenport, T. H., &  Ronanki, R. (2018). Artificial intelligence for the real world. Harvard Business Review, 96(1), 108ï

116. 

Dellermann, D., Ebel, P., Söllner, M., &  Leimeister, J. M. (2019). Hybrid intelligence. Business & 

Information Systems Engineering, 61, 637ï643. 

Desveaud, K., &  Bawack, R. (2026). Integrating the literature on AI  adoption: A socio-technical framework. 

International Journal of Market Research, 68(2), 219ï240. https://doi.org/10.1177/14707853251383383 

Frey, C. B., &  Osborne, M. A. (2017). The future of employment. Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 114, 

254ï280. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2016.08.019 

Grewal, D., Roggeveen, A. L., &  Nordfält, J. (2017). The future of retailing. Journal of Retailing, 93(1), 1ï6. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretai.2016.12.008 

Haque, A., Akther, N., Khan, I., Agarwal, K., &  Uddin, N. (2024). Artificial  intelligence in retail marketing: A 

research agenda. Informatics, 11(4), 74. https://doi.org/10.3390/informatics11040074 

Martin, K. (2019). Designing ethical algorithms. MIS Quarterly Executive, 18(2), 129ï142. 

Oosthuizen, K., Botha, E., Robertson, J., &  Montecchi, M. (2020). AI -enabled value chain in retail. Australasian 

Marketing Journal, 28(3). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ausmj.2020.07.007 

Robertson, J., Botha, E., Oosthuizen, K., &  Montecchi, M. (2025). Managing change when integrating artificial 

intelligence (AI) into the retail value chain: The AI implementation compass. Journal of Business Research, 

189, 115198. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2025.115198 

Schwaeke, J., Peters, A., Kanbach, D. K., Kraus, S., &  Jones, P. (2025). The new normal: The status quo of AI 

adoption in SMEs. Journal of Small Business Management, 63(3), 1297ï1331. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00472778.2024.2379999 

Smith, C., Norton, B., &  Ellis, D. (1992). Leavittôs diamond and organizational change. Library Management, 13(5), 

18ï22. https://doi.org/10.1108/01435129210020352 

Verhoef, P. C., Kannan, P. K., &  Inman, J. J. (2015). Omni-channel retailing. Journal of Retailing, 91(2), 174ï181. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretai.2015.02.005Wigand, R. T. (2017). Digital ecosystems and business models. 

Journal of Theoretical and Applied Electronic Commerce Research, 12(2), 1ï20. 

https://doi.org/10.4067/S0718-18762017000200002Woudberg, C. (2022). The AI-enabled retail value chain 

(Doctoral dissertation, Stellenbosch University). 

Yrjölä, M., Hautamäki, P., &  Ranta, R. (2025). Value propositions of artificial intelligence in retailing. The International 

Review of Retail, Distribution and Consumer Research, 35(4), 355ï382. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09593969.2024.2411209  

https://doi.org/10.1177/14707853251383383
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2016.08.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretai.2016.12.008
https://doi.org/10.3390/informatics11040074
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ausmj.2020.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2025.115198
https://doi.org/10.1080/00472778.2024.2379999
https://doi.org/10.1108/01435129210020352
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretai.2015.02.005
https://doi.org/10.4067/S0718-18762017000200002
https://doi.org/10.4067/S0718-18762017000200002
https://doi.org/10.1080/09593969.2024.2411209


118 

 

The Combined Effect of Space Allocation and In-store Communication on 

Category Performance and Search Efficiency 

 

Sofia Laudani (corresponding author)  

Department of Economics and Management  

University of Parma, Parma, Italy  

sofia.laudani@unipr.it  

 

Susanna Graziano 

Department of Economics and Management  

University of Parma, Parma, Italy                                

susanna.graziano@unipr.it  

 

Maria Grazia Cardinali 

Department of Economics and Management  

University of Parma, Parma, Italy  

mariagrazia.cardinali@unipr.it  

 

Keywords 

nutrition shopper marketing; space management; in-store communication; product aggregation; dairy 

products; sales data 

Introduction 

The role of retailers as choice architects is now fully acknowledged within the literature. Indeed, 

grocery stores serve as the primary point of direct contact between demand and supply; consequently, 

they exert a significant influence on shoppersô diets and food purchasing habits. In a landscape marked 

by the rising prevalence of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) linked to poor nutrition, it is 

imperative to redesign in-store marketing strategies through a health-oriented lens, applying the 

principles of Nutrition Shopper Marketing. Although several studies have sought to identify the most 

effective strategies for encouraging healthier choices, it remains essential to determine whether the 

synergistic management of multiple levers, such as space management and in-store communication, 

can effectively achieve this goal while maintaining a positive impact on sales performance. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the combined effect of space allocation and on-shelf textual 

communication for product segments on consumer perceptions and sales performance within the 

yoghurt category. In particular, the research tests whether a semantic shelf reorganization can reduce 

cognitive complexity and encourage the purchase of healthier options in a real-world retail 

environment. 

Conceptual framework 

The Environmental Psychology model (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974) based on Stimulus - Organism 

- Response (S-O-R) shows us that individualsô emotional responses can be influenced by 

environmental variables. As early as the 1980s, Donovan and Rossiter (1982), and over time other 

researchers (e.g. Vilnai-Yavetz et al., 2021; Basu et al., 2022) have applied this model to retail, 

discovering that environmental variables in stores can effectively influence consumersô emotional 

responses, particularly those of pleasure, arousal and dominance, which in turn determine approach 
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or avoidance behaviours in the purchasing context. In the 1990s, Baker et al. (1994) identified three 

main components of the retail store environment: internal factors related to the store atmosphere (e.g. 

smells, temperature, lighting, etc.), design factors (e.g. colours, architecture, merchandise layout, etc.) 

and social factors (e.g. staff and other customers). Alongside S-O-R theory, another contribution to 

understanding the effects on emotional responses comes from Cue Utilisation Theory (Olson, 1972). 

In fact, individuals rely on cues in the environment to infer attributes that are not directly observable 

and to simplify the decision-making process. These cues guide consumersô evaluations, especially in 

contexts characterised by uncertainty or high perceptual complexity. Previous literature (e.g. Helm 

and Mark, 2007) shows that the credibility, clarity and consistency of cues influence the quality of 

inferences that individuals make about products or assortments, thus helping to guide their emotional 

and behavioural responses at the point of sale. However, the excess of stimuli to which consumers 

are subjected can seriously compromise an individualôs critical and rational capacity (Toffler, 1970). 

Choice overload (Jacoby et al., 1974; Jacoby, 1977) often results in inefficient consumption decisions. 

Given the limited time available and the cognitive restrictions typical of the purchasing phase (Hoyer, 

1984), the shelf layout of products plays a fundamental role in directly influencing the way in which 

information is processed by the individual and purchasing behaviour (Inman et al., 2009; Lamberton 

and Diehl, 2013). For example, previous studies have shown that more ñconfusingò and 

ñdisorganisedò shelves can increase cognitive processing and emotional surprise, leading consumers 

to perceive a price advantage (Ladeira et al., 2023). Furthermore, congruence between shelf layout 

and consumersô internal categorisation of products increases the perceived variety of the assortment 

and reduces decoding complexity, which in turn increases purchase intention and satisfaction 

(Rooderkerk and Lehmann, 2021). 

In supermarkets, products are commonly grouped into segments on displays. This segmentation often 

relies on product categories or affinities, with retailers assigning categories to specific shelf segments 

based on factors such as customer traffic and profitability, in order to stimulate impulse buying (e.g. 

Flamand et al., 2016). There are two main ways to aggregate: horizontally and vertically. It has been 

shown (e.g. Valenzuela and Raghubir, 2015) that vertical aggregation should be used to give segments 

greater visibility. However, despite the fact that greater product visibility increases the likelihood of 

purchase (e.g. Han et al., 2022), in the context of nutritional marketing, previous research has 

emphasised that display manipulation alone may not be sufficient if not supported by other factors 

(e.g. Young et al., 2020). For example, placing healthier products at the end of the aisle only 

encourages their purchase in the absence of junk food (Liu et al., 2018); while simply placing them 

at eye level has been found to produce no significant changes in sales for cereals (Young et al., 2020), 

dairy products (Adam et al., 2017) or wholemeal bread (de Wijk et al., 2016). More concrete results 

were only found when space management was accompanied by more ñdrasticò measures, such as 

removing sweets from the checkout area (Baird et al., 2018) or integrating educational and 

promotional campaigns (Trude et al., 2018). Some studies have focused on the combined use of in-

store communication and space management. For example, in the study by Bogomolova et al. (2021), 

shelf talkers were applied to the healthiest items in different categories, while at the same time giving 

them more prominent shelf space, such as feature displays and endcaps. The results in terms of sales 

differed across categories, showing that this initiative was effective in some (e.g. ready meals and 

breakfast foods) but not in others (e.g. in-store baked bread, yoghurt, pasta and tomato paste). 

However, other studies outside nutritional marketing have jointly tested aggregation within displays 

and in-store communication. For example, Clement et al. (2015) aggregated two comparable products 

and found that adding shelf tags increased both visual attention and sales for both products. In light 

of these considerations, this study focused on the joint use of space management and in-store 

communication in a field experiment related to the yoghurt category. 

Design/methodology/approach 

To verify whether space allocation and communication levers can encourage purchases of healthier 

products in the yoghurt category, a quasi-experiment was conducted in a real environment inside a 
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large-scale retail store. The intervention involved a reorganization of the shelf into nine distinct 

segments. Each segment was supported by on-shelf textual communication, and those best suited for 

a healthy lifestyle were prioritized. Specifically, these segments were arranged according to the 

direction of traffic flow, placing categories that address specific health needs and general well-being 

at the beginning of the aisle, namely: 1. Functional, 2. Well-being, 3. Lactose-free, 4. Plant-based, 5. 

White, 6. Fruit, 7. Pleasure, 8. Dessert, and 9. Kids. Furthermore, each segment was associated with 

a specific claim to highlight the productsô benefits and characteristics (e.g., óYour daily allyô for the 

Functional segment and óYour choice without compromiseô for Lactose-free products). A 

questionnaire was administered to 312 customers to evaluate their subjective perceptions regarding 

these in-store marketing levers and to determine if the new aggregation improved assortment 

readability or facilitated the product search. Simultaneously, an analysis of sales performance was 

conducted by comparing current data with the previous year to verify the percentage change in the 

number of items sold and the overall category growth. 

Findings 

The data analysis focused on evaluating the effectiveness of the new display by comparing 

perceptions of the shelf before and after the introduction of a shopper marketing activity, as well as 

sales trends. First, the inferential analysis conducted on the perception of the ease of finding products 

on the shelf revealed a statistically significant increase in the average after the intervention (Mpre= 

5.53; Mpost= 6.14; p-value < 0.001). To isolate the effect of in-store marketing from possible 

individual distortions, covariance analysis models (ANCOVA) were applied. The results confirmed 

the robustness of the intervention, demonstrating that the improvement in customer experience is 

independent of the psychographic and behavioural variables measured (category knowledge, brand 

and store loyalty, health awareness or propensity for impulse purchases). The positive impact of the 

new display is therefore consistent across different consumer segments, regardless of their respective 

purchasing factors. At the same time, the improvement in certain product (healthy products, indulgent 

products, discount products and new products) visibility was examined. Again, the inferential tests 

revealed a significant increase in the post-intervention mean (Mpre = 4.75; Mpost = 5.41; p-value < 

0.001). However, the application of the ANCOVA model showed that brand loyalty emerged as the 

only individual variable capable of significantly influencing this perception (p-value = 0.017), while 

other factors did not produce significant effects. Analysis of sales during the 9-week test period shows 

a positive and significant impact of the communication and space allocation initiative on the Yoghurt 

category. Sales volumes increased by 31.36% compared to the same 9-week period of the previous 

year, while turnover in the category grew by 32.20%. The success of the marketing initiative is also 

evident when compared with the overall performance of the store and similar product categories. 

While the entire store grew by 4.85%, the yoghurt category achieved a lift of 26.51 percentage points. 

In order to exclude the influence of seasonal variables related to the dairy sector, the Fresh Cream 

category was analysed, which showed a modest increase of 6.27%. This discrepancy would confirm 

that the acceleration in sales is not attributable to a general increase in traffic in a specific area of the 

store but is related to the specific initiative. Finally, the stability of the percentage margin (from 

30.41% to 30.52%) confirms that the expansion in volumes took place efficiently, without the need 

for price manoeuvres that would erode gross profit. 

Table I. Impact of in-store marketing interventions on yoghurt category sales and profitability 

Performance Indicator variation (% TY/LY)  

Sales Volume (Units) +31.36% 

Net Turnover (ú) +32.20% 

Percentage Margin (%) +0.11 pp 



121 

 

Note: pp denotes percentage points, representing the arithmetic difference between two 

percentages. TY=this year; LY=last year. 

Table II. Comparative analysis 

 Volume growth (units TY/LY)  Growth Differential Relative 

to Total Store (pp) 

Yoghurt category +31.36% +26.51 pp 

Fresh cream category +6.27% +1.42 pp 

Total store +4.85% -- 

Note: pp denotes percentage points, representing the arithmetic difference between two percentages. 

TY=this year; LY=last year. 

Contributions 

The implementation of a marketing activity that simultaneously leveraged space allocation and the 

introduction of on-shelf textual communication for product segments improved the ease of products 

identification within the yoghurt category and enhanced the visibility of specific items resulting in a 

positive effect on sales performance. However, sales performance in individual segments remains to 

be analysed to verify whether healthy product SKUs have seen an increase. 

Practical implications 

The research highlights how easily implementable and economically sustainable shopper marketing 

activities can effectively guide consumers, demonstrating that a significant opportunity lies in the 

synergistic combination of space allocation and communication levers. 

Research limitations and outlook 

Despite the positive results, the study has some limitations that open the way for further investigation. 

First, the aggregate nature of the sales data does not yet allow us to isolate whether the lift recorded 

was due to a selective shift towards products with a better nutritional profile or to a general increase 

in purchases due to the simplification of the search process. Furthermore, as this was a field 

experiment conducted in a single store and on a specific high-turnover category (yoghurt), the 

generalisability of the results will need to be verified across different retail formats and product 

categories. Finally, although the nine-week time frame is significant, it suggests extending the 

observation over the long term to rule out the potential ñnovelty effectò of the new display and to 

monitor the impact of external variables, such as promotional pressures from leading brands, on the 

stability of consumersô healthy choices. 
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Introduction  

The contemporary global food system, characterised by industrialised production, extended supply 

chains, and increasing consolidation, generates profound environmental and social consequences. 

Scholars have extensively documented how this dominant model contributes to greenhouse gas 

emissions, biodiversity loss, soil degradation, and the marginalisation of small-scale producers 

(Bogoeski 2025). The ecological costs extend beyond production, encompassing food miles, 

packaging, and waste generated throughout lengthy distribution networks (Michel-Villarreal et al. 

2019; Antonioli et al. 2021). Moreover, large supply chains proved to be prone to external shocks and 

crises and therefore lack an often desired resilience when it comes to ensuring food supplies (Stone 

und Rahimifard 2018). These challenges have catalysed urgent policy responses, scholarly interest 

and societal inquiry into alternative configurations of food systems, summarized with the term ñShort 

Food Supply Chainsò (SFSC), that might reconcile agricultural production with ecological integrity 

and social equity (Cappelli und Cini 2020; Bayir et al. 2022; Evola et al. 2022; León-Bravo et al. 

2025). 
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SFSCs represent a fundamental reconfiguration of food distribution, distinct from conventional long 

supply chains. Michel-Villarreal et al. (2021) establish the reduction of intermediaries as the core 

structural feature, defining SFSCs as networks of interdependent actors who manage and improve the 

flow of information-embedded products, services, and resources along the food supply chain. Beyond 

this structural reduction, SFSCs are constituted through specific proximity relationships. Gori und 

Castellini (2023) emphasise that alternative food networks are "defined by attributes of local 

production and short supply chains, integrating dimensions of spatial and social proximity". A 

foundational classification in literature distinguishes three types of SFSCs based on the nature of the 

producer-consumer relationship and the mode of interaction and allows for a distinction between face-

to-face, proximate and spatially extended SFSCs (Renting et al. 2003; Schmid et al. 2014). 

Agricultural direct-to-consumer (DTC) sales are often cited as archetypal variants of SFSCs and 

constitute the implementation of SFSC principles at farm level (Majewski et al. 2020; Ļehiĺ Mariĺ et 

al. 2025; Herzig und Zander 2025). Despite the growing body of literature on SFSCs and 

acknowledged economic and social benefits of agricultural DTC sales, research focusing on DTC 

practices at farm level remains surprisingly scarce. While studies have examined consumer behaviour 

(for an overview see Muggenhuber et al. 2023) and the structural advantages of SFSCs (e.g. 

Petruzzelli et al. 2023; Jia et al. 2024; Stoeva et al. 2024; Sciortino et al. 2025;), the perspectives, 

strategies, and day-to-day realities of farmers who engage in DTC sales have received less scholarly 

attention. Understanding these dynamics is essential not only for advancing academic discourse but 

also for providing practical insights to support the agricultural DTC movement. 

Purpose 

This study aims to provide a comprehensive overview and assessment of agricultural DTC activities. 

It seeks to make an empirical contribution to the literature on SFSCs by systematically examining the 

structure and distribution of farms engaged in DTC sales. By analysing key characteristics, regional 

patterns, and marketing practices, this research enables identification and differentiation of distinct 

types of agricultural DTC sales. Such a typology not only enhances the understanding of the sector's 

heterogeneity but also provides a foundational basis for future research and practical implications. 

Conceptual framework 

This study draws on retail formats from retail research to classify agricultural DTC activities and 

identify strategic groups (Barth et al. 2015). A retail format is defined as a distinct type of retail 

business, characterized by the performance of selected retail functions, their implementation through 

an integrated concept, and a corresponding value-creation process utilizing various operational 

factors (Wªchter 2023). 

The application of a retail perspective to agriculture is evident in various research contributions. 

McLeay et al. (1996) demonstrated that farms do not follow uniform strategic patterns but can be 

differentiated into strategic groups with distinct marketing and management orientations. Subsequent 

research has developed empirically grounded typologies for direct-marketing farms. Paddison und 

Calderwood (2007) in their analysis of rural retailing, presented a location-based typology 

distinguishing between market town retailers, village shops, and stand-alone retailing forms including 

farm shops and speciality rural retail outlets. 

Farm shops are of distinct interest, as they rank amongst the most common forms of agricultural DTC 

activities across different regions. Official U.S. government data explicitly considers on-farm stores 

as a primary DTC sales channel (USDA 2020), while Dorn (2022) confirms that DTC marketing is 

upon the most popular forms of local food marketing in the US. This prevalence is mirrored in Europe, 

where, for example, 28% of Austrian farmers are reported to engage in DTC activities (Key Quest 

2021). In German-speaking countries, agricultural DTC activities are usually referred to as "Ab-Hof-

Verkauf" (farmgate sales). This term inherently implies a physical point of sale and denotes a specific 

sales location. The term itself, however, reveals little about the concrete design and operational form 
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of these outlets and allows little conclusions to be drawn about the derivation of retail formats. To 

typologize farm shops, operational factors known from retail format literature like assortment 

structure, servicescape, service principle, payment method, and location were used as fundamental 

determinants (Tietz 1988; Barth et al. 2015; Bonfrer et al. 2022). 

Methodology 

This study follows an exploratory research design to identify different types of farm shops. We selected 

Austria as geographical area for our investigation because of its high degree of heterogeneity 

(Streissler 2011; Statistik Austria 2020), shaped by the country's diverse geographical, structural, and 

socio-economic conditions (Schmitzberger et al. 2005). Farms operating in alpine regions face 

different constraints compared to those in lowland areas, influencing both production possibilities 

and marketing strategies. Additionally, proximity to urban centers, varying degrees of tourism 

intensity, and differing local consumer cultures may further contribute to the diversity of DTC 

approaches (Wagner und Niedemayr 2016). 

This study focuses exclusively on farm shops as the object of investigation since unlike transient or 

mobile formats such as farmers' markets, farm shops constitute permanent, physically accessible 

points of sale that allow for systematic observation of structural and operational characteristics. 

Data collection was conducted in three stages. First, a database was compiled through systematic 

online research of directories that list farms with agricultural DTC activities. Second, we used telephone 

interviews to confirm whether farms operate a publicly accessible point of sale. Third, the study 

focused on farms with a dedicated, publicly accessible farm shop to do on-site visits. 

During on-site visits, a systematic observation was conducted to comprehensively capture structural 

characteristics derived from retail typology frameworks (Barth et al. 2015), including the type of point 

of sale (freestanding stand vs. permanent building), staffing (staffed vs. unstaffed), payment method 

(automated or non-automated payment) and product assortment breadth and components of service-

scape (Marques und Santos 2012), including shopfitting elements such as furniture, tables, desks, 

refrigerators, freezers, vending machines and surveillance cameras. 

By conducting exploratory descriptive analysis following Kluge (1999) this approach allows for a 

systematic differentiation of farm shops by capturing both their physical form and the specific 

distribution activities that define their service output. Based on these characteristics, a typology was 

developed using an inductive content analysis approach (Steininger et al. 2021). Farms were grouped 

according to similarities in infrastructure, staffing, technology, and assortment (Kelle 2010). 

Findings 

Based on the initial online research, 3,784 farms with DTC activities were identified. Following 

telephone verification, it turned out that many farms engaged exclusively in informal sales activities 

without designated infrastructure for direct sales or a farm shop. This type is not publicly visible and 

primarily targets a select customer base with an informal atmosphere (typically neighbours or long-

standing regulars). A potential customer without exclusive "insider knowledge" would not have the 

opportunity to shop there. For further references, this type is referred to as ñinformal direct salesò. 

Ultimately, 925 farm shops were identified and visited for data collection. 

The key differentiating criteria for typology proved to be the presence of a permanent physical 

structure, staffing (staffed vs. unstaffed), and the type of payment process (automated vs. non-

automated). In addition to the informal direct sales, six main types of farm shops were derived from 

the sample. The following table illustrates the main characteristics and features of the different farm 

shop types as well as their frequency within the sample: 
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Table1: Types of farm shops 
 

 Frequency of equipment employed  

 Description: Physical 

Appearance: 

Staffing: Payment-process: surveillan

ce 

camera: 

Furnitur

e: 

Refrigerat

or: 

Freezer

: 

Vendin

g 

machin

e: 

Number 

of 

product

s 

median: 

n: 

1 The 

analogue 

self-service 

stand 

separate 

freestanding 

farmstand 

unstaffe

d 

non-

automate

d 

payment 

system 

25% 74% 66% 11% 0% 2,89 92 

2 The 

automated 

self-service 

stand 

separate 

freestanding 

farmstand 

unstaffe

d 

automated 

payment 

system 

17% 24% 37% 2% 89% 3,91 46 

3 The 

traditiona

l 

unstaffed 

farm shop 

permanent 

structural 

building 

unstaffe

d 

non-

automate

d 

payment 

system 

42% 94% 73% 23% 0% 4,38 276 

4 The fully 

automated 

24/7 farm 

shop 

permanent 

structural 

building 

unstaffe

d 

automated 

payment 

system 

48% 78% 75% 29% 53% 5,52 118 

5 The 

traditional 

staffed farm 

shop 

permanent 

structural 

building 

staffed non-

automate

d 

payment 

system 

7% 90% 60% 10% 0% 3,86 269 

6 The 

service-

oriented 

hybrid 

farm shop 

permanent 

structural 

building 

staffed automated 

payment 

system 

20% 93% 70% 18% 27% 4,45 124 

The different types of direct marketing outlets can be interpreted as representing increasing levels of 

operational complexity, reflected in infrastructure, technology, staffing, and product assortment. At 

the lower end, (1) analogue and (2) automated self-service stands represent the simplest formats. They 

are typically small, unstaffed freestanding pieces of furniture or vending machines for self-collection 

of a limited range of items. In particular, the analogue self-service stand represents an entry point for 

many farmers into DTC activities. With little investment in infrastructure, a small, specialized 

assortment of two to three products, and a principle of trust in customer relations (especially when it 

comes to payment processes), it can be described as a first trial phase of DTC activities for many 

farmers. In comparison, the automated self-service stand represents a more elaborate but still 

beginner-oriented approach to DTC activities. It requires financial investment in technical equipment 

(e.g., a vending machine) and technical know-how for operation. It is often used as a first step in 

frequented public areas, where the possibility of theft and vandalism is higher. Both approaches 
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require a low level of operational activity. The stands are typically replenished and maintained by 

farmers during working hours. 

