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Abstract
The proliferation of mobile devices and the continuous development of online 
technologies has led to an increasing variety of channels, leaving customers with a 
choice of channel alongside the choice of product, service, or retailer. Any attempt 
to optimize customer experience and engage in successful omnichannel manage-
ment will require a complete, multifaceted understanding of the processes around 
channel choice of customers. To date, the many existing studies around multi- and 
omnichannel research have failed to yield an integrated, comprehensive synthesis 
of factors involved in customers´ channel choice. Our study conducted a system-
atic literature review to the end of identifying the factors involved in channel choice 
which appear in the scientific literature on this topic over the last two decades. We 
retrieved 128 papers from three bibliographic databases (EBSCO Host, Scopus, and 
Web of Science) and carried out descriptive analysis on them. Qualitative thematic 
analysis inductively extracted 66 different factors of channel choice, each assignable 
to five broader categories, from the studies included in the review. The findings indi-
cate that perceived channel characteristics, customer needs and situational or con-
textual factors influence customers´ channel choice directly, and customer character-
istics and characteristics of products or services influence it indirectly. Alongside its 
presentation of an integrated conceptual framework comprising these relationships, 
our study details a comprehensive research agenda with regards to theories, con-
texts, and methods and, in particular, with regards to factors influencing customers´ 
channel choice. Our findings advance the academic understanding of channel choice 
behavior and provide researchers and practitioners in this area with information on 
important implications for omnichannel management.

Keywords Channel choice · Omnichannel management · Multichannel 
management · Consumer behavior · Customer behavior · Systematic literature 
review
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1 Introduction

The proliferation of mobile devices and the ongoing development of online tech-
nologies has led to a constantly increasing variety of channels, such as mobile 
apps and social media (Li et  al. 2017). This leaves today’s customers with the 
choice of channel as an additional factor alongside their choice of product, ser-
vice, and retailer (Xu and Jackson 2019a). Understanding the factors involved in 
channel choice from a customer perspective has always been an important part 
of channel management (Neslin et al. 2006). The recent move toward synergetic 
management of multiple channels in the context of omnichannel management 
places customer orientation still higher on the agenda (Lemon and Verhoef 2016; 
Verhoef et al. 2015). Numerous studies (for example Saghiri et al. 2017; Wagner 
et al. 2020) have emphasized the importance of understanding the factors driving 
channel choice to the enhancement of customer experience and the consequent 
improvement of omnichannel management. The multitude of studies around 
multi- and omnichannel research driven by this exigency (see, for example, Bar-
witz and Maas 2018; Gensler et al. 2012), have yet failed to yield an integrated, 
comprehensive synthesis of factors in customers´ channel choice, despite some 
initial attempts at summaries (e.g. Li et al. 2017; Neslin et al. 2006). This paper 
will therefore seek to advance our understanding of channel choice behavior in an 
omnichannel environment by identifying factors of channel choice and synthesiz-
ing the existing body of knowledge via a systematic literature review (SLR).

