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Omnichannel Business Research: Opportunities and Challenges 

 

Abstract 

Detailing the opportunities and challenges of omnichannel business, this paper serves as an 

editorial note to the corresponding special issue. We advance a framework that delineates 

extant literature on omnichannel business into four predominant research streams according 

to perspective (i.e., consumer versus retailer) and research orientation (i.e., diagnostic versus 

prescriptive). For each of the four research streams, we articulate its current state of research 

and describe how select articles assembled in this special issue enhance the stream.  

Keywords: Omnichannel business, research framework  

1. Introduction 

Advances in technology have blurred the boundaries between physical and virtual 

environments, giving rise to the rapid development of omnichannel businesses in which 

online and offline channels converge to deliver a seamless shopping experience (Choudhury 

and Karahanna 2008). Omnichannel businesses are becoming increasingly pervasive because 

consumers tend to alternate between online and offline sales channels (Verhoef et al. 2007). It 

is not unusual for consumers to acquire product information in one channel (e.g., browsing in 

a local store) and purchase the product in another (e.g., an e-commerce website). For this 

reason, omnichannel businesses represent an unprecedented opportunity for retailers to 

leverage synergies between channels in synchronizing their interactions with consumers 

across multiple touchpoints (Brynjolfsson et al. 2013). Specifically, by embracing an 

omnichannel business model, retailers can deploy a wide range of technologies to track 

consumer behavior across both physical and virtual environments, culminating in more 

comprehensive knowledge of each consumer and enabling a better tailored shopping 

experience. Indeed, studies have shown that consumers who utilize multiple channels to 
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interact with a single retailer tend to exhibit higher levels of satisfaction and loyalty (Wallace 

et al. 2004).  

Yet, despite the benefits of omnichannel businesses, challenges remain. Omnichannel 

businesses are not only plagued by problems of cross-channel free riding (i.e., consumers 

switching among retailers when moving across channels) (Chiu et al. 2011), they also face 

immense competition from pure online retailers in terms of product pricing due to their need 

to maintain their costly physical infrastructures (e.g., brick-and-mortar stores) (Neslin et al. 

2006). Furthermore, tighter integration between online and offline communication channels 

raises concerns about data security, ethical violations, and privacy infringements. The China 

Consumer Protection Network (www.315.gov.cn) reported that 57.22% of consumer 

complaints stem from retailers’ ethical transgressions. Specifically, past studies have 

indicated that the co-existence of online and offline channels could aggravate problems of 

deception (Riquelme et al. 2016) and privacy infringement (Zhang et al. 2010) by 

empowering multichannel retailers to harvest private information of a consumer from a 

variety of channels. In light of such issues, omnichannel businesses provide a rich setting for 

investigating fundamental questions pertaining to the complementary roles of online and 

offline channels in retail. This special issue provides seven excellent examples of 

opportunities and challenges of omnichannel business. This editorial paper presents them in 

an overarching framework and discusses what knowledge gaps in the omnichannel research 

landscape need to be addressed by future research. 

2. Omnichannel Business Research: Looking Beyond the Horizon 

From our review of extant literature, we outline an overarching framework of 

omnichannel research that distinguishes among four predominant research streams according 

to their perspective (i.e., consumer vs. retailer) and research orientation (i.e., diagnostic vs. 

prescriptive). Regarding perspective, consumer-centric omnichannel research attempts to 
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elucidate the considerations that shape consumers’ receptivity towards omnichannel business, 

while retailer-centric research delves into the enablers and inhibitors of omnichannel business 

from the standpoint of retailers.  Regrading perspective, diagnostic studies are descriptive in 

nature, seeking to pinpoint the reasons behind consumer behavioral patterns and firm 

strategies observed in omnichannel business environments. Prescriptive studies are rooted in 

the development of omnichannel business solutions that not only harness synergies between 

online and offline channels, but also incorporate consumers’ channel preferences into the 

analysis. The juxtaposition of perspective with research orientation thus culminates in four 

archetypical omnichannel business research steams under which articles from this special 

issue can be categorized. 