The (3) traditional unstaffed farm shop and the (4) fully automated 24/7 farm shop represent moderate 

levels of operational complexity in farmersô DTC activities. They are operated as permanent physical 

infrastructure on the farm and may consist either of a room (or several rooms) with shelves, tables, 

cooling units, and a designated check-out area within the main farmhouse, or of a separate building 

located next to or attached to the main building. The larger physical space of these formats allows for 

broader assortments and more storytelling regarding production processes, traditions, and the local 

origin of products. The main differentiator between the two identified moderate-complexity types is 

the level of technology applied. The traditional unstaffed farm shop has opening hours during the 

farmôs working hours and again relies on trust-based customer relationships. The fully automated 

24/7 farm shop, by contrast, is open day and night, typically operated with self-checkout terminals 

and often integrates vending machines. Both types require more sophisticated replenishment, 

cleaning, and inventory processes compared to analogue and automated stands, since the assortment 

is larger and must be available for up to 24 hours. The 24/7 farm shops even represent the largest 

assortments among all store types investigated. 

The highest level of operational complexity is represented by (5) traditional staffed farm shops and 

(6) service-oriented hybrid farm shops, as both types require the provision of staff during opening 

hours. However, the integration of staff can create a more social shopping atmosphere and may 

therefore improve sales, customer frequency, and loyalty. Traditional staffed farm shops are restricted 

by opening hours but do not require strong investment in technological infrastructure, since customer 

interactions are handled directly by staff. Hybrid stores, in contrast, require a similar or even higher 

level of investment in technological infrastructure than the previously described automated farm shop 

types, while also integrating human service elements. Their biggest advantage lies in the possibility 

of combining the best of both the analogue and the automated world. During staffed opening hours, 

the social dimension of the marketplace can create atmosphere and enhance the shopping experience, 

while during less frequented times an automated shopping system ensures 24/7 availability. 

However, from an operational point of view this type can be considered the most complex one and 

demands competence on a technological and operational level from the farmer. 

Overall, operational complexity increases as outlets combine more infrastructure, technological 

systems, and broader assortments, moving from simple self-service stands toward technologically 

advanced and service-integrated farm shops. The wide range of percentages across equipment and 

organizational features indicates that, in practice, numerous variations of these outlet types exist, often 

combining elements in different ways. Therefore, the typology presented here should be understood 

as highlighting broader structural tendencies rather than rigid or mutually exclusive categories 

Contributions 

This paper makes three key contributions to SFSC literature. First, it provides a comprehensive, 

empirically grounded overview of agricultural DTC structures. Second, by developing a six-type 

typology of farm shop formats through inductive classification, it reveals the hitherto underexplored 

heterogeneity of farm-level DTC practices. Third, it demonstrates the applicability of retail format 

theory (Barth et al. 2015) to agricultural contexts, offering a conceptual bridge between retail 

research and SFSC scholarship that enables systematic differentiation of direct marketing outlets. 

Practical implications 

The typology provides farmers with a strategic orientation tool to position their direct marketing 

activities by identifying which format best aligns with their resources, goals, and local context. For 

agricultural extension services and advisory bodies, the findings offer a framework for targeted 

support, enabling tailored advice based on farm shop type rather than one-size-fits-all 
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recommendations. Policymakers can use the typology to design differentiated funding programmes 

that address the multiplicity of agricultural DTC sales. 

Social implications 

By systematically mapping farm shop formats, this research supports further development of 

agricultural DTC sales as a channel that strengthens producer-consumer relationships, enhances 

food sovereignty at the local level, and reduces food miles through shortened supply chains. The 

identification of unstaffed and automated formats (e.g., 24/7 shops) highlights how technological 

innovation can extend access to local food beyond traditional opening hours, potentially improving 

food access in rural areas. The findings can inform regional development policies aimed at 

supporting local food infrastructures that contribute to community resilience and environmental 

sustainability. 

Research limitations and outlook 

This study is limited to farms with self-operated sales outlets in Austria, which may restrict 

transferability to other contexts and off-farm DTC channels or initiatives that involve 

intermediaries. The typology is based on structural and operational characteristics; future research 

should integrate economic performance indicators to assess the profitability of different formats. 

Additionally, longitudinal studies could investigate how farm shops evolve between formats over 

time and what factors drive such transitions. Comparative research across countries would help 

determine whether the identified types are context-specific or reflect broader patterns in agricultural 

DTC sales. 
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Introduction 

The automotive industry has experienced profound changes in distribution structures in recent years, 

accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Digitalization of sales processes has intensified, while 

supply chain disruptions, semiconductor shortages, and economic uncertainty have pressured 

traditional dealership-based models. Consequently, manufacturers have increasingly explored digital 

direct-to-consumer (D2C) channels. Companies such as Tesla have demonstrated that vehicles can be 

successfully sold online, allowing customers to select, configure, and order vehicles via digital 

platforms (David, 2024; Liu, 2022). However, even for digital pioneers, physical brand stores remain 

critical, providing customers with experiential opportunities that complement online sales (KPMG, 

2023). 

These challenges are particularly relevant in the premium automotive segment, where brands 

differentiate through high quality, sophisticated design, advanced technology, and strong emphasis on 

customer experience (Diez, 2005). Digital configurators enable extensive product personalization, 

meeting both functional and symbolic needs, as consumers increasingly use products to express 

identity and individuality (Levy, 1959; Velinov & Beranek, 2020). While digital co-creation enhances 

perceived value, it also introduces cognitive challenges, as large configuration options can lead to 

decision overload and uncertainty, especially in high-involvement purchases such as premium 

vehicles (Huffman & Kahn, 1998; Mitchell & Kearney, 2002). 

Despite the growing importance of online channels, research has only partially addressed how fully 

digital sales models affect consumer perceptions in highly personalized contexts. 

Limited attention has been paid to the relationship between personal service and online configurators 

and its impact on decision-making, satisfaction, and perceived service quality. This study investigates 

how the interplay of online distribution and personal service influences consumer experiences when 

virtually configurating premium vehicles. The goal is to provide both theoretical insights into 

consumer behavior in digital co-creation contexts and practical guidance for premium manufacturers 

transitioning to D2C models. 

mailto:tina.neureiter@fh-salzburg.ac.at
mailto:robert.zniva@fh-salzburg.ac.at
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Purpose 

This paper examines how digital co-creation influences consumer perceptions, decision-making, and 

overall purchasing experience in the premium automotive sector. Specifically, it investigates how 

extensive product customization via online configurators affects perceived product value, consumer 

satisfaction, and cognitive challenges during the purchase process. With premium manufacturers 

increasingly relying on digital D2C channels, understanding how consumers experience highly 

individualized online environments is essential for both research and practice. 

The study builds on theories of co-creation and mass customization, which emphasize active 

consumer involvement in value creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Digital configurators allow 

customers to participate in product design, creating additional psychological benefits such as 

perceived uniqueness and ñpride of authorshipò (Schreier, 2005), which can enhance willingness to 

pay and satisfaction. However, prior research highlights potential drawbacks of complex 

customization, including consumer confusion and cognitive overload (Mitchell & Kearney, 2002; 

Matzler et al., 2011), particularly in high-involvement purchases with financial and emotional 

significance. 

This study therefore explores the relationships among digital mass customization, consumer 

confusion, and perceived value in online premium vehicle configuration. It further examines whether 

personal service mitigates confusion and enhances evaluations of both the configuration process and 

the final product. The findings aim to inform the design of digital configurators that maximize the 

benefits of co-creation while minimizing cognitive strain, offering insights into effective hybrid D2C 

strategies in premium automotive markets. 

Conceptual framework 

Drawing on prior research, we hypothesize that personal service during digital vehicle configuration 

reduces consumer confusion, increases perceived process quality and thus increases the psychological 

value of self-designed products, product satisfaction and overall satisfaction and willingness to 

recommend. 

The absence of supportive guidance in complex decision situations can increase consumersô cognitive 

load and lead to higher levels of consumer confusion. This is particularly relevant in contexts of mass 

customization, where many design options, while enabling better preference fit, may also cause 

confusion and decision overload without appropriate support (Lee et al., 2002). Personal service can 

positively influence the perception of the purchasing process. A consultative and partnership-oriented 

selling approach reduces uncertainty, facilitates decision-making, and increases the perception that 

individual needs are understood (Boles et al., 2000). In addition, participation in the product design 

process creates psychological value for consumers, expressed through feelings such as pride, 

individuality, and uniqueness, which can increase product satisfaction (Schreier, 2005). Finally, prior 

research shows that the quality of customerïadvisor interactions, including trust and perceived 

competence, positively affects customer satisfaction and relationship outcomes (Crosby et al., 1990). 

Methodology 

To examine the role of personal service in digital mass customization, a two-level laboratory 

experiment with a between-subjects design was conducted. We manipulated the presence of personal 

service support during configuration of a luxury car, resulting in two conditions: personally-advised 

versus autonomous online configuration. Participants (n = 100, 50 per condition) were randomly 

assigned to one of the two conditions. The configuration task involved a predefined premium car 

brand using the Internet Car Configurator (ICC) of a German manufacturer. Predefined guidelines 

ensured comparable task complexity while allowing participants to make design decisions on their 

own. 
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Participants were invited in a professional lounge-like sales environment. Participants in the personal 

advice condition engaged with a professional sales representative when virtually configurating a 

luxury car, while the autonomous group configured independently the car on a computer. After the 

task, participants were asked to fill out a questionnaire that captured the dependent variables on five-

point Likert scales. The measurement items were based on established scales from prior research and 

were adapted to the context of digital vehicle configuration. General product interest, satisfaction, 

and recommendation were measured using items from Matzler et al. (2011). The evaluation of the 

configuration outcome was based on items from Merle et al. (2010). The perception of the 

configuration process was measured using items adapted from Turner et al. (2020). Consumer 

confusion was measured using items from Matzler et al. (2011) and Moon and Lee (2014). The 

perceived value creation through self-design was captured using items from Franke et al. (2010). 

To verify whether the experimental manipulation was perceived as intended, a manipulation check 

was included in the questionnaire. Items measuring perceived service quality were adapted from 

established scales. The measurement draws on the SERVQUAL framework (Parasuraman et al., 

1988), covering dimensions such as assurance or responsiveness in the interaction. In addition, 

elements from the E-SERVQUAL scale (Parasuraman et al., 2005) were included to capture aspects 

of the digital environment, such as system reliability and website efficiency. By combining traditional 

service quality dimensions with online service attributes, the manipulation check ensures a valid 

assessment of whether participants perceived the experimental conditions as intended. 

Findings 

The manipulation check indicates a successful manipulation of the presence of personal service. 

Participants in the personal service condition rated service quality higher than participants without 

personal advice by a sales representative (Madvisory support = 4,76, SD = 0.36; Mno advisory support = 2.62, 

SD = 0.35; t(df) = 30,44, p < 0.001). 

The analysis demonstrates that personal service significantly reduces consumer confusion. 

Participants without personal advice by a service representative reported higher confusion (M = 3.10, 

SD = 1.29) than those with support (M = 1.68, SD = 0.87; t(98) = ī6.47, p < .001, Cohenôs d = 1.10). 

Personal advice positively influences perceived process quality. Participants in the personal service 

condition rated the process higher (M = 4.52, SD = 0.66) than those without support (M = 3.68, SD 

= 0.81; t(98) = 5.68, p < .001, Cohenôs d = 1.14). Subdimension analyses showed lower perceived 

complexity (Madvisory support = 4.34, SD = 0.95; Mno advisory support = 3.23, SD = 1.25; t(98) = 4.98, p < 

0.001, Cohenôs d = 0.99), higher control (Madvisory support = 4.56; Mno advisory support = 3.85; t(98) = 4.73, 

p < 0.001, Cohenôs d = 0.95), and greater enjoyment (Madvisory support = 4.67; Mno advisory support = 3.97; 

t(98) = 4.96, p < 0.001, Cohenôs d = 0.99) among the participants experiencing configuration with 

personal service. 

Participants in the personal service group rated the satisfaction with their vehicle higher (M = 4.71, 

SD = 0.45) than the autonomous group (M = 4.21, SD = 0.72; t = 4.18, p < .001, d = 0.84), with 

slightly higher perceived value from self-design (Madvisory support = 4.65, SD = 0.68, Mno advisory support = 

4.24, SD = 0.68; t = 2.98, p = 0.004, d = 0.60). 

Personal service also increased overall satisfaction and recommendation intention (M = 4.39, SD = 

0.74) compared to autonomous configuration situation (M = 3.50, SD = 0.95; t(98) = 5.25, p < .001, 

d = 1.05). 

These findings highlight that, in the situation of an online configuration task of a luxury car, personal 

advice of a sales representative reduces cognitive load, enhances process evaluation, increases 

perceived value, and improves satisfaction and willingness to recommend. 
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Contributions 

The study contributes theoretically by integrating the co-creation, mass customization, and consumer 

confusion literature. Findings demonstrate that high-involvement customization is not solely a 

utilitarian process; psychological factors such as pride of authorship and perceived uniqueness 

substantially influence satisfaction. Moreover, the research provides empirical evidence that personal 

service mitigates confusion in complex virtual configuration environments, challenging the 

assumption that digital configurators function optimally without human interaction. 

Managerially, the study highlights the importance of designing clear, intuitive, and emotionally 

engaging digital configurators, but also shows that personal service and advice enhances these digital 

tools especially in luxury car sales environments. The approach balances digital scalability with the 

relational and experiential expectations of premium customers. Sales personnel require hybrid 

competencies to support personalized interactions in digital contexts. The study shows that combining 

technological innovation with human expertise can enhance satisfaction, conversion rates, loyalty, 

and recommendation behavior in premium automotive markets. 

Practical implications 

Strategically, premium manufacturers should not simply emulate fully digital D2C models with 

limited configuration complexity but should focus on intelligent integration of human interaction 

within digital environments, increasing satisfaction, conversion, loyalty, and long-term brand equity. 

Such ñhybridò models integrating human expertise with digital technologies allow manufacturers to 

retain scalability while maintaining the service quality expected by premium customers. Future 

training of sales personnel should include both digital tool proficiency and interpersonal advisory 

skills. 

Research limitations and outlook 

The study is limited by its laboratory setting and a single vehicle model, potentially restricting external 

validity. Real-world decisions are influenced by additional factors, such as financial constraints, 

social influences, brand loyalty, and time pressure. Moreover, the experiment focused the 

configuration stage of a new car, not capturing the full customer journey. 

Future research should investigate real online sales environments, compare different forms of digital 

advisory support, and explore optimal designs for hybrid advisory models in premium contexts. 

Longitudinal and cross-industry studies may provide insights into the evolution of digital-human 

integration in sales systems. Overall, the results indicate that digital configurators are most effective 

when complemented by personal service, demonstrating that human interaction remains a critical 

success factor in highly digitalized, high-involvement premium markets. 
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Introduction 

Retail is of strategic importance to any domestic market as it plays a critical role in the everyday lives 

of households (Fisher and Raman, 2022). In 2024, Hungarian retail turnover amounted to 16,302 

billion HUF (Central Statistical Office, n.d.), up from nearly 12 billion HUF in 2022, registering 

strong growth in the past several years. Parallel to this growth, the sector is undergoing a major 

transformation to stay competitive (Moh§csi et al., 2025) ï retailers are going more digital with their 

business model to reach their consumers effectively and are trying to meet sustainability expectations 

coming from these buyers (Gil-Saura et al., 2023). 

To become more digital and sustainable, retailers need to focus on how they orchestrate their 

resources and capabilities. In digitally transformed marketplaces, sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring 

are crucial (Teece, 2018). The theory of dynamic capabilities has gained momentum in the past 

decades as a dominant concept in framing how organizations grapple with fast changing market 

environments (Brock and Hitt, 2024; Teece, 2018). Different types of dynamic capabilities have also 

emerged, among which digital dynamic capabilities (Warner and Wäger, 2019; Valdez-Juárez et al., 

2024) and green dynamic capabilities (Mubeen et al., 2024; Hameed et al., 2021) are both 

conceptualized. 

Although scholars examined both digital and green dynamic capabilities, there is a substantial gap in 

research on how digital and green dynamic capabilities interrelate to each other and how they impact 

firm performance. ñResearch still lacks an innovative framework for achieving sustainability through 

digital transformationò (Hajiheydari et al., 2023). Al-Husain et al. (2025) also observed that there is 

limited understanding in how digital dynamic capabilities relate to sustainable initiatives. The link 

between the broad view of digitalization and sustainable business models are yet to be conducted as 

well (Broccardo et al., 2023). 

Therefore, our paper aims to analyse this research gap and uncover the relationships between digital 

and green dynamic capabilities in the Hungarian retail sector and connect it to long-term 

competitiveness and financial performance ï an investigation that has never been done before. 
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Purpose 

This study aims to examine how digital dynamic capabilities and green dynamic capabilities relate to 

each other and how they jointly contribute to firm performance in the retail sector. While prior 

research has explored digital transformation and sustainability separately, limited attention has been 

given to the interaction between these capability domains. Drawing on the dynamic capabilities 

perspective, the paper investigates how retailers can leverage both digitalization and sustainability-

oriented capabilities to enhance competitiveness and long-term performance. 

Conceptual framework  

The proposed conceptual framework examines the relationships between stakeholder pressure, 

dynamic capabilities, and firm performance. Stakeholder pressure - operationalized through 

regulatory, community, and organizational pressures - is modelled as an exogenous latent construct 

influencing the development of both digital dynamic capabilities and green dynamic capabilities 

(Singh et al., 2021). Consistent with the dynamic capabilities perspective, both capabilities are 

conceptualized through the dimensions of sensing, seizing, and transforming. The model further 

proposes that digital dynamic capabilities positively influence the development of green dynamic 

capabilities in line with Li  et al. (2024) and Mao and Lu (2023). Both capability constructs are 

expected to have direct positive effects on firm performance, measured through financial and 

operational performance indicators. 

Demographic variables are included as control variables. The relationships in the model will be 

empirically tested using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). Our 

conceptual model is the following: 

 

Methodology 

Our research adopts a quantitative research design using primary survey data to empirically examine 

the relationships between stakeholder pressure, dynamic capabilities and firm performance. Data 

collection was carried out between September 2024 and January 2025 through a large-scale survey 

administered by the Competitiveness Research Center of Corvinus University of Budapest, an 

internationally recognized and well-established research institute focusing on competitiveness studies 

in the Hungarian economy. 

The sampling frame included companies with more than 50 employees across four sector groups: 

manufacturing, construction, trade, and transport and warehousing, resulting in a total population of 

3,748 companies. Firms meeting the sampling criteria were randomly selected from the database. The 

final sample consisted of 335 companies of which 86 companies operated in the retail sector. 

The questionnaire was developed based on instruments used in previous survey waves (e.g., Dióssy 

et al., 2025), which served as a foundation for further refinement and methodological improvement. 

The revision and updating process was conducted by an expert group established by the 

Competitiveness Research Center and led by three academic directors specializing in supply chain 
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management, digitalization, and sustainability. In addition, 14 experts from academia and industry 

contributed to the preparation of survey materials, translation procedures, and methodological 

development. These experts had backgrounds in business and strategy, supply chain management, 

digitalization, sustainability, and risk management. 

Key informants included chief executive officers, general managers, and heads of functional areas, 

as these respondents possess comprehensive knowledge of firm-level digitalization and sustainability 

initiatives and practices. 

Stakeholder pressure was operationalized as perceived changes in macrotrends, including 

technological, regulatory, customer, competitive, supply-side, sustainability, digitalization, and 

societal expectations. These changes affect how companies have to innovate, indicating how their 

dynamic capabilities should be improved. 

Findings 

We checked all the necessary criteria for the appropriateness of the model (like construct validity and 

reliability, discriminant validity, path coefficients, R-squared values etc.), which were acceptable. 

Initial results show that macrotrends shaping the operating environment of firms are important 

antecedents of innovation-related capability development. The model indicates that these macrotrends 

significantly affect the sources of innovation used by firms, which in turn positively influence both 

digital and green dynamic capabilities. Digital dynamic capabilities also have a significant positive 

effect on green dynamic capabilities, suggesting that digital transformation supports sustainability-

oriented capability building. 

Both digital and green dynamic capabilities contribute positively to firm outcomes, with digital 

dynamic capabilities showing the stronger direct effect. 

Contributions 

This research contributes to the dynamic capabilities literature by developing and empirically testing 

an integrated framework that links digital dynamic capabilities and green dynamic capabilities to firm 

performance. Instead of treating stakeholder pressure as a general external force, the study 

operationalizes it through macrotrends that affect the firmôs operating environment and shows how 

these pressures shape innovation sources. While prior studies have predominantly examined these 

capability types in isolation, this paper advances theory by explicitly modelling their interaction and 

suggest the complementarity between digital and green dynamic capabilities, as digital dynamic 

capabilities strengthen green dynamic capabilities, and both are associated with improved firm 

outcomes. Empirically, the study provides evidence from the Hungarian retail sector, a context that 

has received limited attention in research on the digitalïgreen transformation of firms. 

Practical implications 

The findings of this research provide actionable insights for managers in the retail sector by 

highlighting the importance of jointly developing digital and green dynamic capabilities rather than 

treating them as separate strategic initiatives. Stakeholder pressure through macrotrends can become 

valuable inputs for innovation if firms are able to absorb and mobilize internal and external 

knowledge. The results also suggest that digital dynamic capabilities are particularly important 

because they directly improve outcomes and indirectly support green dynamic capabilities. Managers 

should therefore treat digitalization as an enabling capability for sustainability, rather than as a 

separate technological initiative. 

Social implications 

The study has important implications for corporate social responsibility and environmental 

sustainability. By showing that macrotrends affect sources of innovation and that these sources 

strengthen green and digital dynamic capabilities, the findings suggest that external societal 

expectations can be translated into organizational learning and improved firm outcomes. This is 
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relevant for policymakers, as it indicates that sustainability and digitalization pressures may be 

effective when they encourage firms to search for, combine, and apply diverse innovation inputs. The 

positive relationship between green dynamic capabilities and firm performance also suggests that 

environmentally and socially oriented capability development can be aligned with competitiveness. 

Research limitations and outlook 

This study is subject to several limitations that provide possibilities for future research. First, the 

analysis is based on cross-sectional survey data, which limits the ability to draw causal inferences and 

capture the dynamic evolution of capabilities over time. Longitudinal studies could provide deeper 

insights into how digital and green dynamic capabilities co-develop. 

Second, the model relies on perceptual survey measures; future studies could complement these with 

objective financial, innovation, and sustainability indicators. Third, the empirical focus on Hungarian 

retail firms limits the generalizability of the findings. Future research could test the model in other 

industries and national contexts. 
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Introduction 

The rapid expansion of e-commerce has exacerbated inefficiencies in last-mile logistics (LML), 

which now accounts for up to 53% of total shipping costs (Statista, 2025). A primary driver of these 

costs is the failure of customer co-creation, manifested through non-attendance (Holdorf and Haasis, 

2014) and communication failures (Puram et al., 2022). While literature often attributes customer 

friction to impatience stemming from the "Amazon effect" (Daugherty et al., 2019), negative recipient 

deviance encompasses broader, multidimensional dark-sided behaviours that disrupt the supply chain 

(Fombelle et al., 2020; Mayr and Teller, 2023). Because LML personnel represent the sole physical 

touchpoint linking online retailers to consumers, these negative interactions threaten logistic customer 

service quality ï a critical determinant of e-commerce satisfaction and firm competitiveness (Bopage 

et al., 2019; Risberg, 2023). Frontline employee mistreatment drives high operational turnover 

(Peppel et al., 2022), directly eroding perceived service quality (Samson and Terziovski, 1999). While 

recipient deviance poses a severe threat to last-mile operations, systematic research exploring its 

specific dimensions and systemic impact on logistics service quality has yet to be fully realized. As 
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the industry shifts toward customer-centricity (Freitag and Kotzab, 2020), understanding the social 

and operational fallout of these interactions is vital. This research addresses these gaps by: (1) 

Identifying the multidimensional configurations of negative recipient deviant behaviour in LML; (2) 

examining its social impact on employee well-being, job satisfaction, and turnover intentions; (3) 

determining its direct consequences on overall logistic service quality and (4) proposing 

organizational support factors to mitigate the negative impact of these dark-sided behaviours. By 

doing so, this research transcends conventional, metrics-driven operational frameworks of the LML, 

positioning frontline human dynamics at the core of last-mile logistics. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to investigate dark sided recipients behaviour, namely negative customer 

deviance (NCD), its composition and its consequences within LML. This research questions the 

conventional LML business model to cater for enhanced social outcomes. These variables concern 

LML employees' wellbeing, job satisfaction and their intentions to stay in the job as well as LML 

service quality components as one of the most important competitiveness drivers within the sector 

and in consideration of the customer centric trends. 