The key principles of an omnichannel environment include: (1.) the offering 
of merchandise and services through a multitude of available channels, (2.) inte-
gration of channels into a unified system from a retailer´s point of view (i.e. ena-
bling the same task-fulfillment on every channel), and (3.) seamless inter-channel 
interaction from a customer perspective (i.e. allowing for easy switching between 
channels or devices along the customer journey) (Beck and Rygl 2015; Verhoef 
et al. 2015). This means that, successful omnichannel strategies require an under-
standing of both the retailer´s and the customer´s perspective. This notwith-
standing, most conceptual studies and SLRs in this area to date address multi- or 
omnichannel related topics solely from a retailer or management perspective (cf. 
Appendix A). For instance, Gao et  al. (2020) performed a literature review to 
the end of systematically summarizing studies on multichannel integration along 
the customer journey. Hossain et  al. (2019) examined multichannel integration 
quality within service delivery channels with the aid of a SLR and qualitative 
interviews. Gerea et  al. (2021) summarized and synthesized the existing body 
of research on omnichannel customer experience management highlighting the 
importance to omnichannel businesses of pursuing a customer-centered approach. 
Wang et  al. (2021b) reviewed current studies from the research fields of infor-
mation systems, operations and marketing, presenting a multidisciplinary view 
of omnichannel retailing. Finally, Cai and Lo (2020), Lopes et  al. (2021), and 
Salvietti et al. (2021) made use of bibliometric approaches such as bibliographic 
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modeling via citation analysis to aggregate findings on omnichannel management 
and to propose research fields in this domain. The only SLR to date that takes a 
customer perspective is Mishra et al. (2021), which explored the cognitive, affec-
tive, and conative dimensions of general consumer decision-making in omnichan-
nel retailing. This review´s authors outlined the rapidly evolving research within 
this field and emphasized the importance of investigating customers´ channel 
choice behaviors in a separate study (Mishra et al. 2021).1 The research presented 
here differs from the SLR by Mishra et  al. (2021) in its intent of establishing 
factors of customers’ channel choice in a multi- and omnichannel environment, 
rather than setting out a general examination of customer behavior in omnichan-
nel environments. The criteria for the selection of literature for the review, includ-
ing keywords, databases, and time span, and the descriptive and thematic analysis 
conducted diverge from those in Mishra et al. (2021).

The existing body of research on channel choice in multi- and omnichannel envi-
ronments encompasses a diverse range of heterogeneous studies, conceptual papers, 
and other types of scientific work; we can therefore consider this topic mature in 
research terms, which means it is eminently suitable for a thorough SLR that both 
synthesizes and expands it (Paul et al. 2021; Webster and Watson 2002). However, 
the plethora of SLRs to date on multi- or omnichannel related topics have been 
unable to draw conclusions on customers’ behaviors as regards channel choice. The 
present study is therefore one of the first reviews on multi- and omnichannel man-
agement to proceed from a customer perspective and the first attempt to systemically 
summarize and conceptualize factors of customers´ channel choice in this context. 
It therefore contributes to the literature on multi- and omnichannel environments in 
multiple ways: First, in synthesizing and categorizing factors of channel choice, the 
review advances our understanding of customer behavior, which is vital to success-
ful omnichannel management (Mishra et al. 2021; Verhoef et al. 2015). The induc-
tive approach taken by the thematic content analysis described in this article yields 
a conceptual framework for use by researchers and practitioners as an aid to their 
comprehensive understanding of customers’ channel choice. Second, the article, 
drawing on a descriptive and thematic analysis of relevant published work, sets out 
an extensive research agenda encompassing contexts, theories, methods, and par-
ticularly factors of channel choice for research in this area. Finally, it delineates a 
number of implications for channel management.

The findings of our literature review indicate that customers´ channel choice 
behavior is a highly complex process influenced by a variety of factors, including 
channel characteristics, customer needs, and situational or contextual factors. While 
some indirectly influential factors of channel choice, such as customers´ age are fre-
quently the subjects of academic study, the current literature in the area of multi- and 
omnichannel business lacks understanding of the directly influential factors. Further, 

1 In addition to the SLRs discussed, there exist several literature reviews on supply chain and logistics 
aspects of multi- and omnichannel retailing. They include Lafkihi et al. (2019); Melacini et al. (2018); 
Taylor et al. (2019). For a comprehensive overview on earlier literature reviews on omnichannel retailing, 
including logistics and supply chain management, see Mishra et al. (2021).
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extant channel choice research concerns itself with a limited number of industries 
or products and countries, and its findings require validation via the introduction 
of other methods (e.g. longitudinal studies) and research designs and via the use of 
theoretical foundations and models.

The review is structured as follows. After discussing the methodology used for 
the SLR, the paper provides a descriptive overview of the articles retrieved for the 
literature review and then proceeds to analyze factors of channel choice as repre-
sented in the literature identified. Following this, a section proposing potential areas 
for future research on channel choice behaviors sets out a comprehensive research 
agenda. The concluding section points to implications and limitations of this study.