Type 1 (Retailer-Centric and Diagnostic): Diagnostic studies on retailer-centric issues 

related to omnichannel business have mostly been concerned with comprehending the causes 

behind why there is a growing trend for pure online and offline retailers to converge on 

multichannel arrangement. For traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers, prior research has 

revealed two primary motivations behind their inclination to shift to multichannel 

arrangement. As alleged by Zettelmeyer (2000), traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers feel 

increasingly pressured to expand to online channels in order to capitalize on transactional 

capabilities afforded by digital environments (e.g., greater consumer reach and round-the-

clock offerings) and cope with stagnation in offline sales. Furthermore, by exploiting their 

existing physical infrastructure, traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers can offer 

complementary services (e.g., in-store pickup and servicing) that cannot be easily replicated 

by pure online retailers (Luo et al., 2016). Likewise, incentives exist for pure online retailers 

to cross over to offline channels as well. As acknowledged by Tan et al. (2016), non-technical 

service failures (e.g., product delivery problems and customer service complaints) continue to 

plague online transactions and cannot be circumvented by mere enhancements to web 
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interface design alone. Consequently, pure online retailers are equally compelled to turn to 

offline channels as a window of communication with consumers (cf. Verhoef et al., 2015). 

Yet, despite significant advances in appreciating the rationale behind retailers’ decision to 

migrate to multichannel environments, there has been comparatively less progress made in 

understanding the arguments against omnichannel business. 

This special issue bridges the abovementioned knowledge gap by including two studies 

that explore the challenges associated with omnichannel business. Through analyzing optimal 

channel and pricing strategies, Chun and Kim (2018) identified two major effects that can be 

attributed to ‘channel conflict’, a situation in which firms add a new online channel that 

directly sells to consumers. The first effect – an “intra-cannibalization effect” occurs when 

the newly added online channel cannibalizes firms’ existing retail channels. Conversely, the 

second effect – an “inter-competition effect” occurs when competition arises between a 

manufacturer and a retailer belonging to the same supply chain. Based on their analysis, Chun 

and Kim (2018) advocated optimal channel and pricing strategies that take into account 

consumer composition. Expanding on intra-firm considerations, Wiener et al. (2018) 

conducted six case studies with three publishers and three retailers, which are running both 

online and offline business models simultaneously within the firm, to uncover synergies and 

tensions in value creation and capturing. Additionally, by embracing a phenomenon-driven 

comparative approach to conducting case studies, Wiener et al. (2018) not only illustrated the 

pros and cons of having both online and offline business models co-existing within the firm, 

but they were also able to derive contextual factors that perpetuate or erode synergies and 

tension between the two business models.   

Type 2 (Retailer-Centric and Prescriptive): Prescriptive studies on retailer-centric issues 

related to omnichannel business have dealt primarily with how multichannel setup can be 

realized for retailers (e.g., Ilk et al., 2018). Notably, omnichannel retailers are at a 
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disadvantage when competing with pure online rivals due to the former’s investment in 

physical infrastructure. Moreover, most omnichannel retailers are converted from traditional 

‘brick-and-mortar’ stores and still generate the bulk of their revenue from conventional in-

store retail. Since consumers tend to alternate between online and offline channels so much 

so that information flows freely across both channels (Verhoef et al. 2007), prior research has 

found that many omnichannel retailers prefer to implement a homogeneous price strategy 

(Wolk and Ebling 2010) to prevent cannibalization and minimize confusion. Nevertheless, 

such homogeneous pricing strategies have either turned out to be unappealing for most 

products in the online channel or massively shrunk the profit margins of these retailers to a 

point where they are unlikely to survive (Matthews, 2013). 

This special issue therefore expands on the aforementioned research stream with novel 

contributions by Du (2018) and Wang (2018) that expose strategic considerations for firms 

when embarking on omnichannel ventures. Du (2018) scrutinized the effects of a firm’s 

multichannel and multi-product strategies on its risk-return performance. By drawing on a 

panel dataset on 7,577 credit unions belonging to the United States credit union industry 

between 2009 and 2016, Du (2018) was able to not only shed light on the impact of channel 

diversity on a firm’s profitability and profit volatility, but to also demonstrate an interaction 

effect between channel and product diversity in enhancing profits and suppressing volatility. 

Focusing on the telecommunications industry, Wang (2018) proposed a classification model 

that attempts to resolve the dilemma between consumer demands and firm profits in 

marketing strategies by helping retailers to source for and employ complementary tariff 

products for mobile numbers as the basis for future sales and procurement. Furthermore, 

Wang (2018) also analyzed the best media for mobile phone purchase at different price levels 

in an omnichannel setting.  