LML will follow. The research aims at the examination of work related factors such as 

organizational resources to reveal its impacts on outcomes of dark recipient behaviour in LML. On 

these grounds theoretical and practical implications for LML are inferred and hence suggestions 

provided to mitigate the negative effects of NCD within LML ï specifically to minimize employees' 

intentions to leave the job and to increase the LML service quality. The findings of this research 

draw attention to NCD in relation to LML service quality and it examines employees' wellbeing and 

their attitudes as outcome variables, explaining this correspondence. Thus, it expands LML research 

and contributes to research in the fields of recipient behaviour, the social impact of LML including 

LML employee management. 

Conceptual frame 

This research integrates Negative Customer Deviance (NCD) (Mills and Bonoma, 1979), a reversed 

application of the Broaden-and-Build Theory (BBT) (Fredrickson, 2001), and Logistic Service 

Quality (LSQ) (Pellathy et al., 2018) to examine how customer-frontline employee interactions 

dictate last-mile logistics (LML) performance. While NCD ï encompassing verbal abuse, threats, and 

harassment ï has received significant attention in retailing (Mayr and Teller, 2023) and broader 

business contexts (Fombelle et al., 2020), its specific operational consequences within LML remain 

under-researched. This omission is critical because LML delivery employees represent the sole 

physical point of contact within the supply chain, meaning their psychological well-being directly 

shapes customer-facing evaluations of LSQ (Gil Saura et al., 2008). To explain how these negative 

customer encounters degrade performance, this study applies a reversed mechanism of Fredricksonôs 

(2001) BBT. Grounded in the premise that positive and negative emotions share identical underlying 

social and psychological structures regarding their causes and consequences (Parkinson, 1996), we 

argue that NCD initiates a destructive affect-thought-action chain. Encountering deviant customer 

behavior depletes employee resources and induces a state of psychological ill-being. According to the 

BBT logic, this negative affective state broadens employees' thought repertoires toward job 

dissatisfaction and expands their action repertoires toward an increased intention to leave. Because 

the frontline employee is the primary execution factor in delivery operations, this internal 

psychological erosion ultimately culminates in a severe degradation of LSQ which may be mitigated 

through organizational resources. 

Methodology 

For testing the research model, we employed a web-based survey with LML employees from the UK 

(n = 464) and the USA (n = 225). The sample targeted individuals working within LML for at least 3 

months and aged at least older than 18 years. As the research on negative customer deviance within 
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LML represents a new phenomenon and as the research orientation is predictive rather confirmatory 

(Hair et al., 2012), we analysed the data using a variance based structural equation modeling 

(VBSEM) approach as this allows testing the strengths and directions of path coefficients on the basis 

of statistical significance with smaller sample sizes as the following one. To avoid and uncover any 

possible common method bias effects, we took procedural and analytical measures concerning the 

survey design such as separating items measuring the independent and the dependent variables and 

the implementation of a marker variable (Chin et al., 2013). 

Findings 

The analysis of the research model revealed significance for all direct effects: Negative customer 

behaviour (NCD) within LML affects employees illbeing positively, their job satisfaction negatively 

and their intentions to leave the job positively. The findings demonstrate a direct effect of NCD on 

the perceived logistic service quality (LSQ). This effect is mediated by employees illbeing, their job 

(dis-)satisfaction and their intentions to leave the job. In accordance with the imposed theory (BBT, 

(Fredrickson, 2001), there is an affect, thought and action broadening effect which reduces (debuilds) 

the service quality. The moderating effects of leadership support and working determinants display 

influencing capacities on these direct effects. 

Contributions 

This research provides three distinct theoretical contributions: First, it advances psychological 

literature by introducing a reversed application of the Broaden-and-Build Theory (BBT) (Fredrickson, 

2001) to the LML context. It demonstrates how negative recipient behavior broadens negative 

affective states (ill-being), expanding employee thought repertoires toward job dissatisfaction and 

action repertoires toward turnover intentions. Second, it extends the literature on customer deviance 

(Fombelle et al., 2020; Lugosi, 2019; Mayr and Teller, 2023) and LML customer behavior (Daugherty 

et al., 2019). The findings reveal that negative recipient deviance is multidimensional, extending 

beyond mere impatience or the "Amazon effect" (Daugherty et al., 2019), and establishes a direct 

link between customer mistreatment and the degradation of Logistic Service Quality (LSQ) (Pellathy 

et al., 2018; Samson and Terziovski, 1999; Thai, 2013). Third, this study shifts the focus of LML 

management literature (Chandra et al., 2022; Vanichchinchai, 2023) from operational efficiencies to 

an employee-centric paradigm. By moving the academic discourse away from circumstantial factors 

like health crises (Nguyen et al., 2023) or pure routing optimization (Li et al., 2022; Wang et al., 

2022), it demonstrates that frontline turnover intentions (Nguyen et al., 2023) and job dissatisfaction 

(Puram et al., 2022) are driven by recipient behaviour. Furthermore, it highlights the role of 

organizational resources in protecting employee well-being and maintaining service standards. 

Practical implications 

Based on the findings, last-mile logistics (LML) providers are advised to implement specific 

organizational adjustments to address negative recipient deviance (NCD) and protect service 

standards. (1) Employee support and training: LML firms should integrate support structures and 

deviance monitoring into their management protocols. Because external support moderates the 

negative psychological outcomes of NCD, increasing managerial capacity is essential. Providers are 

advised to implement training programs that build interpersonal skills and resilience against customer 

mistreatment, while aligning employee expectations during the recruitment process. (2) Capacity 

management: Logistics managers are encouraged to actively monitor workloads, as high task 

demands compound employee ill-being and turnover intentions. Effective workload management 

involves optimizing team capacities to protect the work-life balance of frontline staff. (2) Strategic 

operational architecture: The negative impact of NCD on Logistic Service Quality (LSQ) introduces 

a strategic choice for LML providers. Firms can either invest in improving frontline working 

conditions or accelerate the adoption of automated self-service options, such as pickup stations. The 

latter strategy removes direct physical contact between delivery personnel and recipients, mitigating 

the risk of frontline mistreatment. 
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Research limitations and outlook 

This study presents distinct limitations that offer opportunities for future research. Structurally, the 

reliance on variance-based structural equation modeling limits the assessment of complex covariates; 

therefore, future research should replicate this model using larger sample sizes and covariance-based 

structural equation modeling to validate model fit. Additionally, the evaluation of performance is 

strictly limited to customer-perceived logistic service quality, highlighting a need for future 

studies to adopt an industrial view that incorporates broader operational metrics. Finally, the 

empirical framework does not differentiate between planned-based fulfilment and instant, on-demand 

delivery contexts. Because exposure to negative recipient deviance may vary across these formats, 

future investigations should evaluate these effects across distinct last-mile logistics operations. 

References 

Bopage, G., Nanayakkara, J. and Vidanagamachchi, K. (2019), A strategic model to improve the last mile delivery 

performance in ecommerce parcel delivery, Proceedings of the International Conference on Industrial 

Engineering and Operations Management. 
Chandra, A., Pani, A., Sahu, P.K., Majumdar, B.B. and Sharma, S. (2022), ñIdentifying large freight traffic generators 

and investigating the impacts on travel pattern: A decision tree approach for last-mile delivery managementò, 

Research in Transportation Business & Management, Vol. 43, p. 100695. 

Daugherty, P.J., Bolumole, Y. and Grawe, S.J. (2019), ñThe new age of customer impatienceò, International Journal of 

Physical Distribution & Logistics Management, Vol. 49 No. 1, pp. 4ï32. 

Fombelle, P.W., Voorhees, C.M., Jenkins, M.R., Sidaoui, K., Benoit, S., Gruber, T., Gustafsson, A. and Abosag, I. 

(2020), ñCustomer deviance: A framework, prevention strategies, and opportunities for future researchò, 

Journal of Business Research, Vol. 116, pp. 387ï400. 

Fredrickson, B.L. (2001), ñThe role of positive emotions in positive psychology. The broaden-and-build theory of 

positive emotionsò, The American psychologist, Vol. 56 No. 3, pp. 218ï226. 

Freitag, M. and Kotzab, H. (2020), ñA Concept for a Consumer-Centered Sustainable Last Mile Logisticsò, in Freitag, 

M., Haasis, H.-D., Kotzab, H. and Pannek, J. (Eds.), Dynamics in logistics: Proceedings of the 7th 

International Conference LDIC 2020, Bremen, Germany, Lecture Notes in Logistics, Springer, Cham, 

Switzerland, pp. 196ï203. 

Gil Saura, I., Servera Francés, D., Berenguer Contrí, G. and Fuentes Blasco, M. (2008), ñLogistics service quality: a new 

way to loyaltyò, Industrial Management & Data Systems, Vol. 108 No. 5, pp. 650ï668. 

Hair, J.F., Ringle, C.M. and Sarstedt, M. (2012), ñPartial Least Squares: The Better Approach to Structural Equation 

Modeling?ò, Long Range Planning, Vol. 45 5-6, pp. 312ï319. 

Holdorf, S. and Haasis, H.-D. (2014), ñLast mile delivery concepts in E-Commerce an empirical approachò, in The 

8th International Conference on Software, Knowledge, Information Management and Applications (SKIMA 

2014), Dhaka, Bangladesh, 18.12.2014 - 20.12.2014, IEEE, pp. 1ï6. 

LI, J., Fang, Y. and Tang, N. (2022), ñA cluster-based optimization framework for vehicle routing problem with 

workload balanceò, Computers & Industrial Engineering, Vol. 169, p. 108221. 

Lugosi, P. (2019), ñDeviance, deviant behaviour and hospitality management: Sources, forms and driversò, Tourism 

Management, Vol. 74, pp. 81ï98. 

Mayr, K. and Teller, C. (2023), ñCustomer deviance in retailing: Managersô emotional support and employeesô 

affective wellbeingò, Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, Vol. 72, p. 103291. 

Mills, M.K. and Bonoma, T.V. (1979), ñDeviant Consumer Behavior: a Different Viewò, Advances in Consumer 

Research No. 6, pp. 347ï352. 

Nguyen, M.H., Pojani, D., Nguyen-Phuoc, D.Q. and Nguyen Thi, B. (2023), ñWhat if delivery riders quit? 

Challenges to last-mile logistics during the Covid-19 pandemicò, Research in Transportation Business & 

Management, Vol. 47, p. 100941. 

Parkinson, B. (1996), ñEmotions are socialò, British journal of psychology (London, England 1953), 87 (Pt 4), pp. 663ï

683. 

Pellathy, D.A., In, J., Mollenkopf, D.A. and Stank, T.P. (2018a), ñMiddle-range theorizing on logistics customer 

serviceò, International Journal of Physical Distribution & Logistics Management, Vol. 48 No. 1, pp. 2ï18. 

Pellathy, J.I.D., (Keine Angabe), Mollenkopf, D.A. and Stank, T.P. (2018b), ñMiddle-Range Theorizing on 

Logistics Customer Serviceò, International Journal of Physical Distribution & Logistics Management No. 

48, pp. 2ï18. 



144 

 

Peppel, M., Ringbeck, J. and Spinler, S. (2022), ñHow will last-mile delivery be shaped in 2040? A Delphi-based 

scenario studyò, Technological Forecasting and Social Change, Vol. 177, p. 121493. 

Puram, P., Gurumurthy, A., Narmetta, M. and Mor, R.S. (2022a), ñLast-mile challenges in on-demand food delivery 

during COVID-19: understanding the riders' perspective using a grounded theory approachò, The International 

Journal of Logistics Management, Vol. 33 No. 3, pp. 901ï925. 

Puram, P., Gurumurthy, A., Narmetta, M. and Mor, R.S. (2022b), ñLast-mile challenges in on-demand food delivery 

during COVID-19: understanding the riders' perspective using a grounded theory approachò, The 

International Journal of Logistics Management, Vol. 33 No. 3, pp. 901ï925. 

Samson, D. and Terziovski, M. (1999), ñThe relationship between total quality management practices and operational 

performanceò, Journal of Operations Management, Vol. 17 No. 4, pp. 393ï409. 

Statista (2025), ñLast mile share of total shipping costs 2018-2023ò, available at: statista.com (accessed 17 June 2026) 

Thai, V.V. (2013), ñLogistics service quality: conceptual model and empirical evidenceò, 

International Journal of Logistics Research and Applications, Vol. 16 No. 2, pp. 114ï131. Vanichchinchai, A. (2023), 

ñLinks between components of business continuity management: an implementation perspectiveò, Business 

Process Management Journal, Vol. 29 No. 2, pp. 339ï351. 

Wang, Y., Zhao, L., Savelsbergh, M. and Wu, S. (2022), ñMulti-Period Workload Balancing in Last-Mile Urban 

Deliveryò, Transportation Science, Vol. 56 No. 5, pp. 1348ï1368. 

  



145 

 

Green by Design: The Role of Digital Technologies in Shaping Consumers' 

Green Behaviour in Retailing 

 

Kathrin Mayr (corresponding author) 

Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing  

Johannes Kepler University Linz, Linz, Austria  

kathrin.mayr@jku.at 

 

Christoph Teller 

Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing  

Johannes Kepler University Linz, Linz, Austria 

christoph.teller@jku.at 

 

Keywords 

Ecological customer deviance, digital technology, customer behaviour, retailing 

Introduction 

Customer deviance in retailing ï such as wardrobing, product displacement, and fraudulent returns ï 

increasingly drives product waste and CO2 emissions (Fombelle et al., 2020; Mayr and Teller, 2024). 

Fraudulent returns and shifts to online shopping heavily escalate logistical, packaging, and 

environmental costs (Earth Org Global Commons, 2024). Beyond the supply chain, severe deviant 

behaviours like hoarding and product damaging lead to direct product disposal and severe ecological 

exploitation (David et al., 2021; Naeem, 2021). Consequently, customer deviance simultaneously 

generates financial, social, and environmental costs across different cultures and sectors (Dootson et 

al., 2023; Lugosi, 2019). While current research corroborates the social toll of these behaviours ï 

including employee burnout (Boukis et al., 2023) and degraded bystander-customer experiences 

(Mayr et al., 2022) ï mitigation strategies remain limited to human-centric managerial support (Mayr 

and Teller, 2023). The broader ecological dimensions, causes, and consequences of customer 

deviance remain largely unexplored. Concurrently, retail technology is advancing rapidly through AI 

and service robotics (Harris et al., 2018). However, these technologies are scarcely applied for 

ecological change in retailing. While initial research explores service robots as guardians against 

social deviance (Dootson et al., 2023) or analyses robotic norm compliance (Stock-Homburg and 

Heitlinger, 2022), the role of AI and digital technologies in mitigating the ecological impacts of 

customer deviance remains unexamined. The widespread environmental, economic, and social 

damages caused by ecological deviance underscore a critical gap in current research. While digital 

innovations have proven highly effective at mitigating harmful consumer actions, literature often 

overlooks their potential as vital catalysts for sustainable and social progress. 

To address these gaps, this study advances customer deviance research (Mayr and Teller, 2023) by 

pursuing five core objectives: (1) Examining ecological deviance dimensions in retailing; (2) 

revealing its specific antecedents; (3) identifying its environmental and organizational 

consequences; (4) analysing possible mitigation strategies and (5) evaluating the potential of AI-

driven technological strategies to minimize negative impacts. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to shift the focus from socially deviating customer behaviours towards 

the ecological sides of such norm infringing behaviours by exploring a full range of ecological 

deviance dimensions, its driving forces and its consequences, taking into account qualitative data 
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from customers and also retail frontline employees. Contrary to existing research, this multi-study 

research approach demonstrates ecological deviances within store-based and online retailing, beyond 

known dimensions such as food waste or overconsumption (Adaryani et al., 2025; Pereira Heath and 

Chatzidakis, 2012), thus, informing a conceptual frame of such deviances. By investigating its 

antecedents and consequences for multiple stakeholders within the retailing industry, this research 

uncovers consequently potential promising strategies to mitigate the formation of ecological 

deviances and its negative effects beyond the environmental damages such behaviours cause. By 

examining multifold solutions from multiple angles, societal, retail business and technological 

related, this research reveals the potential of AI and robotic technologies to influence the ecological 

dimensions of customer behaviour. 

Conceptual frame 

This study builds upon the ñTragedy of the Commonsò framework popularized by Hardin (1968), 

which conceptualizes an individualôs failure to internalize negative externalities. This theoretical lens 

is applied to map the entire effect chain of ecological deviance ï linking its antecedents, behavioural 

dimensions, and systemic consequences to the political, social, economic, legal, and ecological 

environment. Driven by a lack of awareness and low personal concern, a consumerôs decision to 

engage in ecologically damaging behaviour triggers a negative spill-over that broadens the 

aggregate external impact. Consequently, this paper investigates how digital content, technological 

advancements, and Artificial Intelligence (AI) can guide individuals toward sustainable customer 

behaviour and ecological responsibility. By doing so, this study explores how retail-driven 

technological strategies can internalize these externalities, transforming the ñTragedy of the 

Commonsò from a structural barrier into a resource for behavioural change. 

Methodology 

This study utilizes qualitative data obtained through interviews with 60 frontline retail employees, 

each working a minimum of 10 hours per week in brick-and-mortar stores (including grocery, fashion, 

cosmetics, and electronics sectors). Additionally, eight focus group discussions were conducted with 

a total of 51 regular omni-channel customers (22 male, 26 female, and 3 who did not disclose their 

gender). The focus groups were structured as follows: FG1 (7 participants: 5 female, 2 male); FG2 

(5 participants: 1 female, 4 male); FG3 (8 participants: 3 female, 2 male, 3 undisclosed); FG4 (8 

participants: 3 female, 5 male); FG5 (6 participants: 4 female, 2 male); FG6 (5 female participants); 

FG7 (6 participants: 3 female, 3 male); and FG8 (6 female participants). All participants were over 

18 years old. Following prior consent, all interviews and focus group discussions were recorded and 

transcribed. Adhering to the framework method by Gale et al. (2013), the data was coded using 

computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (Kuckartz and Rªdiker, 2019) and double-coded 

by an independent researcher. The interrater agreement reached approximately 75%, which was 

deemed sufficient for qualitative analysis (Tinsley and Weiss, 2000; OôConnor and Joffe, 2020). 

Findings 

Antecedents 

The findings revealed distinct sets of antecedents driving ecological deviance, categorized into social 

influences, price sensitivity, cost considerations, limited product availability, influencer marketing, 

advertising, a lack of knowledge or awareness, and macro-economic or structural barriers. Notably, a 

sharp contrast emerged between the two sample groups regarding actor responsibility. While 

customers emphasized that retailer-driven factors ï such as product offerings and corporate business 

practicesðdictated their behavior, frontline employees did not share this view. Instead, the latter 

group attributed ecological deviance primarily to internal, personal driving forces on the 

consumer side. Specifically, retail employees linked damaging behaviours to consumer habituation 

to non-sustainable alternatives, a high preference for perceived shopping convenience, and severe 

time constraints during the decision-making process. 
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Dimensions 

Regarding the dimensions of ecological deviance, both stakeholder groups demonstrated strong 

alignment on which customer behaviors constitute ecologically harmful actions. A notable exception 

emerged regarding product waste, which was exclusively recognized by customers rather than 

frontline employees. Within online retailing, overconsumption and excessive ordering were identified 

as the most prominent dimensions of deviance. These were followed by unsustainable and excessive 

packaging across both brick-and-mortar and online channels, excessive product returns, and the 

physical opening or destruction of products in stores. This latter dimension explicitly underscores 

infringements of social norms, reflecting ecologically questionable practices within the retail 

environment. Additionally, both stakeholders noted other critical dimensions, including purchasing 

non-local goods, ignoring product lifespans, disregarding sustainable alternatives, and actively 

supporting environmentally harmful brands. 

Consequences 

Regarding the consequences of ecological deviance, both stakeholder groups identified 

environmental degradation and a declining valuation of products as the most pivotal outcomes. This 

diminished valuation fosters a disposable consumer mentality, characterized by an increased 

willingness to discard fully intact products without hesitation. However, distinct viewpoints emerged 

based on varying levels of personal concern. Frontline employees specifically highlighted the 

escalating financial costs and increased workloads generated by ecologically damaging consumer 

behaviors. In particular, employees emphasized the severe emotional toll caused by customers who 

try on numerous clothing items but refuse to return them to the shelves. Notably, this operational and 

emotional dimension was completely unacknowledged by customers, exposing a significant gap in 

consumer awareness regarding the internal consequences of their actions. 

Strategies 

Both stakeholder groups identified political regulations as the most critical intervention, followed 

closely by educational measures and awareness-building campaigns as mitigating strategies for 

ecological deviances. Furthermore, corporate strategies ï specifically leveraging sustainable yet 

affordable product offerings, sustainability seals, and increased supply chain transparency ï were 

deemed essential. On the consumer side, the data uniquely highlighted financial or behavioral 

incentivization as a powerful mechanism to enhance green consumerism. Across all interventions, 

technological advancements and Artificial Intelligence (AI) emerged as vital catalysts for altering 

choice architecture and guiding future sustainable consumer choices. For instance, participants 

suggested that retailers could deploy digital information tablets at the point of sale (POS) or utilize 

AI within e-commerce environments to proactively disclose a customer's real-time ecological 

footprint. Additionally, AI could function as an intelligent assistant, offering personalized sustainable 

alternatives and optimizing sizing decisions based on customer attributes to minimize returns. In 

brick-and-mortar settings, consumers viewed app-facilitated carbon footprint scoring (encompassing 

production and transportation metrics) and QR codes displaying product lifecycles and origins as 

promising tools for awareness generation. Finally, robotic-facilitated repair and recycling options 

were identified as innovative, structurally supportive solutions to foster circular consumption. 

Contributions 

This study makes several critical contributions to marketing and retail literature by shifting the 

academic focus toward the under-researched counterparts of green consumerism: ecologically 

damaging behaviors and ecological deviance (Roberts et al., 2023; Schramme, 2011). First, this 

research uncovers a nuanced spectrum of ecologically deviant customer behaviours, expanding well 

beyond commonly examined dimensions such as general unsustainable consumption (Pereira Heath 

and Chatzidakis, 2012) or food waste (Adaryani et al., 2025). Second, distinct from traditional single-

stakeholder approaches (Schramme, 2011), this study introduces a dual-perspective framework that 
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contrasts the viewpoints of both consumers and frontline retail employees. This dual lens offers a 

more comprehensive understanding of the behavioural antecedents, capturing the interplay between 

internal personal factors, retail business practices, and socio-environmental influences. Third, this 

paper broadens the scope of consumption outcomes by revealing consequences that extend far beyond 

the widely documented environmental degradation (Wells et al., 2011). Specifically, it maps the 

systemic socio-political, legal, and operational-technological ramifications of ecological deviance, 

such as the operational and emotional toll exerted on retail personnel. Finally, this research advances 

current literature by demonstrating the strategic potential of technology and Artificial Intelligence 

(AI) as vital mitigation tools within the retail sector. 

While prior studies predominantly confine AI and digital interventions to technological persuasion 

within the hospitality industry (Guo and Wan, 2025; Duan et al., 2025), this study illustrates how 

digital choice architecture can be systematically leveraged in retailing to internalize negative 

externalities and foster circular consumer habits. 

Practical implications 

The findings of this research impose practical implications for social and influencer marketing, retail 

businesses and technology. (1) Social and influencer marketing. As consumer behaviour is socially 

influenced by others including social influencers and those who advertise products within social 

media, these resources could be used to generate content and cues that influence customers to 

reconsider sustainable product choices. (2) Retail businesses could review their product offerings and 

ensure a sufficient variety of cost effective sustainable alternatives. This includes the supply of 

products with short product life cycles and long transportation. Thus, retailers are advised to cooperate 

with local suppliers and facilitate product options which are sustainable in terms of their production 

sites and transportation. These steps could make it more convenient and easier for customers to choose 

sustainable alternatives. (3) Digital and AI technology developments should reinforce their 

applicability within retailing and sustainability. Such technologies should enforce information sharing 

in the form of digitally facilitated App applications and in store technologies, thus generating 

awareness and guiding customers towards sustainable consumption. 

Research limitations and outlook 

This research is methodologically limited to qualitative data obtained from a western European retail 

market, constraining the generalizability of the findings to a broader geographical context. Future 

research should incorporate a quantitative research design, testing the revealed effect chains within 

structural equation modeling. Furthermore, the sample sizes of this study are small, construing the 

representativeness of the findings. Future research could take this as an opportunity to test the research 

model using a representative sample size. Lastly, this study covers the perspectives of customers and 

frontline employees, however it excludes the viewpoints of business owners, which could be 

incorporated in future research. 
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Introduction  

In retail research, creativity is always considered from a perspective of creative advertising (Modig 

& Rosengren, 2014; Proctor, 1999), creative work with customers (Rego et al., 2012), or organization-

level radical and incremental innovations (Pinto et al., 2017; Pantano & Vannucci, 2019). However, 

another important layer of creativity and innovativeness in retail is often outlooked, which is back-

office employees, such as finance, HR, IT, and other employees supporting core retail activities. 