2  Methodology

The relevance of SLRs to research in the area of business is currently higher than 
it has ever been (Snyder 2019). In collating and evaluating findings from numerous 
empirical studies, SLRs provide an overview of heterogeneous and interdisciplinary 
research domains and help prevent bias by bringing together evidence at a meta-
level (Snyder 2019). They can also act as foundations or springboards for future 
research or apply a particular perspective to it (Paul and Criado 2020). The basis of 
a SLR may be either a research domain, a theory or a research methodology (Paul 
et al. 2021; Paul and Criado 2020). The present review falls into the domain-based 
category; more specifically, it is a structured theme-based review (Paul et al. 2021) 
conducted to the end of providing an overview and synthesis of the determining fac-
tors of channel choice, from a customer perspective, identified within the existing 
literature on multi- and omnichannel retail. This approach was most conducive to 
our objectives, as it enabled us to develop a thorough understanding of the litera-
ture in the area of channel choice and identify relevant gaps and, ultimately, a future 
research agenda.

Many guidelines on conducting SLRs recommend the development of a detailed 
systematic review protocol to ensure transparency and reproducibility of the review 
process (Kitchenham and Charters 2007; Okoli 2015; Paul et  al. 2021; Snyder 
2019). We accordingly determined our search strategy prior to carrying out the SLR; 
this entailed the selection of search terms, relevant databases, and inclusion criteria 
(Fisch and Block 2018; Paul et al. 2021).

Search terms and relevant databases: A search string requires the use of words 
and phrases (i.e. search terms) directly related to the research question (Snyder 
2019). This presented us with a challenge, as academic publications do not demon-
strate a consistently uniform understanding or use of the terms “multi- “, “cross- “, 
or “omni-channel” (Beck and Rygl 2015). Nor is there a universally accepted defini-
tion of “channel choice” as a concept; other terms used to describe it include “inter-
action choice” (Barwitz and Maas 2018), “channel preference” (Becker et al. 2017; 
Boardman and McCormick 2018), “adoption of channels” (Bilgicer et al. 2015), or 
“channel use/usage” (Frasquet et  al. 2015, 2019). We therefore sought to prevent 
exclusion of relevant results by testing a number of alternative terms, synonyms, and 
abbreviations of “choice” and “omnichannel”. The final search string, constructed 



1583

1 3

Factors of customers’ channel choice in an omnichannel…

with the aid of Boolean operators and truncations, included the terms: (choice OR 
choose* OR select* OR use OR usage OR utili* OR adopt* OR prefer*) AND ("omni 
channel" OR "multi channel" OR "cross channel" OR "dual channel" OR omnichan-
nel OR multichannel OR cross-channel OR dualchannel). To the end of compre-
hensively covering the relevant literature, we searched within three electronic lit-
erature databases: EBSCO Host, Scopus, and Web of Science (Kuckertz and Block 
2021; Wanyama et al. 2021). These databases are considered the most important and 
widely used within research in business and the social sciences and consequently 
find frequent use for SLRs within the business field (examples are Eckert and Hüsig 
2022; Lu et al. 2018b; Neuhaus et al. 2021; Tueanrat et al. 2021).

Inclusion criteria: The inclusion criteria we defined for our review related to lan-
guage, year of publication, source type, domain, journal quality, and an assessment 
of the content and research design of the article in question (Kitchenham and Char-
ters 2007; Okoli 2015; Paul et  al. 2021; Paul and Criado 2020; Snyder 2019). To 
meet the criteria for inclusion, papers had to be written in English and published 
after 2000 in peer-reviewed journals from the business discipline with an impact 
factor greater than 1 (Paul et al. 2021).2 We set the beginning of the time frame for 
the search at the year 2000 due to the rarity of commercialized online channels and 
therefore of research on multichannel or omnichannel management prior to the turn 
of the millennium (Gao et  al. 2020; Hossain et  al. 2019). For the content assess-
ment, two researchers independently read the abstracts of all articles after the initial 
identification (n = 924) and judged whether they addressed channel choice from a 
customer perspective. There was agreement between the researchers on suitability or 
non-suitability in this regard for 94.48% of the articles (n = 873). To further ensure 
validity and reliability, a third researcher conducted an independent assessment of 
the articles upon which the initial two researchers did not agree (n = 51).