Type 3 (Consumer-Centric and Diagnostic): Earlier studies belonging to the consumer-
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centric diagnostic research stream generally sought to address questions pertaining to the 

adoption of online channels relative to their offline counterparts (e.g., Datta, 2011; Bock et 

al., 2012). Verhof et al. (2007), among others, broadened the scope to encompass factors that 

explain and predict consumers’ channel preference. To date, much of the work belonging to 

this research stream is concentrated on deriving factors affecting consumers’ choice of online 

versus offline channels, thereby offering an answer to the question of when consumers will 

opt for one channel over another. These factors range from channel characteristics (Yang et 

al., 2013; Maity and Dass, 2014), to external influences (Chintagunta et al., 2012; Valentini et 

al., 2011), to individual attributes (Ansari et al., 2008; Chintagunta et al., 2012; Valentini et 

al., 2011), to purchasing habits (Chintagunta et al., 2012). Nonetheless, in spite of extensive 

research having been conducted on deciphering the determinants of consumers’ channel 

preference, past studies tended to treat online and offline channels as competing alternatives 

while disregarding the possibility for retailers to leverage on cross-channel integration to 

deliver a seamless shopping experience. 

This special issue thus complements the research stream with insights gleaned from the 

work of Liu et al. (2018) and Shen et al. (2018) that illuminate the effects of cross-channel 

integration on consumer behavior. Subscribing to the Push-Pull-Mooring (PPM) framework, 

Liu et al. (2018) constructed a research model that positions cross-channel integration as a 

means for omnichannel retailers to reduce uncertainty while at the same time, bolstering their 

identity attractiveness and lessening consumers’ switching costs in omnichannel settings. In 

so doing, Liu et al. (2018) posited that omnichannel retailers can suppress consumers’ interest 

in alternatives and improve retention. Furthermore, Liu et al. (2018) analysis is, as far as we 

know, one of the first studies to consider showrooming—a phenomenon in which consumers 

visit local stores to inspect products before purchasing online—as having a potential 

moderating influence on the effectiveness of cross-channel integration. The research model 
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was subsequently validated via data collected from an online survey of 259 respondents 

possessing previous experience with omnichannel retailers. Shen et al. (2018), on the other 

hand, focused on the qualities of channel integration that give rise to sustained usage of 

omnichannel services. Extending Wixom and Todd’s (2005) framework, Shen et al. (2018) 

put forth a research model that differentiates between integrated interaction and service 

configuration quality as drivers of consumer fluency in processing channel information, 

which in turn dictates the level of omnichannel service usage. In addition, Shen et al. (2018) 

introduced usage experience as moderators influencing the relationship between fluency and 

omnichannel service usage. Shen et al.’s (2018) proposed research model was tested based on 

data gathered from an online survey of 401 omnichannel consumers.   

Type 4 (Consumer-Centric and Prescriptive): Prescriptive studies, which adopt a consumer-

centric perspective, aim to devise omnichannel strategies that lock in consumers through the 

delivery of an integrated shopping experience. As documented by Verhoef et al. (2007), 

consumers have a habit of acquiring product information in one channel (e.g., reading 

product reviews online), and then making the actual purchase in another (e.g., local store). 

Because consumers are not obliged to purchase a product from a retailer with whom they 

have established initial contact to solicit product information, switching among channels was 

not only common, but often accompanied by a corresponding swap in retailer choice, a 

behavior labelled by Chiu et al. (2011) as “cross-channel free riding”. Cross-channel free 

riding typically translates into a loss for the retailer who services a consumer in the pre-

purchase phase because the consumer benefits from the services it provides, but the exchange 

itself does not produce revenue. Conceivably, it is imperative for studies in this research 

stream to answer the question of what can be done to ensure continuity in the shopping 

process from the pre-purchase phase to the purchase phase in order to retain consumers 

across phases. 
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Hosseini et al.’s (2018) article from this special issue furthers the discourse by 

proposing an economic decision model that aids firms in enacting omnichannel strategies 

which not only accommodate consumers’ channel preferences at distinct phases of the 

purchase decision process for non-sequential customer journeys, but also can be operated 

efficiently. The economic decision model was subsequently validated via real-world data 

collected from a German bank that recently performed an audit of consumers’ purchase 

decision process for construction financing services with an eye towards channel usage. 