Despite the non-creative nature of their work, back-office employees are constantly facing creative 

problems and improving their working processes. 

Creativity and innovative work behaviour (IWB) are widely recognized as a crucial asset of 

contemporary organizations, empowering innovation, adaptability, and problem-solving in 

increasingly complex and competitive environments (Janssen, 2000; Amabile, 2018). Unlike 

creativity, which is defined as the production of novel and useful ideas (Amabile et al, 1996), 

innovative work behaviour includes both the generation and implementation of new and useful ideas, 

processes, products, or procedures (De Jong & Den Hartog, 2010). Importantly, creativity and 

innovative work behaviour in professional work take place under conditions of various constraints, 

such as limited resources, formal procedures, standardized tools, organizational rules, time pressure, 

etc.  

While a substantial body of research has examined how such constraints affect creativity and 

innovative work behaviour, findings remain insufficient. In the existing literature, constraints are 

shown to both foster and hinder creativity, which is often described through an inverted U-shaped 

relationship (Acar et al., 2019; Damadzic et al., 2022). This pattern has been observed across different 

forms of constraints, including time pressure (Amabile et al., 2002; Khedhaouria et al., 2017; Baer & 

Oldham, 2006), resource scarcity (Mehta & Zhu, 2016; Acar et al., 2019), formal rules and standards 

(Makowski & Biscaro, 2025), etc. An emerging yet still limited number of studies shows that the way 

people mentally perceive resources greatly affects how they use and combine them in creative work 

(Biscaro & Montanari, 2025; Lingo & OôMahoney, 2010). Despite these insights, less is known about 

how professionals experience workplace constraints and how their subjective perceptions translate 

into distinct innovative behaviours. Although the issue of how constraints are subjectively perceived 

and dealt with is crucial for creativity and innovation management, it still remains understudied. 

Purpose 

The current study aims to address this gap by shifting the focus from constraints as external conditions 

to constraints as subjectively perceived, experienced, interpreted, and responded to by individuals. 

The central research question of the study is: How do workplace constraints and their perception 

shape employee creativity and innovative work behaviour? The study aims to advance our 
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understanding of creativity and innovative work behaviours as a dynamic process of engaging with 

constraints and transforming them into enabling or disabling forces for innovative action. 

Conceptual framework  

The conceptual framework of this study is based on the idea that the effects of constraints are not 

determined only by their objective characteristics, but by how individuals perceive and interpret them 

as either enabling or limiting (Amabile et al., 1996). Creativity and innovative work behaviour are 

therefore understood as an interpretive process shaped by sensemaking rather than a direct response 

to external conditions. Building on this view, Sonenshein (2014) argues that creativity emerges when 

individuals actively reinterpret and recombine available resources rather than simply accepting 

resource constraints. Similarly, the concept of bricolage highlights how entrepreneurial action 

involves working within and around constraints by creatively using existing resources in new ways 

(Baker & Nelson, 2005). Together, these perspectives frame innovative work behaviour under 

constraints as an active, meaning-driven process.  

Methodology 

The present study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in a phenomenological approach to 

capture the subjective experiences and interpretations of creativity under constraints as a complex, 

subjective, contextual, and emotional process (Grossoehme, 2014). The research context is the 

financial department of a large Educational Technology (EdTech) company. Finance represents a 

particularly relevant setting for the current study, as this is a highly standardized, rule-bound, and 

routinized field, yet it requires ongoing creative problem-solving and process innovation. Examples 

of such innovative work behaviour in finance include developing financial models from scratch, 

adapting to new reporting requirements, identifying obsolete process improvements, etc. Focusing on 

a single department within one organization allows excluding such external factors affecting 

innovative work behaviour as organizational culture, leadership practices, task environments, etc. 

Therefore, all the observed differences in creative and innovative work behaviour can be attributed 

primarily to individual perceptions and responses rather than organizational variations. 

Primary data were collected through ten in-depth semi-structured interviews with professionals and 

group managers across financial analytics, financial management, and financial controlling. 

Interviews lasted approximately one hour each and focused on participantsô experiences with process 

innovation, perceived constraints, and strategies for dealing with constraints such as rules, deadlines, 

tools, and stakeholder requirements. The interviews were conducted during the budgeting process, 

which is characterized by high workloads and strict deadlines, as well as a crucial importance of 

process innovation for various tasks, such as financial model development, forecasting, stakeholder 

communications, and overall process innovation. Currently, the first 10 interviews are conducted, 

coded, and analysed, with the next 18 interviews planned for July-September 2026. The next round 

of interviews will allow for the extension of the emerging model, the identification of additional 

categories and relationships, and the refinement of the theoretical explanations. The next round of 

interviews will be conducted with employees of a financial department of another large IT company. 

Additional interviews will be conducted until theoretical saturation is reached. 

Data were analysed using the Gioia methodology with an inductive coding approach (Gioia et al., 

2013). First-order concepts were derived directly from participantsô language, then aggregated into 

second-order themes, and finally integrated into higher-level theoretical dimensions. The analysis 

involved iterative cycles between data and emerging interpretations to refine the coding structure and 

ensure conceptual clarity. The resulting data structure was organized into a matrix linking first-order 

concepts, second-order themes, and aggregate dimensions. To enhance validity, the findings were 

reviewed with participants through member-checking, ensuring the accuracy of interpretations (Gioia 

et al., 2013; Grossoehme, 2014). 
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The analysis revealed three interrelated aggregate dimensions that together explain how creativity 

and innovative work behaviour under constraints is shaped: Perception of Constraints, Creatorôs 

Response Capacity, and Creative Behaviours. First, Perception of Constraints captures how 

professionals interpret the constraints they face, ranging from meaningful to meaningless. Meaningful 

constraints were understood as rational, purposeful, and legitimate boundaries that provided structure 

and clarity. In contrast, meaningless constraints were experienced as arbitrary, excessive, or 

disconnected from actual work practices, such as redundant reporting requirements, unjustified 

deadlines, or constraints arising from misunderstandings. Importantly, the same objective constraint 

could be perceived differently by different individuals or even by the same individual across 

situations, highlighting that constraints are subjective constructions shaped by individual 

sensemaking. 

Second, Creatorôs Response Capacity refers to the extent to which individuals perceive themselves 

as capable of engaging with constraints. Two forms of response capacity were identified: acting 

capacity and rejecting capacity, each of which could be high or low. Acting capacity involves the 

personal agency and possibility to influence constraints, while rejecting capacity reflects the 

perceived ability to actively refuse or bypass constraints. These response capacities were not stable 

personality traits but situational and constraint-specific, shaped by both objective conditions and 

subjective beliefs about personal agency. 

Third, the interaction between constraint perception and response capacity shapes the three distinct 

Creative Behaviours: Negotiating, Adapting, and Resisting. Negotiating behaviours involve actively 

shaping the boundaries of innovative work through discussion and alignment with stakeholders. 

Adapting behaviours involves working creatively within given constraints by modifying tools, 

processes, or approaches without challenging the constraints themselves. Finally, Resisting 

behaviours emerge when individuals either reject or disengage from constraints.  

Integrating these findings, the study proposes an integrative model of innovative work behaviour 

under constraints, demonstrating that innovative work behaviour is shaped not by constraints alone 

but by the dynamic interplay between how constraints are perceived and how much agency 

individuals feel they have in responding to them. Evidence shows that negotiating and adapting lead 

to innovative work behaviour because they both involve active engagement with constraints in a 

constructive way. Negotiating allows individuals to reshape or realign constraints through interaction 

with stakeholders, enabling new possibilities for process innovation. Adapting supports innovation 

by encouraging creative problem-solving within existing limitations through flexible use of tools and 

processes. In contrast, resisting does not lead to innovative work behaviour as it involves 

disengagement from or rejection of constraints rather than working productively with them. 

Contributions 

The study advances creativity and innovative work behaviour research by foregrounding the role of 

subjective constraint perception and personal agency, moving beyond dominant approaches that 

conceptualize constraints primarily through objective characteristics such as their amount or 

structural form. It also complements the existing work on the inverted U-shaped relationship between 

constraints and creativity by explaining why the same level of constraint may enhance creativity and 

innovative work behaviour for some individuals while stifling it for others. What is more, this study 

connects to recent research on how perception shapes creative action (Lingo &OôMahony, 2010; Otto 

et al., 2024; Biscaro & Montanari, 2025). The findings contribute to this stream by theorizing 

innovative work behaviour as emerging from the interplay of perceived constraintsô meaningfulness 

and response capacity, as well as categorizing creative behaviours into negotiating, adapting, and 

resisting, with resisting not providing a foundation for innovative work behaviour.  
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Practical implications 

Research findings suggest that managers and leaders should design constraints in ways that are 

meaningful to employees by clearly communicating their purpose, rationale, and alignment with 

organizational objectives and professional practices. Constraints should be regularly reviewed to 

eliminate those that are unnecessary or perceived as arbitrary. Furthermore, creating opportunities for 

employees to negotiate and challenge constraints can support agency and transform potential sources 

of frustration into opportunities for creativity and process innovation. 

Professionals, in turn, should actively reflect on how they perceive and respond to constraints across 

different work situations. Such reflection can help maintain agency and enable more strategic 

engagement with constraints. Rather than reacting primarily to emotions such as frustration, boredom, 

or anger, professionals should choose creative responses that are deliberate, aligned with their long-

term goals, and conducive to sustained innovative behaviour. 

The findings are especially relevant for retail companies due to the tight squeeze on retailersô profits 

and the need to improve organizational performance through cross-functional collaboration (Baum et 

al., 2024). Building on the end-to-end (e2e) excellence paradigm (Baum et al., 2024), the study 

highlights that operational excellence is achieved not only through organization-level strategic 

initiatives but also through thousands of small improvements made by employees throughout the 

organization.  

Research limitations and outlook 

This study is based on a single-case design with ten participants from the finance department of one 

organization. While this context enabled an in-depth exploration of innovative work behaviour under 

constraints, the findings may be influenced by self-report bias and may not fully generalize to less 

structured or more collaborative work environments. In addition, the proposed model focuses on two 

core dimensions - constraint perception and response capacity - which may not capture the full 

complexity of how individuals navigate constraints in practice. The next round of interviews will 

partially address these limitations; however, the common limitations of a case study approach will 

remain.  

Future research should examine innovative work behaviour under constraints across different 

industries and organizational contexts to assess the broader applicability of the model. Quantitative 

and observational studies could further test the proposed relationships and reduce reliance on self-

reported data. Longitudinal research may also provide insights into how individualsô perceptions of 

constraints and responses to them evolve over time. 
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Introduction  

As societies become more culturally diverse, the need for research on the intersections between 

cultural groups becomes more apparent. This research study focuses on an under researched consumer 

segment namely intercultural households (Bystydzienski, 2011; Cross and Gilly, 2014; Rogan et al. 

2018), ï formed through the fusion of cultures. Through the lens of ethnic groceries, this study 

addresses a research gap - specifically how intercultural tensions around household grocery shopping 

are negotiated and the role played by the retailer in this process. It is not unusual for couples in 

intercultural relationships to experience a variety of tensions (Kalmijn, 1998). We explore the tensions 

which arise around consumption of the ethnic grocery using a relational dialectic analysis, a 

framework that enables us focus on the opposing forces at play within the household. We unveil how 

the ethnic grocery has come to have a significant role in these householdsô retail experiences.  

Purpose  

This research paper explores how ethnic groceries are used in intercultural households to create new 

relational cultures. It reveals how such groceries become part of the renewal of the intercultural 

householdsô retail experience. The study adds to our understanding of decision-making dynamics in 

intercultural households and provides insights to retailers on their role in the process.  

Conceptual Framework  

Early definitions of ethnic shops tended to focus on businesses that were owned and operated by 

members of an ethnic group, offering culturally specific goods to co-ethnic consumers. Wang and Lo 

(2007) distinguished ethnic businesses as being characterised by the ethnicity of the owners, 

employees and customers along with other factors such as the range of goods stocked, the signage 
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used in-store and the languages spoken. Several researchers including Jamal (2003) and Wang and 

Hernandez (2018) have argued that the definition of ethnic retailing has been much in need of 

expansion. Jamal (2003) traced the emergence and evolution of ethnic retailing in the UK and noted 

that researchers had failed to explain the interactions among consumers and retailers of different 

backgrounds and the changes happening because of these changes. From a somewhat narrow 

description the definition of ethnic retailing has expanded to include businesses that cross ethnic 

boundaries (Parzer and Athleithner, 2018), as well as mainstream retailers who have entered the realm 

of ethnic retailing. Consumer acculturation literature offers some insights into how immigrants use 

ethnic shops in their adjustment process (Segev et al.2014; Pe¶aloza, 1994; Kaufmann and 

Hernandez, 1991), but there has been less attention paid to what role ethnic shops play in intercultural 

consumption dynamics (Parzer et al. 2016; Luedicke, 2015). To help reveal these dynamics, we 

explore how relational dialectic interplay, within a sample of intercultural households, leads to the 

creation of relational culture and the renewal of the consumersô experience with the ethnic shop.  

Relational dialectic theory is a dialogic theory of interpersonal and family communication that seeks 

to understand and figure out relationships (Baxter, 2004). Based on the work of Bakhtin (1981; 1984) 

who described the concept of simultaneous opposing forces within every utterance, the theory posits 

that forces that move towards harmony are called centripetal, while forces that stress difference are 

called centrifugal (Baxter, 2004). This constant interplay of opposing forces within a household, for 

example, can be viewed as a continuum of interplay (Suter and Seurer, 2018), as illustrated in figure 

1. 

 

 

Figure 1. The Continuum of Interplay 

Source: Based on Suter and Seurer (2018)  

Within household conversations, the interplay of points of view plays out in several ways. A 

monologue can be forceful and exclude other voices, but diachronic interplay sees the monologue 

challenged and therefore the centripetal ï centrifugal power dynamic shifts. Synchronic interplay 

reveals in three possible forms (Baxter and Norwood, 2015), negating (a rejection of the discourse), 

countering (substituting discourse with another discourse) and entertaining (acknowledging discourse 

as a satisfactory possibility). Transformative dialogue describes new or emergent meaning, where two 

discourses either integrate to create an entirely new and shared meaning, or integrate as compatible 

from both perspectives. Consideration of the interplay of centripetal and centripetal forces within 

families enables us illuminate how the householdôs unique relational culture evolves (Wood 1982; 

Conville, 2008). In this study we explore how the interplay of competing discourses around the ethnic 

shop creates meaning within the intercultural household and how this meaning leads to an 

intercultural renewal of the familiesô retail experience.  

Methodology  

This study was conducted in Ireland, which has become a distinct regional migration space in Europe. 

Population statistics (CSO, 2023) reveal that twelve per cent of the population was born outside 

Ireland, compared with six per cent in 2002. Polish people represent two per cent of the total 

population and fifteen per cent of the non-Irish born population, making them the largest group of 

non-Irish born inhabitants. The arrival of significant numbers of Polish nationals following EU 

enlargement in 2004, was quickly followed by the appearance of Polish groceries (Polski Sklep) 

which can be found in almost every Irish city and town. In common with global trends (Tanveer et 
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al. 2026; Ogada and Lindberg, 2022), most of these shops are owned and managed by immigrant 

(Polish) entrepreneurs.  

Our study includes Polish/Irish intercultural couples that had established a household for at least two 

years. A purposive approach to participant recruitment was adopted using the personal contacts of the 

lead researcher. This approach yielded eight participant couples who in turn introduced us to the 

remaining seven. Seven other couples were identified who chose not to participate in the study. None 

of the fifteen participant couples were known to the lead researcher prior to the study. Fourteen 

couples comprised a Polish female/Irish male combination, with one same sex (male) couple 

participating. Of note, is the absence of Polish male/Irish female and Polish Female/Irish female 

households. Despite several attempts, none were identified for our study. The participant households 

lived in different parts of Ireland.  

A combination of methods was used involving an individual interview with each participant and a 

subsequent joint interview with each couple. Full ethical approval was established, an information 

sheet was provided, and each participant was asked for informed consent and permission to have the 

interview recorded. Individual and joint interviews took place in participantôs homes, workplaces or 

other mutually agreed locations. Interviews were conducted over a one-year period (2015-2016).  

Individual interviews lasted from sixty to ninety minutes and involved open ended discussion points 

(Hill and Somin, 1996) which enabled participants relax and convey meaning in their own words 

(Belk et al. 2013). Open ended questions sought insights into the household's consumption practices 

including changes that had taken place since setting up home together. Yerby et al. (1998) observed 

that families communicate at relational levels, therefore conflicts or tensions around consumption can 

be uniquely revealing. Participants were asked to identify any conflicts or tensions around 

consumption that they had experienced.  

Individual interviews were transcribed and a line-by-line coding was carried out (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967); from this coding discussion themes for the joint interview emerged. Joint interviews were 

arranged two weeks after the individual interviews and lasted for between sixty and ninety minutes. 

Joint interviews focused on the consumption tensions that were identified in the individual interviews. 

In this paper we focus on the tensions identified around the consumption of the Polish grocery. 

Consistent with our interpretive approach, all interviews were analysed using comparative analysis 

(Fischer and Otnes, 2006).  

Findings  

Our findings reveal a dialectic interplay of blending with and detachment from the Polish grocery 

within our intercultural households. This back-and-forth interplay between opposites revealed itself 

in the ways in which each household used (or didnôt use) the Polish grocery. Baxter (2004) 

distinguishes between internal dialectics (within the relationship) and external dialectics (with those 

external to the relationship). In all but one household, the internal dialectic reveals a transformative 

dialogue whereby both partners share the products they buy in the Polish grocery and the joint 

experience of shopping there. In these cases, a new and shared meaning has transpired; this is 

especially so for the Irish partner who had no prior experience of Polish products or shops. Both 

partners experience differing forms of nostalgia (Parzer and Athleithner, 2018; Holbrook, 1993) when 

they describe their consumption of the Polish grocery. The transformative dialogue indicates the 

power of the centripetal force, driving towards harmony. Only one household did not use the Polish 

grocery citing the higher prices charged as their reason for detachment.  

In relation to the external dialectic, a transformative dialogue is not always revealed, and we see cases 

of synchronic interplay emerging. The opposing or centrifugal forces at play occur for many reasons. 

Several households outlined their attempts at introducing the Polish grocery to family members and 

friends. This introduction is important as the shop has become such an important feature of the 

householdsô relational identity. The results have however been disappointing; the reasons given for 



158 

 

this include that English is not often spoken in Polish shops, and the family members and friends 

donôt know what to ask for. Several participants spoke of a perceived ñseparationò practiced by Polish 

shops, indicating a calculated detachment from mainstream society. This separation illustrates how 

the household is pulled away from interaction with the Polish grocery and the wider Polish 

community.  

A household's relational culture describes the private set of meanings, symbols, rituals and values that 

provide consensual order within the family (Wood, 1982; Farrell et al., 2014). Shopping rituals have 

helped create family identity (Epp and Price, 2008), have become an important source of comfort 

(Baker, 2006; Woodruffe-Burton et al., 2001) and help manage dialectic tensions (Baxter, 1987). The 

shopping rituals that have emerged around the Polish grocery enable our households to manage the 

opposing demands of two identities. Our participants often expressed the need to ñsupportò their local 

Polish shop. We contend this support has become indicative of the relational cultures of our 

households, as well as being an expression of solidarity with the entrepreneurs who have established 

the shops.  

Contribution  

We have responded to calls by several researchers (Arnould et al., 2017, Luedicke, 2011; 2015), for 

more research on the role played by immigrants in market dynamics. We have provided a two-sided 

or intercultural account in which the retailer is central to the negotiation of a relational culture. We 

demonstrate how households attempt to resolve intercultural tensions around the retail space and 

demonstrate how our participants create intercultural agency as they negotiate both internal and 

external dialectic tensions.  

Practical Implications  

We have provided a research methodology that enables researchers explore and examine intercultural 

dynamics. Polish groceries have been successfully developed in a changing Irish marketplace, 

dominated by a small number of large retail chains. They have become distinctive sites, full of 

meaningful experiences (Visconti et al., 2010). Retailers provide resources that are used by consumers 

to accomplish several validation projects (Arnould, 2005; Halter, 2000; Miller et al., 1998); our study 

provides ethnic retailers with insights into how retail spaces are made sense of (Gregson et al., 2002) 

and the ways in which ethnic and non-ethnic consumers become co-creators of a unique ethic retail 

experience.  

Social Implications  

A greater understanding of the dynamics of intercultural relationships enhances the overall well-being 

of society. We illustrate and demonstrate how intercultural differences are negotiated and 

accommodated.  

Research limitations and outlook  

Our study is limited to one setting (Ireland) and one intercultural group (Polish/Irish households). 

Other intercultural combinations are equally worthy of study. Our analysis is based on interview data 

alone. The use of accompanied shopping trips to ethnic shops could gain further insights into the 

dynamics of this retail environment.  
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Introduction  

This study presents a systematic search and review of makerspace literature spanning the last two 

decades (2005ï2025). Makerspaces are physical environments where activities such as tinkering, 

hacking, innovating, and socializing intersect with technology and shared tools (Konstantinou et al., 

2021; Halbinger, 2020). These venues where ómakingô takes place are interdisciplinary spaces where 

individuals of different skill levels have the opportunity to interact, share resources, collaborate, build 

community and learn new knowledge and skills (Sheridan et al., 2020). Rooted in the Maker 

Movement, a phenomenon where do-it-yourselfers form communities to create personalized artifacts 

(Peppler & Bender, 2013), this culture is driven by an ideology of open-source sharing and communal 

creativity (Prendeville et al., 2017). Often heralded as the 'Third Industrial Revolution' (Anderson, 

2012), the maker movement has transitioned from a grassroots subculture into a strategic framework 

(and a legitimate business model) where individuals become prosumers where they collaborate to 

market products and ideas (Browder et al., 2019). Critically, the retail industry has embraced the 

movement by integrating repair and making hubs into brick-and-mortar environments (e.g., IKEA, 

Golden Goose) and offering DIY (do-it-yourself) and maker workshops (e.g., The Home Depot, 

Filson). These initiatives transform traditional touchpoints into an innovative, circular, and 

experiential customer journey. While previous reviews have organized makerspace literature through 

specific frameworks (Mersand, 2020), the rapid professionalization and commercialization of the 

movement over the last five years necessitates an updated synthesis. This review draws on Pierre 

Bourdieuôs social capital theory (1986), which offers an appropriate analytical lens because previous 

research notes that makerspaces are capable of influencing the distribution and dynamics of 

economic, social, cultural, and symbolic capital, as conceptualized by Bourdieu. Furthermore, the 

retail industryôs shift from transactional selling to community-building is also exemplified through 

Bourdieuôs social capital theory (1986). Thus, this review elucidates the evolution of the field, 

specifically highlighting the emergence of makerspaces as third places, hubs for prosumers where 

localized production takes place, and sites for transformative and entrepreneurial learning.  
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Purpose  

The purpose of this research is to provide a systematic search and review of the makerspace literature 

as it has evolved from 2005 to 2025. While the scholarly literature on makerspaces focuses primarily 

on higher education (Zhan et al., 2021; Soomro et al., 2021; Konstantinou et al., 2021), researchers 

have also examined makerspaces in the context of collaborative learning (Oswald and Zhao, 2021), 

governance models (Fu, 2021), libraries (Cun et al., 2019), consumer innovation and diffusion 

(Halbinger, 2020), local economic development (van Holm, 2017), smart cities (Niaros et al., 2017) 

and healthcare( Kieslinger, 2021). Makerspaces exist in classrooms, museums, and libraries, to 

studios, homes, and garages (Konstantinou et al., 2021) and retail spaces. The literature has quickly 

evolved and as a result, ñthe maker movement functions without a clear definition because of its 

diffused origins and independent growthò (von Holm, 2017, p. 164). As makerspaces have 

transitioned from DIY workshops to formalized assets within the retail and educational sectors, the 

associated academic literature has become increasingly fragmented across diverse disciplines. This 

study employs a systematic search and review methodology to consolidate this body of work, aiming 

to bridge the gap between its grassroots origins and contemporary commercial applications. To guide 

this investigation, the study addresses two central research questions:  

RQ1: What is the current state of academic scholarship regarding makerspaces over the last 20 years?  

RQ2: What are the dominant conceptual themes that have emerged in the makerspace literature?  

By addressing these questions, this research seeks to move beyond a simple chronological account, 

offering a structured thematic map that demonstrates the multifaceted role of makerspaces in the 

modern marketplace and providing a theoretical foundation for future retail innovation.  

Methodology  

This research conducts a systematic search and review of the academic literature on makerspaces. 

This method combines strengths of critical review with comprehensive search process (Grant et al., 

2009). Three interdisciplinary databases were utilized to conduct the literature search: Scopus, Web 

of Science, and ProQuest. The search included articles published between 2005-2025. This timeline 

coincides with the proliferation of mainstream makerspace literature. The search was limited to 

English language articles from peer-reviewed academic journals. Literature was identified using the 

following keywords: ñmakerspaceò, ñFabLabò and ñhackerspaceò. Exclusion criteria included 

theses/dissertations, systematic review articles, grey literature, conference proceedings, and book 

chapters to ensure a high level of academic rigour. The articles were identified (n=2217) and imported 

into Covidence review software where the researchers conducted a two-stage eligibility screening 

process. Three researchers participated in the independent screening process where Covidence 

assigned articles to each researcher, to distribute workload, ensure inter-rater reliability and minimize 

biases. The first stage of the screening process involved title and abstract review, and the second stage 

involved full text review. Third party consensus was used to resolve any conflicts. Articles that did 

not focus on physical makerspaces or where makerspaces were not the focus of the study were 

excluded. This resulted in 521 studies extracted from Covidence and transferred to Zotero, a reference 

management software. The full articles (PDFs) for each study were manually exported to Zotero. The 

articles were then exported to Leximancer, an automated AI-driven text analysis that was selected to 

facilitate an inductive and non-biased thematic mapping of the corpus (Smith and Humphreys, 2006). 

The thematic analysis was refined by adding English as a stop list to remove filler and redundant 

words, allowing for the emergence of the core concepts of the literature.  

Preliminary Findings  

To address the current state of makerspace literature, the review revealed makerspace research across 

diverse domains from circular economies (Prendeville et al., 2016), beyond capitalist (Vincent, 2022), 

and sustainability (Soomro et al., 2021), and entrepreneurship (Wang et al., 2022; Guerra & de 

G·mez, 2016), to public libraries (Brady et al., 2014; Barniskis, 2023), design education (Becker, 
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2016; Georgiev et al., 2017; Soomro & Georgiev, 2020), higher education (Love, 2022; Ylioja et al., 

2019), and STEM (science, technology, engineering, math) education (Yin et al., 2020). The 

fragmented landscape of makerspace literature characterizes its interdisciplinary nature and interest. 

Furthermore, the literature also covered a variety of business models, including, non-profit, public, 

membership, private for profit, government funded, event based and pop-up (i.e., temporary) 

makerspaces. The preliminary findings revealed three dominant themes: 1) the conceptualization of 

makerspaces as social third places, 2) the role of makerspaces as hubs for óprosumerismô and localized 

production within the circular economy, and 3) their function as innovative learning environments.  

Theme #1: Makerspaces as Social Third Places  

A third place refers to social environments that are neither the home (ófirst placeô) or work (ósecond 

placeô) (Oldenburg, 1989), that offer neutral ground for social interaction, collaboration and a sense 

of belonging (Kurzeja et al., 2021). Makerspaces, characterized as collaborative spaces that foster 

social connection, are thus a modern manifestation of third places by building social cohesion, 

fostering skill building, shared learning, and a culture of making (Cattabriga, 2019).  

Theme #2: Hubs for Prosumers & Localized Production  

Early research emphasized pedagogical benefits of making (Sheridan et al., 2020); more recent 

scholarship highlights a shift towards redistributed manufacturing and the circular economy 

(Prendeville et al., 2017), presenting a significant opportunity for retail innovation. Makerspaces are 

places of urban fabrication and production (Besson, 2021). Reynolds (2017) noted that ñégreater 

access to manufacturing tools and technologies are reducing barriers to entry and a new generation 

of entrepreneurs, artisans and students are engaging in manufacturing and creating a range of new 

'maker spaces' in cities.ò The DIY consumer who merely used products has evolved to the prosumer 

who are active architects, creators and innovators of their own goods.  

Theme #3: Innovative Learning Environments  

Makerspaces are recognized as interdisciplinary environments that are one of the most important 

modern innovations in education (Khadri, 2023). Notably makerspaces emphasize the development 

of key skills and competencies such as perseverance, resilience and collaboration (Hughes and 

Morrison, 2020). These innovative learning environments can lead to cross-disciplinary 

collaborations and community of learners (Nichols et al., 2017).  

Contributions  

This research offers significant theoretical and practical contributions to the makerspace, retail and 

management literature. First, by mapping the interdisciplinary trajectory of makerspace scholarship, 

this study consolidates a fragmented landscape, ranging from circular economies (Prendeville et al., 

2016) to public libraries (Barniskis, 2023), into a cohesive framework for retail innovation. This study 

demonstrates that makerspaces are no longer subcultures but critical cultural, social and economic 

engines. Theoretically, the identification of the three conceptual pillars (Third Places, Prosumer Hubs 

& Localized Production, and Innovative Learning Environments) signifies a re-emphasis toward 

service-dominant logic in retailing (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). In makerspaces, value is co-created 

through the knowledge and agency provided to the consumer, transforming the store from a site of 

transaction into a site of urban fabrication (Besson, 2021). Furthermore, this research contributes to 

the burgeoning discourse on the Diverse Economy (Cameron & Gibson-Graham, 2022). Our research 

argues that makerspaces represent vital sites for economic practices that exist alongside or as 

alternatives to traditional capitalism, such as bartering, repair cafes, open-source collectives, DIY 

workshops and tool libraries. My Jewellery, for example, a company from the Netherlands, positions 

its stores as creative hubs where customers can participate in jewellery making and repair workshops. 

As retailers continue to explore ways to better connect with their consumers, employees and 

communities, it is essential to consider how and where cooperation and collaboration between people 

takes place. By fostering these alternative market transactions, makerspaces offer a framework for 
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retailers to reconfigure value creation away from the linear 'take-make-waste' model toward a circular 

society. Finally, at a societal level, this study highlights the potential role of modern manifestations 

of makerspaces (e.g., in retail settings) in addressing contemporary crises of social inequity and 

loneliness (Aldrich et al., 2023). By positioning the retail environment as a third place that prioritizes 

social connection, inclusivity, accessibility, and community empowerment, this research provides a 

blueprint for a more resilient and socially connected marketplace.  

Research limitations and outlook  

This research is not without limitations. By restricting the search to English language, peer reviewed 

articles, the study may have overlooked significant developments in non-English speaking regions. 

Furthermore, while the exclusion of grey literature ensured a high level of academic rigour, it may 

have omitted recent industry practice and reports. As the makerspace literature continues to evolve, 

it is critical that scholars across disciplines address the gaps. This 20-year synthesis demonstrates that 

makerspaces represent more than a hobbyist trend; they are a structural shift in the retail landscape. 

By merging social community (Third Places), localized production (Prosumerism and Circularity), 

and skill acquisition (Innovative Learning Environments), makerspaces provide a robust framework 

for the future of experiential and responsible retailing. Ultimately, the next twenty years of 

makerspace evolution will likely be defined by the democratization of production. This presents 

opportunities for future makerspace research to explore the role makerspaces play in the retail 

industry, understand how retail makerspaces can remain accessible third places for diverse 

communities and examine how will the integration of Generative AI may impact the prosumer 

experience within physical makerspaces. For retailers, the challenge will no longer be what to sell, 

but how to facilitate the consumer's journey from buyer to builder.  
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Introduction  

Retailing is undergoing remarkable transformation due to rapid technological advancements (Shankar 

et al., 2021). In this digital environment, Generation Z (born between 1995 and the early 2010s) 

exhibits different online behaviours compared to earlier generations. They have lower brand loyalty 

and a stronger desire for personalization. This creates new challenges for retailers trying to understand 

and effectively reach this group (Baykal, 2021; Ko et al., 2022; Priporas et al., 2017). Social media 

and search engines play a significant role as touchpoints in the customer journeys of Generation Z 

(Herhausen et al., 2019; Li et al., 2020). However, Generation Z consumers may use these touchpoints 

differently than preceding generations. For example, they increasingly use social media platforms like 

Instagram for search and discovery rather than relying primarily on traditional search engines like 

Google (Koetsier, 2024). 

Despite their importance and intertwined roles in multichannel journeys, social media and search 

engines are typically studied either separately or alongside other channels. 

Consequently, little is known about how their joint configuration influences psychological processing 

and behavioural outcomes among Generation Z consumers. For retailers, understanding how these 

platforms jointly influence repurchase intention at a retailer is critical for an effective digital strategy 

and resource allocation. This study addresses this gap by investigating how different digital journey 

types influence journey perception and repurchase intention with the retailer among Generation Z 

consumers. 

Purpose 

Based on the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), this study examines how social mediaï, search 

engine, and combined journeys influence Generation Zôs repurchase intention at the retailer. 

Accordingly, this study addresses the following research questions: 

How do social mediaïbased, search engineïbased and combined customer journeys differ in their 

effects on Generation Zôs repurchase intention at the retailer? 

Do journeys that combine social media and search engines generate synergistic effects compared to 

journeys relying on one of these single touchpoints? 

Through which psychological mechanisms do these journey configurations influence repurchase 

intention at the retailer? 

mailto:kammanthi@wiwi.uni-wuppertal.de
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Conceptual framework  

Building on the ELM, this study develops a conceptual framework that explains how social media 

and search engines influence the retailer repurchase intentions of Generation Z through distinct 

psychological mechanisms. The ELM distinguishes between central (cognitive) and peripheral 

(affective) processing routes (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986; Lien, 2001). Within this framework, 

informativeness is posited to function as a cognitive cue that activates central route processing. 

Furthermore, we assume that informative touchpoints facilitate evaluation, thereby increase journey 

satisfaction, and ultimately enhance repurchase intention. In contrast, customer inspiration is assumed 

to activate peripheral processing and directly influence repurchase intention, as such peripheral cues 

often operate unconsciously and without deeper processing. Previous studies have shown that social 

media increases purchase intention by inspiring customers (Böttger et al., 2017; Meier and Schäfer, 

2018), whereas search engines are associated with greater perceived informativeness, which 

positively influences purchase intention (Iġtvaniĺ et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2023). However, Generation 

Z might further perceive boundaries between informative search engines and inspiring social media 

as less strict and thus perceive combined journeys as even more informative than only search engine 

based journeys and as more inspiring than only social media based journeys. These arguments lead 

to the following hypotheses and research framework: 

H1: Journeys based on search engines are perceived as more informative than journeys based on social 

media. 

H2. Journeys in which both social media and search engine are important are perceived as more 

informative than (a) social media-based journeys or (b) search engine-based journeys. 

H3: Journeys based on social media are perceived more inspirational than journeys based on search 

engines. 

H4: Journeys in which both social media and search engine play an important role generate higher 

customer inspiration than (a) social media-based journeys or (b) search engine-based journeys. 

H5: Journeys in which both social media and search engine play an important role lead to higher 

repurchase intention than (a) social media-based journeys or (b) search engine-based journeys. 

H6: The positive effect of journeys in which both social media and search engine play an important 

role on repurchase intention is sequentially mediated by perceived informativeness and journey 

satisfaction, compared to (a) social media-based journeys and (b) search engine-based journeys. 

H7: The positive effect of journeys in which both social media and search engine play an important 

role on repurchase intention is mediated by customer inspiration, compared to (a) social media-based 

journeys and (b) search engine-based journeys. 
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Methodology 

The study was conducted in Germany in spring 2025 with a sample of 432 participants and used a 

quantitative survey to examine how different customer journeys (based on the use of social media 

and search engines) influence Generation Zôs repurchase intention. The participants were assigned to 

one of two recall conditions. In the first condition, they recalled a customer journey in which social 

media played an important role, while in the second condition they recalled a customer journey in 

which a search engine was important. 

Subsequently, participants in the social media condition were asked whether search engines had also 

played a relevant role in the recalled customer journey. Likewise, participants in the search engine 

condition were asked whether social media had additionally an important influence on their purchase 

decision. Based on these responses, three journey types were identified: 

Social media-based journeys: Social media played an important role in the purchase decision, while 

search engines did not influence the decision. 

Search engine-based journeys: Search engines played an important role in the purchase decision, 

while social media did not influence the decision. 

Combined journeys: Both social media and search engines played an important role in the customer 

journey and purchase decision. 

Based on the above-mentioned categorization, 78 respondents reported social mediaïbased journeys, 

72 search engineïbased journeys, and 282 combined journeys. Participants were aged 18ï30 years 

(M = 24.5), and the sample consisted of 72% female and 28% male respondents. 

Findings 

We tested our research framework using Hayesô PROCESS (2022) model 80. The findings indicate 

that search engineïbased journeys are perceived as significantly more informative than social media 

journeys (b = 0.666, p = .004). This supports H1. Combined journeys lead to significantly higher 
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perceived informativeness compared to social media-based journeys (b = 0.591, p = 0.001), thereby 

supporting H2a. However, no significant difference emerges between the combined journeys and the 

search engineïbased journeys (b = ī0.075, p = .686), indicating that H2b is not supported. 

Search engineïbased journeys generate significantly lower levels of customer inspiration than social 

mediaïbased journeys (b = ī0.679, p = .005), supporting H3. However, the combined journey does 

not significantly differ from social media journeys in terms of inspiration (b = 0.1022, p = 0.583), 

which does not support H4a. As we expected, compared to search engine journeys, the combined 

journey significantly increases customer inspiration (b = 0.7810, p = 0.001), thereby supporting H4b. 

The overall total effect of journey type was significant for repurchase intention (p = 0.036). However, 

the comparison between search engine and social media on repurchase intention is not significant (E 

= 0.0702; p = 0.777). As expected, the combined journey showed a significantly higher repurchase 

intention compared to the social media-based journeys (E = 0.4276; p = 0.028) and this supports H5a. 

The comparison between the combined journey and the search engine was marginally significant (E 

= 0.3575; p = 0.075), indicating partial support for H5b. 

Across conditions, perceived informativeness significantly predicted journey satisfaction (b = 0.484, 

p = 0.000), but did not directly predict repurchase intention (b = 0.062, p = 0.302). 

However, the sequential indirect effect via perceived informativeness and journey satisfaction was 

significant (E = 0.1069; CI [0.0350; 0.2027]) for combined journeys versus social media-based 

journeys, therefore we accept H6a. In contrast, when comparing the combined journey to the search 

engine based journey, the sequential indirect effect via perceived informativeness and journey 

satisfaction was not significant (E = ī0.0135; CI [ī0.0798; 0.0562]). These findings indicate that H6b 

is not supported. 

When considering combined journeys vs. social media-based journeys, both the indirect effect via 

customer inspiration on repurchase intention (E = 0.0121; CI [ī0.0350; 0.0719]) and the sequential 

mediation through journey satisfaction was not significant (E = 0.0025; CI [-0.0079; 0.141]). Thus, 

H7a is not supported. In contrast, when comparing the combined journey to the search engine-based 

journey, the indirect effect via customer inspiration was significant (E = 0.0923; CI [0.0087; 0.2081]), 

there by supporting H7b, however, the sequential mediation through journey satisfaction was not 

significant as expected (E = 0.0189; CI [-0.0008; 0.0457]) 

We further conducted a moderation analyses using Hayesô PROCESS Model 2 to test whether hedonic 

and utilitarian product value moderate the relationship between the mediators (customer inspiration 

and journey satisfaction) and repurchase intention. However, only the interaction between customer 

inspiration and hedonic value is positive and marginally significant (b = 0.064, p = 0.073), while all 

other interaction effects are not significant. 

The findings highlight how different digital journey configurations influence consumer responses. 

Consistent with the Elaboration Likelihood Model, search engineïbased journeys are perceived as 

more informative than social mediaïbased journeys. Combined journeys also increase perceived 

informativeness compared to social media journeys but do not differ from search engine journeys, 

suggesting that both activate the central route of information processing. This challenges the 

assumption that adding more touchpoints necessarily creates synergistic effects (Anderl et al., 2016; 

Li &  Kannan, 2014). In contrast, social media journeys generate higher levels of customer inspiration, 

indicating their role in stimulating peripheral processing. The combined journey increases inspiration 

only compared to search engine journeys, suggesting that social media contributes primarily to 

affective responses for Generation Z. Regarding repurchase intention, combined journeys outperform 

social media journeys, while the difference to search engine journeys is only marginally significant, 

but still positive. The significant sequential mediation through informativeness and journey 

satisfaction on repurchase intention, supports our assumption of activating central route processing 

through informativeness. In contrast, inspiration directly influences repurchase intention. This may 

be due to the unconscious processing of heuristic cues that activate the peripheral route without 
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requiring evaluation through journey satisfaction. Moreover, hedonic product value strengthens the 

effect of inspiration on repurchase intention. 

Contributions 

This study makes three key contributions to theory and practice. First, it shows that combined 

journeys lead to higher repurchase intention than single journeys, as they activate both 

informativeness and inspiration pathways. Second, Generation Z unexpectedly appears to rely on 

search engines primarily for informativeness and social media for inspiration. Third, customer 

inspiration has a direct positive influence on repurchase intention independent of journey satisfaction, 

with a stronger effect when the purchased product has a higher hedonic value. 

Practical implications 

Retailers should leverage both touchpoints, as combined journeys lead to higher repurchase intention. 

To move from a complementary to a more synergistic effect, retailers could strengthen each 

touchpoint by adding what is typically missing; for example, more inspirational elements in search 

engine touchpoints and more informative content on social media. In addition, stronger integration 

and easier transitions between these touchpoints may further enhance their combined impact. 

Retailers should also focus on improving journey satisfaction by identifying friction points in the 

customer journey. Creating a smoother and more seamless experience through effective journey 

management can benefit retailers targeting Generation Z consumers. 

Research limitations and outlook 

This study has several limitations. First, it relies on a recall-based survey, which may involve some 

memory bias. Second, the sample was collected in Germany which may limit the generalizability of 

the findings. Finally, the study only examines the importance and use of social media and search 

engines in the customer journey. Future research could explore how frequently these touchpoints are 

used and how their importance may vary across different stages of the customer journey for 

Generation Z. 
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Introduction  

Quick commerce or q-commerce is a retail model defined by the ultra-fast delivery of everyday 

essentials, typically within 10 to 30 minutes, through a network of localised micro-fulfilment centres 

known as dark stores (Buldeo Rai et al., 2023). The industry has grown due to rising consumer 

demand for speed and convenience, supported by increasing digital adoption (Naik and Gupta, 2025). 

Industry reports indicate that the global q-commerce market is expected to reach USD 3,06,350.8 

Million by 2033, at a CAGR of 20.18% during the forecast period 2024 ï 2033 (Custom Market 

Insights, 2026).  

In this landscape, India has emerged as a primary international market where high urban density and 

rapid digital uptake have driven the adoption of q-commerce. Artificial intelligence (AI) 

personalisation and service delivery quality together shape consumer experiences and their 

evaluations of q-commerce platforms, while environmental and social sustainability considerations 

have a growing influence on platform selection. AI personalisation promotes speed, relevance, and 

convenience through recommender systems and AI assistants, increasing engagement and loyalty 

(Bawack et al., 2022). Service delivery quality, defined as delivery speed, accuracy, and reliability, is 

the fundamental performance standard that encourages customer satisfaction) and repeated usage 

(Harter et al., 2024). Environmental issues include emissions, congestion, and inspection of green 

claims, whereas social sustainability is concerned with labour conditions, fairness and ethical 

practices (Choubey et al., 2025).  

Existing literature does not yet explain how consumers form expectations in q-commerce. Most work 

on consumer adoption of q-commerce is conceptual, with no integrated, empirical model linking 

ultra-fast delivery promises (speed, accuracy, reliability) to trust, satisfaction, and loyalty in India 

(Chawla & Kumar, 2021). Sustainability is examined mainly through responses to green claims, 

without modelling how consumers trade off speed v/s  

environmental impact or how ñgreenò signals build trust (Choubey et al., 2025). Studies of last-mile 

sustainability in India map risks but do not connect them to consumer expectations (Nandy et al., 

2025), and there is limited work linking labour conditions of delivery workers to consumers ethical 

concerns, trust, or platform choice in q-commerce (Mathew et al., 2021).  
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Purpose  

The aim of this study is to investigate the impact of AI personalisation, service delivery quality, 

environmental and social sustainability on trust and customer satisfaction among consumers in India. 

The study is based on the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) framework (Mehrabian & Russell, 

1974) to together with Expectation-Disconfirmation Theory (EDT) (Oliver, 1980) to evaluate whether 

service performance meets consumer expectations, along with Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973) to 

understand how sustainable activities act as credible signals.  

Conceptual framework  

In q-commerce, AI enhances user experience through customised offers, saved preferences, real-time 

tracking, dynamic discounts and satisfaction is closely linked to how these AI features facilitate 

seamless fulfilment and reliable service (Rau et al., 2023). As stated by Chau et al. (2025), EDT is a 

fundamental framework for understanding this relationship; when AI features consistently meet or 

exceed expectations, users experience more satisfaction and develop trust in the platform.  

H1: AI-driven personalisation has a positive effect on (a) trust, and (b) customer satisfaction in q-

commerce platforms.  

Service delivery quality, including timeliness, order accuracy, and product condition, reinforces trust 

and satisfaction through consistent and reliable fulfilment (Chawla & Kumar, 2021). Q-commerce 

platformsô ability to meet immediate consumer demands depends on comparing delivery speed and 

accuracy. According to EDT, this comparison results in positive satisfaction when waits are shorter 

than expected, whereas longer waits trigger dissatisfaction (Harter et al., 2024).  

H2: Service delivery quality has a positive effect on (a) trust, and (b) customer satisfaction in q-

commerce platforms.  

Based on Signalling Theory, visible environmental practices such as electric vehicle deliveries, eco-

friendly packaging, and carbon transparency act as strategic signals indicating a companyôs 

commitment to environmental responsibility (Mora Contreras et al., 2023). These act as credibility 

signals that increase perceived integrity and goodwill, which are essential to establish trust in q-

commerce platforms where physical presence is absent (Huynh et al., 2021).  

H3: Environmental sustainability has a positive effect on (a) trust, and (b) customer satisfaction in 

q-commerce platforms.  

Social sustainability practices, particularly those involving the welfare and working conditions of 

delivery personnel, serve as critical indicators of a platform's ethical conduct. When q-commerce 

retailers demonstrate a commitment to good working conditions, consumers perceive the brand as 

more reputable and value-driven. This perception directly translates into a higher intention to 

patronise the retailer even at potentially higher prices, serving as a strong indicator of satisfaction 

(Ariker, 2021).  

H4: Social sustainability has a positive effect on (a) trust, and (b) customer satisfaction in q-

commerce platforms.  

Methodology  

This study used a quantitative survey design to test the hypothesised relationships between AI 

personalisation, service delivery quality, environmental sustainability, social sustainability, trust and 

satisfaction in q-commerce platforms. All attitudinal constructs used a five-point Likert scale for 

consistency.  

We adapted scale items from established literature to ensure validity and relevance. AI personalisation 

items were drawn from Chau et al. (2025). Trust, convenience, and satisfaction measures were based 

on Zhao & Bacao (2020) and Kassim & Abdullah (2010). Service delivery quality items were adapted 
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from Parasuraman et al. (2005) and Rosillo-D²az et al. (2019). Sustainability items were adapted from 

Choubey et al. (2025).  

The final dataset included 182 respondents. Data was collected via an online questionnaire targeting 

q-commerce users in India via convenience sampling. The sample consisted of adults who had used 

q-commerce services at least once in the past three months, with the largest portion of respondents 

aged 25-34 (51.1%).  

Data analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics. To test the hypothesised effects, multiple 

linear regression was used. To assess the measurement model, we looked at the internal consistency 

for each construct by calculating Cronbachôs Alpha, reaching all constructs higher than 0.7 values.  

Findings  

In this study, we developed two multiple linear regression models to examine how the independent 

variables, such as AI personalisation, service delivery quality, environmental sustainability, and social 

sustainability predict trust (Model 1), and satisfaction (Model 2).  

Multiple regression analysis revealed that service delivery quality was the strongest predictor of trust. 

Service delivery quality had a significant positive effect on trust (ɓ = .41, p < .001), followed by AI 

personalisation (ɓ = .26, p < .01). Environmental sustainability showed a weaker but significant 

relationship with trust (ɓ = .17, p < .05), while social sustainability had a smaller effect.  

The second regression model showed that trust significantly predicted satisfaction. Trust showcased 

a strong positive effect on satisfaction (ɓ = .54, p < .001), indicating that confidence in platform 

reliability plays an important role in shaping consumer evaluations of q-commerce services.  

Contributions  

This study contributes to advancing our knowledge about the drivers of q-commerce acceptance. 

Based on reliable theories, our conceptual framework integrates concepts related to logistics service 

quality, sustainability, and AI, with key consumer behaviour constructs such as trust and satisfaction.  