3. Future Research on Omnichannel Business   

Together, the articles compiled for this special issue offer a solid foundation for 

spawning further research into omnichannel business. Future work can build on the research 

published in this special issue to advance contemporary knowledge for each of the four 

research streams. 

Although Chun and Kim (2018) as well as Wiener et al. (2018) have contributed to the 

retailer-centric, diagnostic research stream by going beyond positive motives for retailers to 

draw attention to the downsides of omnichannel business, there is still much work to be done 

in terms of ascertaining the tradeoff conditions under which retailers’ migration to 

omnichannel environments can be construed as a favorable move. Since brick-and-mortar 

retailers have incurred sunk costs in setting up their offline operations, migrating to an 

omnichannel environment may be both costy and risky. This is because cross-channel 

integration necessitates fundamental transformations to long-standing business practices and 

massive investments to upgrade legacy systems. The same can be said for pure online 

retailers since, in order to realize omnichannel arrangements, they would have to invest in the 

construction of an offline distribution network. The decision to migrate to omnichannel 

environments is neither easy for brick-and-mortar retailers nor is it straightfoward for pure 

online retailers. Future research can explore distinct conditions under which omnichannel 
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arrangements can be desirable for brick-and-mortar retailers versus their pure online 

counterparts. 

In the same vein, the realization of effective omnichannel arrangements can be viewed 

as an uphill task for retailers. While the work of Du (2018) and Wang (2018) is a concrete 

step in the right direction by explicating intra-firm considerations when implementing 

omnichannel strategies, there is a dearth of retailer-centric, prescriptive research that 

investigates the role of supply chain management in cross-channel integration. Needless to 

say, supply chain management is a vital component in omnichannel business because cross-

channel integration implies that consumers have the freedom of transacting on any channel 

they prefer. Consequently, stronger coordination in the supply chain is essential to ensure 

information consistency (e.g., purchase order details) and inventory levels (e.g., product 

availability) across channels. Future research can therefore consider technology-driven 

supply chain redesign as an option for retailers to bring about information transparency 

across the whole supply chain and facilitate a pull-order system from manufacturers, thereby 

boosting the effectiveness of omnichannel arrangements. Furthermore, in light of a larger 

number of customer touchpoints afforded by omnichannel environments, scholars can also 

look into whether and how supply chain management can be integrated with other functions 

(e.g., marketing) to arrive at better predictions of consumer needs across channels. 

Liu et al. (2018) and Shen et al. (2018) have made substantive contribution to the 

consumer-centric, diagnostic research stream by reporting on the impact of cross-channel 

integration on consumer behavior. As alluded to in both studies, omnichannel business 

accentuates the interplay between channels and consumers by placing emphasis on the 

assimilation of multiple channels (e.g., mobile devices, online sites, and physical stores) to 

increase the number of customer touchpoints and deliver a seamless shopping experience. 

This in turn yields tangible returns in the form of improved consumer satisfaction and 
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repurchase intention. Because consumers’ receptivity constitutes a critical barometer of 

success for omnichannel business, future research can perform detailed customer touchpoint 

analysis to: (1) extract the entire spectrum of customer touchpoints afforded by omnichannel 

environments; and, (2) discern how these touchpoints can be combined in complementary or 

supplementary fashion to deliver a seamless shopping experience. 

Finally, expanding on the work of Hosseini et al. (2018), future consumer-centric, 

prescriptive research can perhaps evaluate whether the fusion of emerging technologies into 

omnichannel environments can reinforce the lock-in of consumers. Indeed, the mobile 

revolution, especially the growth of social media, has allowed consumers to not only check 

on product ratings and promotions in real time, but to also share thoughts, opinions, pictures, 

and videos with contacts. In turn, this has created unprecedented opportunities for retailers to 

extend their sales channels by employing consumers as brand advocates through engaging 

them in new product design and testing. Similarly, emergent technologies like augmented and 

virtual reality as well as wearables could be merged with omnichannel environments to 

deliver an immersive shopping experience that tends to lock in consumers.  

In summary, this special issue presents cutting-edge research in the domain of 

omnichannel business in the hope that the studies presented here will act as anchor points for 

generating further inquiries into the antecedents and consequences of cross-channel 

integration from both consumer and retailer perspectives.  
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