Practical implications  

The findings offer practical guidance for q-commerce companies. Q-commerce firms in India should 

prioritise strengthening trust as the central pathway to satisfaction. Since delivery quality directly 

drives both trust and satisfaction, firms must focus on improving operational reliability through 

accurate fulfilment systems, consistent delivery times, and real-time tracking transparency. AI 

personalisation should be designed to enhance trust rather than immediate satisfaction, which requires 

explainable recommendation systems and clear communication of how suggestions are generated. 

Similarly, social sustainability issues should be addressed through visible ethical labour practices, 

such as transparent rider policies and fair-work assurances communicated within the app interface. 

And lastly, environmental initiatives, while not immediately influential on consumer evaluations, can 

be integrated as long-term brand positioning strategies rather than short-term conversion tools.  

Social implications  

The study also discusses the larger social and ethical issues. As digital retail increasingly relies on AI 

systems to adapt customer experiences, firms must guarantee that these technologies are used in ways 

that promote transparency, fairness, and responsible consumer engagement.  

Social sustainability initiatives have a substantial impact on perceived ethical responsibility and 

consumer confidence in India. Platforms should emphasize rider welfare initiatives to demonstrate 

their commitment to ethical standards. Campaigns that showcase anonymous rider success stories and 

blockchain-verified salary transparency help strengthen community values. Companies may 

contribute to encourage responsible digital consumption patterns by including sustainability into 

operational planning and openly speaking about these actions.  
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More broadly, the study contributes to the discussion of responsible AI and corporate social 

responsibility by demonstrating how technological innovation, sustainability norms, and cultural 

expectations influence consumer perceptions and confidence in digital service ecosystems.  

Research limitations and outlook  

This study has several limitations that suggest directions for future research. This cross-sectional 

study (N=182 Indian q-commerce users) used convenience sample of urban youth, limiting causal 

inference and generalisability to tier 2/3 cities or rural customers. Future studies may use larger, 

randomised, or multi-country samples, as well as techniques such as multi-group SEM, to give more 

robust cultural comparisons. The data were self-reported, therefore they reflected views rather than 

actual behaviour. The models focused on AI, service quality, and sustainability, but factors such as 

perceived risk, digital literacy, or AI ethical awareness may also have an impact on consumer 

expectations. Future research could integrate these variables for a more complete understanding.  
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Introduction  

The retail sector is currently undergoing a profound transformation driven by trends and 

developments in digitalization, artificial intelligence (AI), automation, and omnichannel retailing 

(Schultz, 2025; Verhoef et al., 2021). This transformation is reshaping business models and customer 

touchpoints, paving the way for new shopping formats and technologies in retail (Benoit et al., 2024; 

Duarte et al., 2022; Grewal et al., 2021). Moreover, retailers increasingly invest in technologies that 

enhance efficiency, convenience, and customer comfort (Grewal et al., 2020; Verhoef et al., 2015). 

However, this technological transformation raises a fundamental question: if  technology increasingly 

improves efficiency and convenience, why do customers continue to prefer physical stores? Customers 

no longer rely exclusively on physical retail for shopping; rather, physical retail has become one 

element of an integrated shopping system. 

Despite increasing digitalization and the emergence of new shopping formats, customers continue to 

shop at physical stores (De Jong et al., 2026; Grewal et al., 2017; Verhoef et al., 2015). Especially in 

the grocery sector, physical stores remain the most important point of contact between retailers and 

customers (Steinmann & Zielke, 2026). Furthermore, customers often deliberately choose to shop in 

physical stores even when online alternatives are available, suggesting that convenience and 

technological functionality alone are not the decisive drivers of retail choice (Arnold & Reynolds, 

2003; Hagtvedt & Chandukala, 2023; Verhoef et al., 2009). Compared to online channels, physical 

stores provide emotional, social, and experiential value (Breugelmans et al., 2023; Hagtvedt & 

Chandukala, 2023; Teller & Reutterer, 2008). This paradox suggests that the enduring relevance of 

physical retail extends beyond functional benefits and may instead be rooted in the human 

relationships and social interactions that emerge within the store environment. 

Current literature focuses extensively on digitalization, automation, and technology acceptance, 

(Duarte et al., 2022; Verhoef et al., 2015). However, considerably less attention has been paid to the 
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paradox that physical stores remain highly relevant despite the growing availability of technological 

alternatives. Existing research primarily examines technology adoption and customer experiences 

while paying comparatively little attention to the relational mechanisms that connect customers and 

retailers (Alexander & Blazquez Cano, 2020; Grewal et al., 2009; Hagtvedt & Chandukala, 2023). 

Although previous studies show that emotional experiences and personal interactions contribute to 

customer satisfaction, loyalty, and repeated purchasing behaviour (Chatzoglou et al., 2022; 

Muzumdar & Kurian, 2021), a relationship-centered understanding of why customers continue to 

patronize physical retailers remains largely underdeveloped. 

Retail patronage represents an enduring customer-retailer relationship that develops through repeated 

interactions and mutual commitment (Blut et al., 2018; Pan & Zinkhan, 2006). It can be defined as 

ñan enduring reciprocal relationship in which customers prioritize a retailer and interpret repeated 

behaviour as relational commitment, creating expectations of mutual responsiveness beyond 

individual transactionsò (Institute for Retailing, Sales and Marketing, 2026). Accordingly, retail 

patronage should be understood as a relational rather than merely behavioural phenomenon, reflecting 

enduring customer-retailer relationships rather than repeated purchasing alone. Understanding retail 

patronage is particularly relevant because a relatively small proportion of customers often accounts 

for a disproportionately large share of retailersô revenues and profits. These customers therefore 

represent a strategically important customer segment, making it essential to understand the factors 

that drive long-term customer relationships and sustained retail patronage (Kumar & Shah, 2004; 

Reinartz & Kumar, 2000). 

Despite the growing body of research on digital retailing and customer experience, the fundamental 

question of why consumers continue to visit physical stores in the presence of increasingly 

sophisticated technological alternatives remains insufficiently understood (Hagtvedt & Chandukala, 

2023; Roggeveen & Sethuraman, 2020). In particular, limited attention has been paid to the relational 

mechanisms through which physical retail creates human, social, and emotional value from the 

customerôs perspective and how these mechanisms contribute to enduring retail patronage (Alexander 

& Blazquez Cano, 2020; Breugelmans et al., 2023). Addressing this gap is particularly important in 

technology-driven retail environments, where the future competitive advantage of physical stores 

may increasingly depend on their ability to create human and relational value that cannot easily be 

replicated by digital technologies. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to explain what drives retail patronage from the customer perspective 

in increasingly technology-driven retail environments. In particular, the study seeks to understand why 

customers continue to value and patronize physical retailers although online channels offer substantial 

advantages in terms of convenience, accessibility, and flexibility (Chocarro et al., 2013; Jones & 

Livingstone, 2018). 

The central research question is: What drives retail patronage from the customer perspective in 

increasingly technology-driven retail environments? 

By answering this question, the study contributes to the ongoing discussion regarding the future role of 

physical retail and advances a human-centered and relationship-based understanding of retail 

patronage. 

The theoretical foundation of this research builds on Attachment Theory and Social Exchange Theory. 

Attachment Theory suggests that individuals seek stable and secure relationships, giving rise to 

emotional bonds that foster commitment and continuity (Bowlby, 1971). Although originally 

developed to explain interpersonal relationships, the theory also provides a useful lens for 

understanding enduring customer-retailer relationships. Social Exchange Theory complements this 

perspective by emphasizing that relationships are maintained when both parties perceive reciprocal 

benefits from the exchange (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Together, these theoretical perspectives provide 
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a foundation for conceptualizing retail patronage as a reciprocal and human-centered customerï

retailer relationship. 

Conceptual framework  

The conceptual framework of this study builds on Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1971) and Social 

Exchange Theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Together, these theoretical perspectives suggest that 

retail patronage extends beyond repeated purchasing behaviour and should be understood as a 

relationship-based phenomenon. In increasingly technology-driven retail environments, physical 

stores continue to create unique value through human interaction, social connectedness, emotional 

attachment, and meaningful customer experiences that are difficult to replicate through digital 

technologies alone. The conceptual framework therefore provides a human-centered perspective for 

understanding why customers continue to patronize physical retailers despite the growing availability 

of technological alternatives (Bowlby, 1971; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and exploratory research design to investigate retail patronage as a 

human-centered customer-retailer relationship in increasingly technology-driven retail environments 

(Saunders et al., 2023). Given the exploratory nature of the research question, semi-structured 

interviews were considered particularly suitable for capturing customersô experiences, perceptions, 

and emotional attachments to physical retailers. 

Data were collected through 81 semi-structured interviews with Austrian consumers aged between 

18 and 83 years. Interviewees of different genders and educational backgrounds were included to 

capture a broad range of perspectives on retail patronage and shopping behaviour. Interviewees were 

asked to reflect on their preferred retailers, describe memorable shopping experiences, and explain 

what makes them repeatedly visit particular physical stores. 

The study employed a convenience sampling approach. All interviews were audio-recorded, 

transcribed following the guidelines of Dresing and Pehl (2018) and analysed using qualitative content 

analysis according to Mayring (2014). The coding process combined deductive categories derived 

from Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1971b), Social Exchange Theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), and 

the literature with inductively emerging themes from the interview material. Data analysis was 

conducted using MAXQDA, and double coding was applied to enhance analytical reliability 

(Saunders et al., 2023). 

Findings 

The findings suggest that retail patronage is best understood as an enduring and reciprocal customer-

retailer relationship that extends beyond repeated purchasing behaviour. While interviewees 

acknowledged functional store attributes such as product assortment, price fairness, accessibility, and 

product quality, these characteristics were rarely described as the primary reasons for repeatedly 

choosing a particular retailer. Instead, interviewees emphasized relational and social aspects that 

distinguish physical retail from technologically mediated shopping channels. 

A central finding is that retailers create relational value through human interaction and personal 

recognition. Friendly and supportive frontline employees, competent advice, familiarity, and 

opportunities for social interaction were consistently described as key characteristics of preferred 

retailers. These interactions create a sense of being recognized and valued as an individual rather than 

merely being treated as a customer, thereby strengthening the relationship between customer and 

retailer. 

The findings further indicate that repeated positive interactions foster emotional attachment and 

relational commitment over time. Interviewees associated their preferred retailers with enjoyable 

shopping experiences, pleasant store atmospheres, feelings of familiarity, and a sense of belonging. In 

several cases, relationships with employees or store owners extended beyond purely commercial 
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exchanges, suggesting that these interactions are perceived as meaningful social relationships rather 

than isolated transactions. 

Importantly, the findings also reveal a strong element of reciprocity. Interviewees described how 

retailers invest in the relationship through personal attention, individual service, advice, and social 

interaction. Customers, in turn, reciprocate these relational investments by prioritizing the retailer 

over available alternatives, repeatedly returning to the store, and showing greater tolerance toward 

occasional mistakes or service failures. Rather than interpreting repeated visits as habitual purchasing 

behaviour alone, interviewees described them as expressions of relational commitment and mutual 

responsiveness that extend beyond individual transactions. 

Overall, the findings suggest that the enduring relevance of physical retail is less a consequence of 

functional superiority than of its ability to facilitate reciprocal customer-retailer relationships that 

generate emotional, social, and relational value. Retail patronage therefore emerges as a relationship-

based phenomenon in which customers and retailers engage in reciprocal relational exchanges, 

creating mutual commitment that remains difficult to replicate through digital technologies alone. 

Contributions 

This study makes three contributions to retailing literature. 

First, this study contributes conceptually by advancing the understanding of retail patronage as a 

reciprocal customer-retailer relationship rather than merely repeated purchasing behaviour. Drawing 

on Attachment Theory and Social Exchange Theory, retail patronage is conceptualized as an enduring 

relationship characterized by emotional attachment, mutual commitment, and reciprocal 

responsiveness beyond individual transactions. Retail patronage should therefore not be interpreted 

as a behavioural construct but as a reciprocal relationship construct that gives rise to enduring 

behavioural outcomes such as continued patronage and relationship continuity. This perspective 

distinguishes retail patronage from related constructs such as customer loyalty and repeated 

purchasing behaviour by emphasizing reciprocal relational commitment. 

Second, this study contributes theoretically to the discussion on the future role of physical retail by 

demonstrating that its enduring relevance is rooted less in functional or technological advantages than 

in its ability to create relational value through human interaction, personal recognition, and social 

connectedness. 

Third, this study contributes managerially by highlighting the strategic importance of retail patrons 

as retailersô most valuable customer relationships. The findings suggest that these customers 

reciprocate relational investments through prioritization, long-term commitment, advocacy, and 

tolerance toward occasional service failures. Retail patronage therefore extends beyond customer 

loyalty and may represent the most strategically valuable segment within a retailerôs customer base, 

providing a sustainable source of long-term competitive advantage. 

Implications 

This study offers three implications for retail managers and practitioners. 

First, the findings emphasize the strategic importance of frontline employees as creators of relational 

value. Rather than merely providing customer service, frontline employees foster familiarity, trust, 

and personal recognition, thereby contributing to the development of enduring customerïretailer 

relationships. Investments in employee competence and interpersonal interaction may therefore be as 

important as investments in digital technologies. 

The second implication concerns the balance between technology and human interaction. While AI, 

automation, and self-service technologies improve efficiency and convenience, retailers should 

carefully evaluate which customer interactions should remain human. Replacing all interpersonal 

encounters with technology may undermine the reciprocal relationships that foster enduring retail 

patronage. 
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The third implication concerns the strategic management of retail patrons. Retailers should identify 

and nurture customers who develop long-term reciprocal relationships with the firm. These customers 

not only generate repeated patronage but also reciprocate relational investments through commitment, 

positive word-of-mouth, and greater tolerance toward occasional service failures, making them a 

particularly valuable source of sustainable competitive advantage. Retailers should identify, nurture, 

and strategically manage retail patrons as a distinct customer segment. 

Research limitations and outlook 

This study is subject to several limitations that also provide opportunities for future research. First, 

the study is based on a convenience sample of Austrian consumers, with many interviewees 

spontaneously referring to grocery retailers when discussing retail patronage. Future research should 

therefore examine whether the identified relational mechanisms also apply across different retail 

sectors and cultural contexts. Second, while the qualitative and exploratory research design provides 

rich insights into the relational nature of retail patronage, future studies should validate the proposed 

conceptualization using quantitative approaches and larger, more representative samples. Finally, the 

findings suggest that retail patronage extends beyond customer loyalty and repeated purchasing 

behaviour, highlighting the need for further research into its conceptual boundaries. In particular, 

future studies should investigate how retail patronage differs from related constructs such as customer 

loyalty, store attachment, and relationship commitment, and whether retail patrons constitute a 

distinct and strategically valuable customer segment that generates disproportionate relational and 

economic value for retailers. 
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Introduction  

Branded manufacturers operating in modern retail markets must manage a set of retail-facing 

activities that cut across several internal functions. The tension between brand-focused and trade-

focused roles has long been documented in consumer packaged-goods settings, where concentrated 

retail structures and sophisticated buying organisations place growing pressure on cross-functional 

alignment. Despite widespread recognition that internal collaboration is both strategically important 

and practically difficult to achieve (Dewsnap and Jobber, 2000; Biemans et al., 2022), the 

organisational arrangements through which such alignment is attempted remain underspecified ð 

particularly in contexts where manufacturer-retailer relations are simultaneously collaborative and 

contested.  

A significant part of this gap concerns Trade Marketing. The term is widely employed by firms to 

denote roles and activities that span marketing, sales, and retail-facing execution, yet no precise and 

consolidated body of academic literature exists on either the definition or the scope of Trade 

Marketing as an organisational function. Dewsnap and Jobber (2009) noted an absence of focused 

academic treatment and pointed to the ambiguity created by overlapping titles across trade marketing 

and category management. As a result, Trade Marketing is organisationally visible but conceptually 

underdeveloped.  

The relevant scholarly contributions are distributed across three related streams. The first is research 

on the sales-marketing interface, which explains the sources and consequences of poor coordination 

between brand and trade orientations within the manufacturing firm (Dewsnap and Jobber, 2000; 

Biemans et al., 2022; Hulland et al., 2012). The second is category management research, which 

shows how retailer power reshapes supplier-side planning and prompts more integrated commercial 

responses at the manufacturer-retailer boundary (Harlow, 1995; Sharif, 2012; Alan et al., 2025). The 

third is work on supplier-retailer relations, which documents both the collaborative and contested 

dimensions of manufacturer-retailer interaction. This stream cautions against assuming that 

cooperative language reflects genuinely symmetrical arrangements (Dapiran and Hogarth-Scott, 

2003), while equally showing that competition and collaboration are not mutually exclusive but 

structurally coexistent in vertical channel dyads (Kim et al., 2013). Structured coordination 

mechanisms such as joint business planning and collaborative forecasting represent institutionalised 

mailto:giulia.tardelli@phd.unipi.it
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expressions of this duality, formalising cooperation even where power asymmetries persist (Ireland 

and Crum, 2005; Nyaga et al., 2010).  

Together, these streams frame Trade Marketing not as a settled academic construct, but as an 

empirically variable organisational response to the dual demands placed on branded manufacturers: 

managing internal cross-functional coordination while navigating an external relationship with retail 

counterparts that is at once interdependent, collaborative, and contested.  

Purpose  

This paper pursues three aims. The first is to examine how the Trade Marketing function is structured 

within branded manufacturing firms and how it relates to Marketing and Sales/KAM in governing 

retail-facing activities. The second is to develop the concept of a Contested and Interdependent Retail 

Process (CIRP) as a framework for capturing the multi-actor, multi-objective character of the 

manufacturer-side retail-facing process, one in which responsibilities, decision rights, and priorities 

are distributed and negotiated rather than centralised. The third aim is to identify and categorise the 

constituent activities of this process, clarifying how ownership is distributed across functions, phases, 

and the interface with retail buying.  

The central research question is: How is a contested and interdependent retail-facing process 

structured within branded manufacturing firms, and what role does the Trade Marketing function play 

in distributing activities, responsibilities, and interfaces across Marketing, Sales/KAM, and retail 

buying? Addressing this question requires moving beyond the current conceptual vagueness and 

attending to how responsibilities, interfaces, and decision rights are distributed across functions in 

practice.  

Conceptual Framework  

The starting premise of the paper is that Trade Marketing cannot be treated as a self-evident category. 

Available evidence suggests it is more productively understood as an organisational mechanism 

through which branded manufacturers attempt to manage coordination demands arising from retailer 

complexity and internal functional differentiation. Growing retailer sophistication, the concentration 

of buying power, and the need to align brand objectives with trade requirements have collectively 

pushed firms towards integrative arrangements connecting functions with distinct mandates 

(Dewsnap and Jobber, 2000; Dewsnap and Jobber, 2009).  

Dewsnap and Jobber (2009) identified trade marketing and category management as the primary 

integrative devices available to consumer packaged-goods firms, stressing that what matters is not 

their formal existence but their operational effectiveness in supporting sales-marketing collaboration. 

Harlow (1995) sharpens this distinction by positioning category management as an evolution beyond 

trade marketing: where trade marketing relies on manufacturer-driven push to meet retailer demands, 

category management introduces a shared strategic logic centred on category performance and retailer 

pull. This progression clarifies that activities grouped under Trade Marketing may span a wide range, 

from promotional adaptation and execution support to more strategic category-based planning 

contributions.  

A purely collaborative reading of these arrangements, however, would be partial. Dapiran and 

Hogarth-Scott (2003) demonstrate that category management and cooperation do not displace power 

from buyer-supplier relations but may rather reorganise existing asymmetries of influence. Retail-

facing coordination thus involves not only alignment but also contestation: actors negotiate 

responsibilities, reconcile conflicting priorities, and dispute decision rights.  

At the same time, a purely conflict-centred reading would be equally incomplete. A growing body of 

research on vertical channel relationships documents that competition and collaboration are not 

mutually exclusive but structurally coexistent in manufacturer-retailer dyads. Kim, Kim, Pae and Yip 

(2013) demonstrate that retailers and suppliers simultaneously pursue cooperative and competitive 
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goals within the same relationship ð a configuration they term vertical coopetition ð and that 

managing this duality, rather than resolving it in favour of one pole, is a defining feature of effective 

channel governance. This insight extends to coordinated supply chain mechanisms such as 

Collaborative Planning, Forecasting and Replenishment (CPFR), which formalise joint planning and 

information-sharing routines between manufacturers and retailers precisely because the relationship 

requires structured cooperation even where power asymmetries persist (Ireland and Crum, 2005). 

Supplier-retailer collaboration research further confirms that trust, long-term orientation, and 

information sharing coexist with ð and are shaped by ð the same interdependencies that generate 

contestation (Nyaga et al., 2010).  

The theoretical implication is that the manufacturer-side retail-facing process operates across a 

spectrum rather than at a fixed point. Contestation over decision rights and collaboration for value 

creation are not sequential stages but concurrent dynamics, the relative salience of which varies by 

activity domain, relationship history, and organisational design. This dual character is central to the 

paperôs conceptual contribution.  

Building on these foundations, the paper frames the manufacturer-side retail-facing process as a 

Contested and Interdependent Retail Process (CIRP). The framework does not assume that the 

relationship between manufacturer functions and between manufacturers and retailers is either purely 

conflictual or purely cooperative; rather, it treats contestation and collaboration as concurrent and 

structurally inseparable dynamics. CIRP is interdependent because no single function commands the 

full range of resources, knowledge, and organisational mandate required to manage it. It is contested 

because these actors operate with different time horizons, performance metrics, and proximity to the 

retailer. And it is collaborative in the sense that the process simultaneously requires structured 

coordination mechanisms ð planning routines, shared artefacts, joint business frameworks ð 

through which functions align priorities and develop retailer-facing positions. Contest and 

collaboration are not resolved but managed: the CIRP captures the organisational arrangements 

through which branded manufacturers navigate this duality across the retail-facing process.  

Within CIRP, Trade Marketing is positioned as an integration function. Its coordinating contribution 

is examined through three mechanism families: (1) governance forums and planning routines through 

which priorities are negotiated, decisions legitimised, and collaborative commitments formalised; (2) 

shared planning artefacts through which commitments travel across functional boundaries and into 

retailer-facing settings; and (3) translation work through which commercial, category-related, and 

retailer-facing inputs are converted into actionable plans that balance brand objectives with trade 

requirements.  

Methodology  

The study adopts a qualitative theory-building design focused on reconstructing process dynamics 

and cross-functional coordination at the manufacturer-retailer interface. The research unfolds across 

two phases ð an exploratory phase, reported here, and a systematic phase, currently underway ð 

consistent with an iterative logic of cycling between empirical material and emerging theory 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).  

Phase 1: Exploratory. The completed phase draws on exploratory interviews conducted with Trade 

Marketing Managers, Marketing Managers, and Sales/KAM managers from large Italian branded 

manufacturing companies in the food sector (confectionery, bakery, frozen desserts). Informants were 

selected purposively to ensure coverage of the three functional roles most directly involved in the 

retail-facing process. The interviews were open and conversational in design, not standardised, 

allowing informants to describe their roles and coordination experiences in their own terms. This 

material serves to identify recurring organisational patterns, refine the CIRP framework, and inform 

the systematic interview guide. The findings reported in this paper derive exclusively from this 

exploratory phase and are treated as preliminary ð empirically grounded but not yet systematically 

tested.  
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Phase 2: Systematic. The systematic phase, currently underway, comprises a multi-informant 

qualitative study designed to examine the exploratory patterns more rigorously across a broader set 

of cases. Case selection follows a replication logic ð both literal and theoretical ð to strengthen the 

robustness of emergent constructs (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Analysis will follow an iterative 

coding logic (Salda¶a, 2021), supported by structured cross-case comparison.  

Across both phases, the level of analysis is the branded manufacturing firm; the unit of analysis is the 

organisational configuration of roles, responsibilities, activities, and interfaces through which the 

retail-facing process is managed. Primary informants are Trade Marketing Managers, Marketing 

Managers, and Sales/KAM managers. On the retailer side, buying office representatives are included 

where access permits, treated as boundary counterparts rather than focal subjects.  

Findings  

This section reports findings from the exploratory phase. Consistent with the studyôs theory-building 

design, these findings are preliminary: they serve to empirically ground the CIRP framework, identify 

recurring organisational patterns for the systematic phase, and inform the activity taxonomy under 

development. Four patterns emerge.  

The first pattern concerns organisational positioning. Trade Marketing is consistently located between 

Marketing and Sales/KAM, but its configuration varies: in some firms it operates as a translation 

layer; in others it is embedded within the commercial function with a stronger B2B orientation. This 

variation points to a core question for the systematic phase: what conditions shape which 

configuration, and with what consequences for retail-facing coordination?  

The second pattern concerns the scope of Trade Marketing activities: category analysis, promotional 

planning, demand forecasting support, in-store visibility, retailer-facing proposals, business reviews, 

incentive schemes, and sales force support materials. This diversity directly motivates one of the 

studyôs expected outputs: a structured taxonomy of Trade Marketing activities that maps 

responsibilities and decision ownership across functions and activity domains.  

The third pattern concerns cross-functional interdependence. Responsibilities across Marketing, 

Trade Marketing, and Sales/KAM are clearly interdependent but only partially formalised. Trade 

Marketing consistently emerges as a connective function rather than an autonomous silo. Critically, 

this coordination does not operate only through conflict: the exploratory evidence surfaces instances 

of structured collaboration ð joint planning routines, shared category frameworks, coordinated 

retailer-facing proposals ð coexisting with the contestation of decision rights. This is consistent with 

the CIRP framing: the retail-facing process is simultaneously interdependent, contested, and 

collaborative.  

The fourth pattern concerns the interface with retail buying. Trade Marketing is frequently involved 

in preparing category reasoning, assortment proposals, execution plans, and retailer-facing analyses, 

yet ownership of commercial negotiation varies across firms. Credibility with buying counterparts 

depends on arguing from a category logic rather than a narrow brand logic. The systematic phase will 

examine whether this boundary pressure shapes the configuration of Trade Marketing across different 

channel and category contexts.  

Taken together, these four patterns suggest that Trade Marketing occupies a structurally distinctive 

position: it is neither a support function subordinate to Sales nor a strategic function aligned primarily 

with Marketing, but an integration mechanism that manages the intersection of both. The findings 

establish the empirical plausibility of the CIRP framework and provide the foundation for the activity 

taxonomy.  

Contributions  

This paper contributes in three main ways. First, it challenges the assumption that Trade Marketing 

is a conceptually settled category and treats it instead as an organisational label whose boundaries 
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require empirical specification, positioning the function as an object of theoretical inquiry in its own 

right.  

Second, it introduces the CIRP framework to capture the organisational character of the manufacturer-

side retail-facing process. CIRP makes three theoretical moves that distinguish it from existing 

frameworks. First, it shifts the level of analysis from the inter-organisational dyad ð the dominant 

level in frameworks such as CPFR (Seifert, 2003; Ireland and Crum, 2005) and category management 

partnership models (Harlow, 1995) ð to the intra-organisational arrangements through which 

branded manufacturers coordinate internally to manage that dyad. Second, rather than assuming either 

collaborative harmony or structural conflict as the default condition of the manufacturer-retailer 

relationship, the CIRP treats contestation and collaboration as concurrent and structurally coexistent 

dynamics, consistent with research on vertical coopetition (Kim et al., 2013). Third, it positions Trade 

Marketing as the integration function that manages this duality. Frameworks such as CPFR leave 

unaddressed the internal organisational condition that makes effective inter-firm collaboration 

possible: a manufacturing firm must first resolve its own cross-functional coordination before 

engaging productively in joint planning processes with retail counterparts. The CIRP addresses 

precisely this prior organisational question.  

Third, the paper opens the path toward a structured taxonomy of Trade Marketing activities, which 

will map which activities are more heavily contested, which are more collaborative, and which require 

active translation between the two, operationalising the CIRP and providing a basis for future 

comparative work.  

Practical Implications  

The findings carry four concrete implications for managers of branded manufacturing firms.  

Clarifying the mandate and organisational position of Trade Marketing. The scope and reporting lines 

of Trade Marketing vary substantially across firms, often without explicit design rationale, generating 

coordination costs. Senior managers should treat the organisational positioning of Trade Marketing 

as a deliberate design choice, specifying whether it operates as a translation layer, a commercial co-

pilot within Key Account Management, or a category-based strategic partner.  

Mapping and formalising activity ownership. Firms benefit from developing an explicit activity map 

clarifying which activities are owned by Trade Marketing, which are shared, and  

which require structured coordination at boundaries. Such a map makes coordination needs visible, 

surfaces latent overlaps, and provides a basis for governance forum design.  

Designing coordination mechanisms that work across both collaborative and contested moments. The 

retail-facing process combines collaborative requirements with contested ones. Coordination 

mechanisms should support alignment when objectives converge and provide structured resolution 

mechanisms when they diverge.  

Preparing internally for external collaboration. CPFR and related frameworks (Seifert, 2003; Ireland 

and Crum, 2005) demonstrate that manufacturer-retailer joint planning delivers supply chain benefits. 

However, effectiveness depends on internal coordination being resolved first. Investing in Trade 

Marketingôs integration role is therefore a precondition for extracting value from the collaborative 

mechanisms the retailer-facing environment increasingly requires.  

Social Implications  

While social implications are not the primary focus, the research has relevance beyond the firm level. 

The commercial relationship between branded manufacturers and retailers is frequently characterised 

by opacity regarding decision-making processes, generating friction on both sides. By clarifying how 

retail-facing decisions are structured within branded manufacturers, the CIRP framework may support 

more transparent and better-prepared interactions, improving the quality of retailer-facing inputs ð 
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category analyses, assortment proposals, joint business plans ð to the benefit of both sides of the 

buying interface and, ultimately, consumer outcomes.  

Research Limitations and Outlook  

Three limitations should be acknowledged. First, the current empirical base is exploratory and serves 

primarily to refine the conceptual framing rather than to yield definitive conclusions. Second, the 

analysis remains centred on the manufacturer side, with limited retailer-side evidence. Third, the 

empirical material is drawn exclusively from Italian branded manufacturing companies; the Italian 

retail context may limit generalisability to other national settings. These limitations define the studyôs 

next steps: extending the empirical base through a structured multi-informant design, refining the 

activity taxonomy, and testing the CIRP framework across a broader range of branded manufacturing 

contexts.  
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Introduction 

Body diversity ð the recognition of heterogeneity in body size, shape, and appearance, and the 

rejection of narrowly defined beauty ideals ð has become a central issue in contemporary fashion 

marketing (Gurrieri et al., 2013). Restrictive bodily norms cause measurable harm: exposure to 

idealized imagery generates upward social comparisons, lowers self-esteem, and weakens consumerï

brand relationships, especially among individuals whose bodies deviate from industry-sanctioned 

aesthetics (Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004). The fashion industry has historically reinforced a singular 

body ideal through runway casting, advertising, and standardized sizing, practices that, in Goffmanôs 

(1963) terms, function as stigmatization, reducing individuals with non-normative bodies to ñtainted 

and discountedò identities. Link and Phelan (2001) formalize this as the co-occurrence of labelling, 

stereotyping, status loss, and discrimination ð processes that, this study argues, are enacted through 

the physical and communicative architecture of the retail store. 

Since the early 2010s, the #BodyPositivity movement has accumulated over 43 billion views on 

TikTok and more than 12 million posts on Instagram, signalling a durable shift in consumer values 

(Forbes, 2023). Yet social media has also played a contradictory role: algorithmic amplification of 

idealized ñfitspirationò imagery has intensified body dissatisfaction among non-conforming 

consumers (Tiggemann and Zaccardo, 2015; Fardouly and Vartanian, 2015), while macro-level data 

indicate it is consumers, not the industry, who are adapting. The global obesity drug market is 

projected to reach $150 billion by 2035, with the U.S. patient population expected to grow from 8 to 

30 million over the same period (Morgan Stanley, 2024), pointing to the scale of social pressure to 

conform to bodily norms. 

The industryôs response has been partial and potentially counterproductive. Scaraboto and Fischer 

(2013) document how plus-size consumers remain structurally excluded despite dedicated sub-labels 

such as ASOS Curve or H&M+, mobilizing as ñfrustrated fatshionistasò whose identity projects are 

unaccommodated. In the physical store, inclusive collections are routinely segregated, and signage 

for extended sizing may paradoxically mark non-normative bodies as exceptional and in need of 

special accommodation, reinforcing rather than dissolving stigma. Academic research has 

predominantly addressed advertising effects and online behavior: Zhang et al. (2025) show that 

inclusive model imagery on fashion e-commerce platforms positively affects purchase intentions, yet 

this evidence is representational and screen-mediated. The physical retail environment remains 

largely unexamined ð a consequential omission, because unlike online shopping, in-store buying 

stages consumption under the live, co-present gaze of other shoppers and staff, the very condition of 

social visibility that Goffman placed at the centre of stigmatization. It is precisely this in-situ, 

embodied dimension that the extant literature leaves untheorized. 
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Purpose 

This study examines how body inclusivity is enacted in physical fast-fashion retail stores and 

whether current retailer strategies are genuinely perceived as inclusive or inadvertently amplify 

stigmatization. It investigates three retail dimensions ð assortment (size-range availability), layout 

(spatial organization of inclusive collections), and in-store communication (signage and visual 

merchandising) ð and, by combining consumer and practitioner perspectives within large-format 

fast-fashion retail, bridges the gap between retailer intentions and consumer perceptions. 

Rather than transposing existing theory into a new setting, the study aims to develop it along three 

lines. First, it operationalizes Link and Phelanôs (2001) four stigma components as material retail 

mechanisms, treating the store not as a backdrop for stigma theorized elsewhere but as an apparatus 

that mechanically realizes labelling, stereotyping, status loss, and discrimination. Second, it revisits 

Harmeling et al.ôs (2021) audience-cue construct, which was developed for mediated, representational 

contexts in which the evaluating audience is inferred; the store collapses this abstraction into bodily 

co-presence, returning audience-cue reasoning to the face-to-face interaction order Goffman (1983) 

originally described, and prompting a distinction between imagined audience cues and embodied co-

presence. Third, it specifies an inclusion paradox: the spatial enactment of inclusion efforts can invert 

their communicative intent, re-marking the non-normative body as exceptional. The studyôs 

positioning follows directly: where prior work theorizes body-inclusivity stigma either institutionally 

(Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013, on market structure and availability) or representationally (Zhang et 

al., 2025, on imagery), neither addresses the in-situ, spatial, and co-present production of stigma in 

the store, where institutional exclusion and representational cues are both materially enacted upon the 

present body. 

Conceptual framework 

Stigma theory provides the cornerstone of this study. A stigma arises when an attribute negatively 

deviates from social norms, rendering its possessor vulnerable to devaluation ð a reduction from a 

whole person to a tainted, discounted one (Goffman, 1963). Link and Phelan (2001) conceptualize 

stigmatization as the co-occurrence of labelling, stereotyping, status loss, and discrimination, each 

activated or suppressed depending on social setting and audience. Within consumer research, stigma 

theory illuminates how consumers with devalued identities navigate marketplaces not designed for 

them (Branca et al., 2024). Rank-Christman and Wooten (2025) theorize how stigmatized-identity 

cues shape belonging and trigger reward or punitive behaviors toward brands; Eichert and Luedicke 

(2022) show how fragmented stigma leads individuals to strategically deploy consumption to manage 

their positioning; Harmeling and colleagues (2021), through field experiments involving 1,453 

patients across 87 diseases, demonstrate that stigmatized consumers decode marketing 

communications as audience cues, with ambiguous cues reducing click-through rates for beneficial 

health programs by 64% among highly stigmatized consumers; and Venkatraman and colleagues 

(2024), in an ethnography of drag artists, reveal stigma resistance as iterative, audience-dependent, 

and deeply embodied. Together these studies establish stigma as a dynamic mechanism shaping 

purchase decisions, consumption avoidance, and the interpretive frames through which marketplace 

environments are decoded. 

Building on this tradition, the study advances a framework in which the store is not merely a site 

where stigma occurs but a structure through which Link and Phelanôs four components are materially 

produced. Labelling is enacted through assortment and section nomenclature: the presence or absence 

of oneôs size on the rack, and category labels such as ñcurveò or ñplus,ò classify the body before any 

interaction takes place. Stereotyping operates through mannequins and merchandising imagery that 

encode a normative body as the default customer. Status loss is spatialized through peripherality, poor 

signposting, and inferior fixture quality, which assign inclusive lines a subordinate position on the 

floor. Discrimination surfaces as differentials in the depth, newness, and quality of what is offered. 
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Recasting the four components as retail mechanisms turns stigma theory from a descriptive lens into 

a generative model of how built and communicative environments stigmatize. 

This material reading also invites a critical engagement with audience-cue theory. Harmeling et al.ôs 

(2021) cues are representational and mediated ð copy, framing, programme design ð and the 

audience whose judgement consumers anticipate is inferred rather than present. The physical store 

removes that mediation: the audience is bodily co-present, and evaluation unfolds in real time under 

an actual gaze. In this sense the store recovers the dimension Goffman (1983) termed the interaction 

order, which the migration of stigma research into digital and health contexts had abstracted away. 

The study therefore distinguishes imagined audience cues, decoded from representations, from 

embodied co-presence, felt under live surveillance ð a distinction with practical consequences, since 

cues that read as benign on a screen may become acutely stigmatizing when encountered in the shared 

space of the shop floor. 

Finally, the framework names an inclusion paradox. Inclusion efforts such as extended ranges and 

dedicated sections carry an inclusive communicative intent, yet their spatial enactment ð 

segregation, special signage, separate fitting arrangements ð can re-mark the non-normative body as 

exceptional and in need of accommodation, intensifying rather than dissolving stigma. This extends 

Gurrieri et al.ôs (2013) account of inadvertent stigma by specifying the mechanism: the inversion 

arises in the material and spatial translation of an inclusive message, not in the message itself. 

Methodology 

The study adopts a qualitative design based on in-depth interviews, consistent with its exploratory 

aim and with established practice in stigma-related consumer research, where interviews allow 

participants to articulate experiences of devaluation that survey instruments may fail to capture 

(Venkatraman et al., 2024; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013). The empirical focus is fast-fashion retail, 

selected because its highly standardized, body-normative visual merchandising and broad-but-

bounded nominal size ranges make it the format in which the tension between professed inclusivity 

and its exclusionary enactment is most acute. Sampling is purposive and criterion-based, and data 

collection unfolds across two complementary strands. The first comprises intercept (exit) interviews 

with consumers immediately upon leaving fast-fashion stores, conducted in a large shopping mall in 

southern Italy; exit interviews preserve the salience of the in-store experience and minimize recall 

bias, probing perceptions across the three study dimensions as well as unmet expectations. The second 

strand consists of semi-structured interviews with store managers, providing the supply-side 

perspective needed to surface the organizational logics, commercial constraints, and normative 

assumptions that shape current practice, and to locate the gap between retailer intentions and 

consumer perceptions. 

Embodiment is operationalized through self-identification rather than researcher assignment: 

participants are not categorized by the research team as normative or non-normative, both to respect 

informant agency and because external classification would itself reproduce the stigmatizing act 

under study ð a reflexive constraint that shapes recruitment and interviewing throughout. Sample 

size is governed by a saturation stopping rule rather than a fixed target. To date, 72 consumer exit 

interviews have been completed in a single shopping mall in southern Italy; the supply-side strand of 

manager interviews is in preparation and will be conducted in the same retail setting. 

Analysis follows the Gioia methodology (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013), moving from first-

order, informant-centric codes to second-order, theory-centric themes and then to aggregate 

dimensions. This inductive, theory-building approach is chosen deliberately over generic thematic 

description because the studyôs objective is construct development ð articulating how the store 

stigmatizes ð rather than mere categorization of accounts. The two-strand design is built to 

triangulate consumer-perceived cues against the intentions managers report, making the intentionï

perception gap an analytic object rather than an assumption; with the consumer strand well advanced 

and the managerial strand forthcoming, this triangulation is the next analytic step. Trustworthiness is 
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pursued through the criteria of Lincoln and Guba (1985) ð credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability ð supported by an explicit reflexivity statement addressing the researcherôs 

positionality in interviews about body and appearance. 

Findings 

Data collection is ongoing: the consumer strand is well advanced, with 72 exit interviews completed, 

while the supply-side strand of manager interviews has yet to be conducted. The evidence reported 

here is therefore preliminary and demand-side, presented as emerging illustration of the framework 

rather than as confirmed result. Read against the three retail mechanisms, early patterns are coherent. 

On assortment (labelling), consumers with non-normative bodies recurrently describe size 

unavailability, which tends to be interpreted as personal rejection rather than logistical oversight, 

echoing Scaraboto and Fischerôs (2013) account of structural exclusion. On layout (status loss), the 

segregation of inclusive lines into peripheral or poorly signposted sections appears to be experienced 

as symbolic othering, seemingly independent of stated retailer intent. On in-store communication 

(stereotyping and embodied co-presence), signage, mannequins, and promotional imagery appear to 

operate as audience cues in the sense of Harmeling et al. (2021): contrasting signals ð for instance, 

thin mannequins positioned beside a ñcurveò section ð are associated in early accounts with 

heightened felt stigmatization under the live gaze of co-present others. Consistent with the choice of 

fast fashion as empirical focus, broad nominal size ranges do not appear to neutralize these effects; 

the standardized, body-normative merchandising of the format seems instead to sharpen them. These 

patterns are indicative and will be substantiated, qualified, or revised as the consumer strand reaches 

saturation and the managerial strand is added. 

Contributions 

The studyôs primary contribution is theoretical. First, it reconceptualizes Link and Phelanôs (2001) 

four stigma components as material retail mechanisms, offering a model of how assortment, layout, 

and communication enact labelling, stereotyping, status loss, and discrimination ð a development of 

stigma theory into a generative account of environmental stigmatization rather than an application of 

it. Second, it refines audience-cue theory (Harmeling et al., 2021) by distinguishing imagined 

audience cues from embodied co-presence, restoring the face-to-face interaction order (Goffman, 

1983) that prior migrations of the construct into digital and health contexts had abstracted away. 

Third, it specifies an inclusion paradox, identifying the spatial-material mechanism by which 

inclusion efforts can invert into stigmatization, thereby sharpening Gurrieri et al.ôs (2013) notion of 

inadvertent stigma. By concentrating on fast fashion ð the format in which body-normative 

merchandising is most standardized ð the study isolates the retail conditions under which professed 

inclusivity and its spatial enactment most sharply diverge. Methodologically, the dual-strand design 

is constructed to triangulate consumer perception against managerial intention, yielding an account 

that neither a purely consumer-centric nor a purely managerial study could provide, and offering a 

replicable template for future work across retail formats and cultural contexts, responding to calls 

for retail-focused research on diversity and inclusion (Branca et al., 2024). 

Practical implications 

Consistent with the work-in-progress status of the empirical material, the following are framed as 

anticipated implications, to be confirmed against the completed dataset and the forthcoming 

managerial strand. For assortment strategy, the framework points toward conditions under which 

extended size ranges are likely to be read as genuinely inclusive rather than tokenistic, informing 

ranging decisions for fast-fashion retailers. For layout and spatial design, it directs attention to 

configurations ð integration of inclusive lines within the mainstream floor, parity in fixture quality 

and prominence, avoidance of segregated ñplusò sections ð that the inclusion-paradox logic predicts 

will reduce felt stigmatization, offering testable input for merchandising and planogram decisions. 

For in-store communication, the audience-cue/co-presence distinction provides a basis on which 

retailers could audit signage, mannequin policies, and point-of-sale imagery against consumer-
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derived inclusion standards, identifying cues that inadvertently signal a normative ideal. More 

broadly, the framework allows brands with public diversity commitments to evaluate in-store practice 

against the perceptions of the consumers they seek to include though the specific, evidence-based 

guidance these uses require awaits the full  analysis. 

Research limitations and outlook 

Several limitations warrant acknowledgement, the first being developmental: at this stage the studyôs 

contribution is principally conceptual and its evidence demand-side, since the managerial strand 

remains to be collected and the consumer patterns reported are provisional pending saturation. The 

empirical setting is also bounded ð a single shopping mall in southern Italy and a single retail 

format, fast fashion so findings may not generalize to other regions, store formats, online 

environments, or non-Western markets where bodily norms and retail conventions differ. Intercept 

interviews further introduce a self-selection bias, as consumers who agree to participate on exiting a 

store may differ systematically ð in engagement, willingness to articulate stigma-related feelings to 

a stranger, or emotional state ð from those who decline. The design does not capture frontline store-

staff perspectives, despite their critical intermediary role as co-producers of the in-store experience 

(Harmeling et al., 2021); future work could add observational methods or staff interviews. Finally, 

the focus on body size leaves intersecting stigmas of race, age, disability, and gender identity 

unexamined, though these likely compound body-size stigmatization in retail settings (Branca et al., 

2024). 
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Introduction 

Retail organisations increasingly compete for employees as well as customers, making attraction and 

retention major challenges in the sector (Olubiyi et al., 2019; Theurer et al., 2018). This is especially 

relevant in frontline retail, where changing employee expectations meet demanding schedules, 

customer contact and high workforce mobility (Burrell et al., 2022). Employer branding refers to how 

organisations develop and communicate what they offer as employers to current and potential 

employees (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004; Ambler and Barrow, 1996). A positive employer brand can 

support satisfaction, identification, well-being and retention and may also improve organisational 

performance (Bharadwaj et al., 2022; Benraµss-Noailles and Viot, 2021; Tumasjan et al., 2020). 

However, employees experience the employer brand mainly through everyday work, including how 

tasks are organised, how managers communicate, whether good work is recognised and whether 

employees can participate in decisions (Maxwell and Knox, 2009). Previous research is often cross-

sectoral, focuses on applicants or communication and relies on predefined employer-attractiveness 

dimensions (Ġpoljariĺ and Ozretiĺ Doġen, 2023; Theurer et al., 2018; Lievens and Slaughter, 2016). 

Less is known about which employer branding dimensions retail employees themselves consider 

important. 

Purpose 

This study examines employer branding in the retail industry from the perspective of current 

employees. It asks: Which dimensions shape retail employeesô perceptions of employer branding, and 

how are these dimensions experienced in everyday work? The aim is to develop an employee-centred 

and retail-specific understanding of the employer brand by identifying the employment attributes that 

employees themselves use when evaluating their organisations. The study draws on signalling theory 

(Spence, 1973) and social exchange theory (Blau, 1964). Signalling theory explains how 

organisations communicate information about employment quality that is otherwise difficult to 

observe (Connelly et al., 2011). Additionally to that, social exchange theory suggests that employees 

interpret supportive treatment as an investment in the employment relationship and may respond with 

more positive attitudes and behaviour (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Together, these perspectives 

distinguish between the employment offer communicated by an organisation and the everyday 

experiences through which employees assess whether that offer is reflected in practice. 
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Conceptual framework 

Employer branding is conceptualised as the process through which organisations define and 

communicate what they offer as employers, while the employer brand reflects how this offer is 

perceived and evaluated by employees (Edwards, 2010; Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004; Ambler and 

Barrow, 1996) For current employees, these perceptions are shaped not only by formal 

communication, organisational reputation and employment policies, but also by everyday workplace 

experiences. Working conditions, leadership, recognition, development opportunities, 

communication and participation influence how employees assess their organisation as an employer 

(Lievens and Slaughter, 2016; Maxwell and Knox, 2009). The employer brand therefore emerges 

from the interaction between organisational promises and employeesô actual experiences at work. 

Building on research into employer attractiveness and employment-related benefits (Theurer et al., 

2018; Berthon et al., 2005), this study explores which aspects retail employees themselves consider 

important and how these aspects shape their perceptions of employer branding in the retail industry. 

Methodology 

The study adopts a qualitative research design based on 20 semi-structured interviews with employees 

from different retail sectors in Austria. Purposive sampling was used to ensure variation in age, 

organisational position, retail experience and employment in urban and rural areas (Saunders et al., 

2023). The sample comprised 17 women and three men aged between 20 and 59 years. Most 

participants worked in sales-related roles, and their retail experience ranged from one to 41 years. 

Nineteen interviews were conducted face-to-face and one by telephone. The interviews lasted 

approximately 30 minutes on average, were recorded with participantsô consent, anonymised and 

transcribed. The semi-structured format ensured that comparable topics were covered while allowing 

participants to explain their perspectives in detail and raise issues beyond those included in the 

interview guide (Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik, 2021). The data were analysed in MAXQDA using 

structuring qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2010). The coding combined deductive and 

inductive procedures: an initial category system was developed from the employer-branding literature 

and subsequently refined and expanded based on themes emerging from the interviews (Mayring and 

Fenzl, 2019). This approach enabled established employer-branding dimensions to be examined in 

the retail context while also capturing additional aspects that employees considered relevant to their 

everyday work experiences. 

Findings 

The findings show that employees were largely unfamiliar with the term employer branding but 

clearly recognised the underlying concept. Nineteen of the 20 participants had not encountered the 

term before. Once it was explained, however, all considered it relevant and were able to describe the 

aspects they used to evaluate their employers in everyday work. The analysis identified four main 

dimensions of employee perceptions. The first concerned compensation, job security and 

development opportunities. Participants highlighted adequate pay, benefits, a supportive work 

environment and opportunities for learning and advancement as important elements of an attractive 

and sustainable employment relationship. The second dimension covered working-time arrangements 

and work-life compatibility. Although weekend work and busy periods were generally accepted as 

part of retail, employees expected schedules to be fair, predictable and, where possible, adapted to 

personal circumstances. The third dimension comprised leadership, appreciation and workplace 

relationships. Respectful treatment, open communication, stable teams and personal recognition 

strongly influenced how employees viewed their employer. Even small signs of appreciation, such as 

constructive feedback or a sincere thank-you, were considered meaningful. The fourth dimension 

included employee voice, autonomy and feedback. Opportunities to raise concerns, contribute ideas 

and make decisions showed employees that their knowledge and experience were taken seriously. 

Positive experiences across these dimensions were associated with greater employer attractiveness, 

trust, satisfaction, engagement, retention, loyalty and pride, as well as a more positive work 



197 

 

atmosphere. Participants also indicated that feeling supported and appreciated increased their 

motivation in customer interactions. Overall, the findings show that retail employees experience 

employer branding mainly through everyday employment practices rather than through formal 

communication alone. 

Contributions 

This study contributes to employer branding research in three ways. First, it places the perceptions of 

current employees at the centre of the analysis and shows that the employer brand is shaped not only 

by formal communication, but also by employeesô everyday experiences of work, leadership and 

organisational practices. Second, it identifies four areas that are particularly relevant to employer 

brand perceptions in the retail industry: compensation, job security and development opportunities; 

working-time arrangements and workïlife compatibility; leadership, appreciation and workplace 

relationships; and employee voice, autonomy and feedback. By specifying these four areas, the study 

extends broader employer-branding research and shows how the conditions of frontline retail work 

influence which employment attributes employees consider important. Third, the findings connect 

signalling theory and social exchange theory by showing that organisational messages and policies 

create expectations, while employeesô daily experiences determine whether these expectations are 

confirmed. Fair scheduling, respectful leadership, appreciation and opportunities for participation 

make the organisationôs employment offer visible in practice. 

Practical implications 

This study contributes to employer branding research in three ways. First, it places the perceptions of 

current employees at the centre of the analysis and shows that the employer brand is shaped not only 

by formal communication, but also by employeesô everyday experiences of work, leadership and 

organisational practices. Second, it identifies four areas that are particularly relevant to employer 

brand perceptions in the retail industry: compensation, job security and development opportunities; 

working-time arrangements and workïlife compatibility; leadership, appreciation and workplace 

relationships; and employee voice, autonomy and feedback. By specifying these four areas, the study 

extends broader employer-branding research and shows how the conditions of frontline retail work 

influence which employment attributes employees consider important. Third, the findings connect 

signalling theory and social exchange theory by showing that organisational messages and policies 

create expectations, while employeesô daily experiences determine whether these expectations are 

confirmed. Fair scheduling, respectful leadership, appreciation and opportunities for participation 

make the organisationôs employment offer visible in practice. 

Research limitations and outlook 

The findings are based on a small purposive sample from one national retail context and cannot be 

statistically generalised. The sample was predominantly female, consisted mainly of sales employees 

and included more rural than urban workplaces. The study focused on physical retail, relied on cross-

sectional self-reports and did not use independent double coding. In addition, the present contribution 

reorganises material from a broader qualitative study around a more focused research question. Future 

research should quantitatively validate the four proposed dimensions and examine how each relates 

to attraction, satisfaction, engagement and retention. Longitudinal studies could investigate how 

employer-brand perceptions develop over time and how gaps between communicated employment 

offers and everyday experiences emerge. Further research should compare retail segments, countries 

and online or omnichannel settings and include the perspectives of managers, applicants and 

customers. 
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Introduction 

Customer interactions are an important and defining element of retail work. Customers directly 

influence the pace, emotional tone and perceived value of employees' daily work, while self-service 

technologies increasingly make the remaining encounters more complex and conflict-oriented 

(Kearney et al., 2023). At the same time, high turnover rates and fluctuations remain a central 

challenge in the retail sector, and employees may either move to another retailer or leave the industry 

altogether (Nilsson and Backman, 2025; Chandra et al., 2023). It is therefore important to understand 

whether customers themselves influence employeesô willingness to remain in retail and their loyalty 

to the industry. Customer encounters can be both a resource and a challenge. Appreciation and positive 

interactions can make employees feel recognised and show them that their work helps others. By 

contrast, customer aggression is linked to emotional exhaustion (Grandey et al., 2004), customer-

related social stressors to burnout (Dormann and Zapf, 2004), and customer incivility to both 

withdrawal and lower job embeddedness through emotional exhaustion (Gustiawan et al., 2023; Sliter 

et al., 2012). 

Yet research has mainly examined how employees affect customer outcomes or how customer 

mistreatment harms employees. Consequently, less is known about how the overall quality of 

customer interactions shapes employeesô relationship with retail as an industry. This requires 

distinguishing industry retention from industry loyalty. Industry retention refers to employeesô 
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intention to continue working in retail and thus captures anticipated employment continuity within the 

sector (Nilsson and Backman, 2025; Hom et al., 2017), whereas industry loyalty reflects affective 

attachment to and a positive evaluation of retail as a field of work (Foster et al., 2008). These 

constructs capture different forms and targets of attachment: employees may leave a particular 

employer while remaining in retail, and their commitment may be directed towards a store, an 

organisation, an occupation or an industry. Treating intention to stay and loyalty as interchangeable 

may therefore conceal different effects of customer interactions. 

Purpose 

This research examines how customer interactions influence two distinct industry-level outcomes. It 

therefore asks: What influence do customer interactions have on retail employeesô intention to remain 

in the retail industry and on their loyalty to retail as a whole? Comparing these relationships makes it 

possible to determine whether customer interactions shape employeesô practical career intentions in 

the same way as their emotional attachment to the industry, or whether they affect the two outcomes 

differently. Job embeddedness provides a general perspective on why employees stay (Jiang et al., 

2012; Mitchell et al., 2001). 

Commitment research, in turn, supports the distinction between the intention to remain in a field of 

work and affective attachment to it, as well as between different targets of employee loyalty (Foster 

et al., 2008; Meyer et al., 1993). Customer interactions are therefore considered social work 

experiences that may influence employeesô intention to stay in retail and their loyalty to the retail 

industry in different ways. 

Conceptual framework 

Customer interactions are conceptualised as an employee-evaluated dimension of the retail work 

experience. The model examines whether they influence employeesô intention to remain in the retail 

industry and their loyalty to retail. Considering both outcomes separately shows whether customer 

interactions affect practical career intentions and emotional attachment in the same way. Customer 

interactions may influence intention to stay by making everyday work more or less emotionally 

demanding. Customer incivility can increase emotional exhaustion, reduce job embeddedness and 

encourage withdrawal behaviour (Gustiawan et al., 2023; Sliter et al., 2012). More generally, 

employeesô fit, links and perceived sacrifices are related to turnover intentions and actual turnover 

(Mitchell et al., 2001). However, customer interactions do not directly determine structural 

employment conditions, which may limit their influence on employeesô intention to remain in retail. 

Customer interactions may affect industry loyalty through a different mechanism. Customers can 

provide immediate appreciation, criticism and feedback. Relational job design suggests that contact 

with beneficiaries makes the impact of employeesô work more visible (Grant, 2007), while 

interpersonal sensemaking explains how social cues shape the meaning employees attach to their 

work (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Positive customer encounters may therefore strengthen employeesô 

emotional attachment to retail even without changing the practical conditions of a retail career. 

Methodology 

The study draws on data from a web-based survey of 1,006 retail employees in a Central European 

context. Participants represented different retail segments, customer-facing roles, age groups, levels 

of work experience and working-hour arrangements. Approximately three quarters of the respondents 

were female and one quarter were male. The three constructs, customer interactions, employee 

intention to stay in the retail industry and employee loyalty, were measured using established 

measures from previous research. Where necessary, the measures were adapted to fit the specific 

context of frontline retail work and the retail industry. The focal relationships were analysed using 

partial least squares structural equation modelling, allowing the influence of customer interactions on 

intention to stay in the retail industry and industry loyalty to be estimated simultaneously (Hair et al., 

2022). Before estimating the model, data quality was assessed using an attention check and additional 
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checks for careless response behaviour (Meade and Craig, 2012). The significance of the structural 

relationships was assessed through bootstrapping following established PLS-SEM procedures (Hair 

et al., 2022). Internal consistency was evaluated using Cronbachôs alpha (Cronbach, 1951) and 

composite reliability (Hair et al., 2022), while convergent validity was assessed based on average 

variance extracted (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Discriminant validity was examined using the 

FornellïLarcker criterion (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) and the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (Henseler et 

al., 2015). All reliability and validity criteria met the recommended thresholds. Potential common 

method bias was assessed using Harmanôs single-factor test (Podsakoff et al., 2003) and a marker-

variable approach (Lindell and Whitney, 2001), neither of which indicated substantial common 

method bias. 

Findings 

The findings show that customer interactions affect the two outcomes differently. They have no 

significant direct effect on employeesô intention to stay in the retail industry. Employees reporting 

more favourable customer interactions are therefore not necessarily more likely to view retail as their 

future employment domain. In contrast, customer interactions have a positive and highly significant 

direct effect on employee loyalty towards the retail industry as a whole. More favourable interactions 

are associated with a stronger positive evaluation of and affective connection to retail. Additionally, 

multigroup analyses revealed several significant differences in structural relationships across selected 

employee groups. However, these additional effects do not change the central finding that customer 

interactions influence industry loyalty and intention to stay differently. The answer to the research 

question is thus clear: customers influence how employees feel about the retail industry, but not 

whether they intend to remain in it. The pattern is inconsistent with a simple process in which 

favourable encounters first increase intention to stay and thereby create loyalty. Customer interactions 

appear to operate primarily as a relational source of industry attachment, whereas retention depends 

more strongly on whether a retail career is practically sustainable. 

Contributions 

This study contributes to retail employment research in three ways. First, it distinguishes employeesô 

intention to stay in the retail industry from their loyalty to the retail industry as a whole and shows 

that customer interactions affect these two outcomes differently. This underlines that intention to stay 

and industry loyalty represent distinct forms of employee attachment rather than different strengths 

of the same attitude. Second, the study broadens the role assigned to customers in retail research. 

Customers are not only recipients of employee performance or potential sources of stress and 

incivility (Gustiawan et al., 2023; Sliter et al., 2012), but may also influence how employees 

experience and evaluate their work. Positive encounters can communicate appreciation and strengthen 

the perceived value and meaning of retail work. Third, drawing on relational job design, the findings 

suggest that favourable customer interactions can strengthen employeesô emotional attachment to 

retail even when they do not influence their intention to remain in the industry. Customer interactions 

therefore represent a potential source of employee loyalty that develops through everyday social 

encounters. 

Practical implications 

Retailers and industry bodies should distinguish between measures aimed at strengthening retention 

and those aimed at fostering employee loyalty towards the industry as a whole. Positive customer 

interactions may support employeesô pride in and emotional attachment to retail, but the findings 

provide no evidence that they increase employeesô intention to remain in the industry. Positive 

customer encounters should therefore not be expected to compensate for unfavourable employment 

conditions. Retention initiatives must also address the structural and organisational factors that shape 

whether employees consider a long-term career in retail viable. Customer interactions should 

nevertheless be recognised as an important aspect of the employee experience. Retailers can 

communicate customer appreciation, make employeesô relational contribution more visible and 
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encourage managers to acknowledge successful customer encounters. Clear standards of customer 

conduct, escalation procedures and support following abusive incidents are equally important. 

Industry associations can complement these measures by promoting respectful customer behaviour 

and presenting retail work as a skilled and socially valuable form of relational work. 

Research limitations and outlook 

This study has several limitations. Its cross-sectional, self-reported design does not permit causal 

conclusions or capture employeesô actual decisions to stay in or leave retail. In addition, the customer-

interaction measure reflects an overall evaluation and does not distinguish between positive 

encounters, routine demands, incivility and aggression, while proposed mechanisms such as 

recognition and meaningfulness were not measured directly. The Western European context may also 

limit the transferability of the findings. Future research should therefore distinguish positive and 

negative customer behaviours and examine their effects on intention to stay and industry loyalty 

separately. Diary, experimental and longitudinal studies could show how customer encounters 

accumulate over time, whether customer appreciation strengthens loyalty without affecting staying 

intentions, and whether employees remain in retail, switch retailers or leave the industry. Cross-

country research could further examine the role of service norms and the social status of retail work. 
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Introduction  

Currently, the supermarket sector is characterized by high purchase frequency and direct contact 

with consumers' basic needs, making sustainability particularly important (Mahdi and Nassar, 

2021). Although interest in sustainability within the retail sector has grown significantly (De Simone 

& Pezoa, 2021; Sánchez-González et al., 2022; Vadakkepatt et al., 2023), previous research has 

focused mainly on developed economies and on isolated aspects such as purchase intention or 

customer loyalty (Marín-García et al., 2021). In this context, we identify a double research gap: the 

success of sustainable initiatives depends not only on their technical implementation, but also on 

consumer perception and on how these initiatives are integrated into the overall shopping experience 

(Moliner-Tena et al., 2023). On the one hand, there are hardly any studies addressing this reality in 

developing countries. At the same time, there are still very few studies addressing this issue in 

developing countries. This gap is especially relevant in Latin America, where institutional trust, 

economic volatility, and heterogeneous retail modernization processes can influence how consumers 

interpret sustainable practices (Borasino and Fuhrmann-Riebel, 2022). 

Therefore, this study contributes to the literature on retail and sustainability in three ways. First, it 

develops and tests an integrative relational model linking perceived sustainability, customer 

experience, perceived quality, and customer engagement. Second, it extends sustainability research 

to the relatively unexplored context of Latin American supermarkets. Third, it shows that 

sustainability functions not only as an ethical attribute, but also as a relational signal capable of 

strengthening customer engagement through experiential and quality-based mechanisms. 
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Theoretical Foundation and Hypotheses Development 

Theoretical Foundation: StimulusïOrganismïResponse (S-O-R) Theory  

This study is grounded in the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) framework, originally 

developed by Mehrabian and Russell (1974). The framework explains how environmental stimuli 

influence individuals' internal cognitive and affective states, which in turn shape their behavioural 

responses. The S-O-R model has been widely applied in retail and consumer behaviour research 

to explain how store-related cues affect customer perceptions, emotions, and outcomes associated 

with customer loyalty (Vieira, 2013). 

In sustainability-oriented retail contexts, consumers perceive responsible practices as environmental 

stimuli that influence their psychological evaluations of both the shopping experience and the 

perceived quality of products and services (Moliner-Tena et al., 2023; Gil-Saura et al., 2024). These 

evaluations then lead to behavioural responses, represented in this study by customer engagement. 

Previous research has shown that sustainability-related signals can positively influence customer 

emotions, trust, and relationships within retail environments (Kumar, 2021; Sánchez-González et 

al., 2022). 

Therefore, the S-O-R framework offers an integrative theoretical perspective to explain how the 

perception of sustainability translates into long-term customer commitment through experiential 

and quality-based mechanisms in Latin American supermarkets. 

Perceived Sustainability as an Antecedent of Customer Experience Perceived sustainability is not a 

unidimensional construct; rather, it encompasses the customerôs evaluation of a firmôs economic, 

social, and environmental performance (Lavorata, 2014). In the supermarket context, this is 

reflected through concrete signals such as the use of biodegradable bags, support for local 

producers, or efficient energy management in stores. 

Within the S-O-R framework, sustainability functions as an environmental stimulus that can shape 

consumersô internal affective evaluations throughout the shopping process. (Khan & Fatma, 2023). 

Sustainability adds a layer of meaning to the commercial transaction: customers not only purchase 

products but also feel that their consumption contributes to a greater good. This enriches the 

customer experience, transforming it from a routine task into an interaction imbued with symbolic 

value and personal satisfaction (Sánchez-González et al., 2022). As highlighted by Gil-Saura et al. 

(2024), when the shopping environment is perceived as responsible, cognitive dissonance is reduced 

and a deeper emotional connection is fostered. Most prior research has been conducted in developed 

economies, limiting the understanding of this phenomenon in emerging markets where consumer 

perceptions may differ significantly (Camacho et al., 2020; Bianchi et al., 2022). 

H1: Consumersô perceived sustainability of the supermarket positively influences customer 

experience within the store. 

The Link Between Sustainability and Perceived Quality 

Perceived quality refers to the consumerôs overall evaluation of a product or serviceôs excellence or 

superiority (Dwivedi, 2015). In food retailing, sustainability is often used as an indicator of quality. 

Consumers associate responsible practices - such as offering organic products or ensuring fair 

treatment of suppliers- with more rigorous production standards and healthier products (Chen et al., 

2020). 

The literature suggests that sustainability acts as a signal of reliability. A company that demonstrates 

concern for its social and environmental impact projects an image of integrity, which consumers 

transfer to the technical quality of its offerings (Akturan, 2020). In emerging markets such as those 

in Latin America, where institutional trust may be relatively low, sustainability certifications and 

visible practices serve as guarantees of superior quality (Fritz & Silva, 2018). Therefore, perceived 

sustainability not only enhances brand image but also elevates the technical evaluation of the firmôs 
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offerings. 

H2: Consumersô perceived sustainability of the supermarket positively influences the perceived 

quality of its products and services. 

From Customer Experience to Perceived Quality 

Within the organism dimension of the S-O-R model, customer experience shapes consumersô 

evaluative perceptions of service and product quality. Customer experience is a holistic construct 

encompassing cognitive, affective, and sensory responses (Grewal & Roggeveen, 2020). In physical 

retail environments, factors such as ease of product location, staff friendliness, and store atmosphere 

shape this experience. 

The relationship between experience and quality is fundamental: quality is not something a product 

inherently ñhasò in isolation, but rather something the customer ñfeelsò through interaction with the 

service. A positive shopping experience, characterized by fluency and lack of friction, predisposes 

consumers to evaluate products more favourably (Cambra-Fierro et al., 2021). As noted by 

Yokoyama et al. (2022), the retail environment influences how product attributes are processed. 

When the experience is gratifying, perceived quality standards tend to align with this overall 

satisfaction, reinforcing value perception. 

H3: Customer experience in the supermarket positively influences the perceived quality of its 

products and services. 

Quality as a Driver of Commitment 

Customer commitment represents the desire to maintain a valuable long-term relationship with a 

firm (Gligor et al., 2019). In a sector with low switching barriers such as supermarkets, commitment 

goes beyond repeat purchasing for convenience and enters the realm of emotional loyalty. 

Perceived quality is a critical antecedent of commitment. Consumers develop loyalty when they 

perceive that the firm consistently meets their expectations of excellence (Siqueira et al., 2021). 

High perceived quality reduces perceived risk and increases trustðboth essential elements for 

customers to commit to a specific retailer over competitors (Joy et al., 2023). Without a solid 

foundation of perceived quality, it is unlikely that consumers will develop the enthusiasm and sense 

of belonging that characterize true commitment (Beckers et al., 2018). This relationship has been 

scarcely examined in Latin American supermarkets, where contextual factors such as personalized 

service, availability of local products, and supply stability play a significant role (Cardoso et al., 

2022). 

H4: Perceived quality of supermarket products and services positively influences customer 

commitment to the store. 

Methodology 

Context and Data Collection 

The study was conducted in five Latin American countries: Ecuador, Peru, Colombia, Chile, and 

Mexico. These countries represent markets with different levels of retail sector maturity but share a 

growing trend toward formalization and the adoption of international sustainability standards. 

A quantitative, cross-sectional research design was employed. Data were collected with a self-

administered online questionnaire distributed through social media between February and June 2024. 

After data cleaning, a final sample of 362 valid responses was obtained. 

Sample Profile 

The country distribution was as follows: Ecuador (25.4%), Peru (22.9%), Colombia (17.7%), Chile 

(17.1%), and Mexico (16.9%). Regarding demographic characteristics: 50.8% identified as female 

and 47.8% as male. The sample is concentrated in the most economically active age groups: 36.5% 
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are between 26 and 35 years old, and 31.2% between 36 and 45 years old. Regarding shopping 

frequency: More than 70% of respondents shop for groceries in supermarkets at least once a week. 

Measurement of Variables 

To ensure construct validity, previously validated scales were adapted using a 5-point Likert scale (1 

= Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly agree): 

Perceived Sustainability: 10-item scale based on Lavorata (2014) and S§nchez-Gonz§lez et al. (2020), 

covering environmental (recycling, energy), social (employee treatment, fair pay), and economic 

dimensions. 

Customer Experience: 5 items adapted from Zaid and Patwayati (2021), measuring aspects such as 

welcome, comfort, and trust during shopping. 

Perceived Quality: 4 items based on Dwivedi (2015), assessing product excellence and reliability. 

Commitment: 7 items from Gligor et al. (2019), evaluating sense of belonging, enthusiasm, and 

intention to continue the relationship. 

Results 

Measurement Model Assessment (Reliability and Validity) 

Before testing the hypotheses, the psychometric properties of the scales were assessed using 

SmartPLS software. 

Reliability: Indicators showed excellent internal consistency. Cronbachôs alpha values exceeded 0.92 

for all constructs (Sustainability: 0.953; Experience: 0.955; Quality: 0.957; Commitment: 0.967). 

Composite Reliability (CR) also exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70. 

Convergent Validity: Average Variance Extracted (AVE) exceeded 0.50 for all constructs 

(Sustainability: 0.725; Experience: 0.859; Quality: 0.886; Commitment: 0.816), indicating that more 

than half of the variance in indicators is explained by their respective constructs. 

Discriminant Validity: Assessed ˸ˣ˰˴ˬ˞˟ the Fornell-Larcker criterion and the Heterotrait-Monotrait 

(HTMT) ratio. In all cases, HTMT values were below 0.85, confirming that constructs are empirically 

distinct. 

Structural Model Assessment (Hypothesis Testing) 

Bootstrapping with 5,000 subsamples was used to evaluate the statistical significance of the 

relationships. The model demonstrated strong explanatory power: RĮ for perceived quality was 0.753, 

indicating that the model explains 75.3% of its variance. 

The hypothesis testing results are as follows: 

¶ H1 (Sustainability Ÿ Experience): Positive and highly significant 

relationship (ɓ = 0.783; p < 0.001). 

¶ H2 (Sustainability Ÿ Quality): Supported (ɓ = 0.227; p < 0.001). Although smaller than 
H1, the effect remains significant. 

¶ H3 (Experience Ÿ Quality): Supported (ɓ = 0.695; p < 0.001). 

¶ H4 (Quality Ÿ Commitment): Supported with a strong effect (ɓ = 0.559; p < 0.001). 

Discussion of Findings 

The results provide a detailed understanding of consumer psychological mechanisms in Latin 

American retail. The confirmation of H1 and H2 positions sustainability as an operational asset that 

enhances customer-store interaction. In line with Majer et al. (2022), sustainability appears to 

function as a facilitator of positive experiences. 
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The support for H3 suggests that, in the context of physical supermarkets in Latin America, ñqualityò 

is not perceived in isolation at the shelf level but is mediated by the overall shopping experience. 

Finally, the validation of H4 indicates that commitmentðthe highest stage of the customer-brand 

relationshipðdepends directly on the retailerôs ability to project a consistent image of quality. This 

implies that sustainability (through experience and quality) ultimately acts as an indirect driver of 

long-term loyalty. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Theoretical Implications 

This study contributes to retail marketing literature by integrating sustainability into a relational 

model in emerging markets. This study contributes theoretically by extending the application of the 

S-O-R framework to sustainability-oriented retail in emerging markets. Specifically, the findings 

show that sustainability operates as a strategic environmental stimulus whose effects on customer 

engagement are mediated by experience- and quality-based evaluations. 

Although the study focuses on Latin America, the findings may also be relevant to other emerging 

and transitioning economies that share the same characteristics of institutional uncertainty, a growing 

awareness of sustainability, and are in the process of modernizing their retail channels. The results 

further suggest that sustainability can function as a universal relational mechanism through which 

retailers reinforce customer trust and long-term commitment, provided it is perceived as such by the 

consumer. 

Managerial Implications 

For practitioners, the findings indicate that sustainability investments generate stronger relational 

outcomes when they are integrated into the customer experience rather than communicated solely as 

corporate policies. For supermarket managers in Latin America, the implications are clear: 

Sustainability must be perceived: Sustainable practices should be integrated into the point of sale to 

enhance the shopping experience (e.g., reducing unnecessary plastics, highlighting local products). 

Experience as a quality filter: Resources should be invested in improving store atmosphere and 

customer service, as poor experiences undermine perceived product quality. Building commitment: 

Perceived quality is inherently linked to ethics and perceived sustainability. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Despite the robustness of the model, the study has limitations. The use of a convenience sample and 

the cross-sectional nature of the data prevent the establishment of strict long-term causality. Future 

research could employ experimental methods to isolate the effects of different types of sustainable 

practices (social vs. environmental) on customer experience. 
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