The papers selected at this stage (n = 134) were read in detail and assessed for 
content and method eligibility. This process resulted in the exclusion of thirteen 
studies due to inapposite content, mainly because the articles examined the conse-
quences of channel choice rather than the reasons behind it (one example is Her-
hausen et al. 2019). We also removed eleven non-empirical studies, such as intro-
ductions to special issues of journals (e.g. Thaichon et al. 2022). Cross-referencing 
yielded 18 further articles that were eligible for inclusion (see Appendix B). The 
final selection of published research on channel choice comprised 128 papers. Fig-
ure 1, developed following the PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al. 2009), provides an 

2 All three electronic databases chosen permit the ex-ante filtering of journals by language (= English) 
and year of publication (= after 2000). We searched the Business Source Complete Collection in EBSCO 
Host and limited the results to peer reviewed articles available as full text that appeared in academic 
journals (= source type). In the Scopus database, we searched title, abstract and keywords and limited the 
results to articles appearing in journals (= source type) and in the subject area business, management and 
accounting. Finally, we searched the Core Collection in the Web of Science database for title, abstract, 
author keywords and keywords plus and limited the results to the subject categories of business and man-
agement. The literature search took place on May 4, 2022. For ex-post filtering by impact factors, we 
used the Journal Citation Report (JCR) by Clarivate Analytics 2021 (Journal Citation Reports 2021).
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overview of the complete search process. Appendix B lists the articles included in 
the final review.

Extraction of data and analysis: The articles ultimately selected for the review 
were synthesized and structured with the aid of a concept matrix (Webster and Wat-
son 2002). First, we extracted descriptive information from each article, such as year 
of publication, research focus (omnichannel, multichannel, or both), channels con-
sidered, research contexts (country, industry), customer journey stage investigated 
(i.e. pre-purchase, purchase or post-purchase) and methodology employed (Snyder 
2019). We used Microsoft Excel for the concept matrix and the subsequent descrip-
tive analysis. For the thematic analysis, we followed the widely-used qualitative pro-
cess proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This process entails familiarization with 
the data (i.e. the articles retrieved), generating initial codes with regards to interest-
ing features, searching for themes across these codes, reviewing and refining these 
themes with the aid of a thematic map and, finally, defining and naming the themes 
and producing the report. In line with this process, we inductively coded factors of 

Fig. 1  The search process based on PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al. 2009)
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channel choice using the MAXQDA software and generated five categories/themes 
on the basis of the literature review, including 14 sub-categories/sub-themes and 66 
factors/codes of channel choice.

3  Profile of the literature on channel choice

Exploring channel choice from a customer perspective has always been an inte-
gral part of channel research (Neslin et  al. 2006). However, with the prolifera-
tion of mobile devices and new technologies, and the increasing prevalence of 
omnichannel management, the understanding of channel choice has become all 
the more important in recent years (Barwitz and Maas 2018). This trend is con-
firmed by our review. As Fig. 2 illustrates, the number of articles published that 
met our selection criteria has more than doubled in the past six years. Of the 
128 papers retrieved, 77 (~ 60%) were published between 2016 and May 2022; 

Fig. 2  Distribution of channel choice articles across years of publication and research fields. Note: The 
list of channels is not complete, as we included only the ten channels most frequently mentioned in the 
literature. Among the channels omitted here are agencies (e.g. Hosseini et  al. 2018) and internet-ena-
bled TVs (e.g. Wagner et al. 2020). The “internet” channel includes all online channels investigated in 
the studies which were not specified further (examples include websites, price comparison sites, online 
shops). “Mobile” channels are cited as having occurred in articles which considered the online channel 
for mobile devices separately from the static online channel (e.g. Sands et  al. 2016). As most studies 
on channel choice investigate two or more different channels, the totals exceed the number of articles 
retrieved for the review
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of these, 35 (~ 45%) explicitly address omnichannel management. Contrastingly, 
all articles selected that appeared prior to 2016 focus exclusively on channel 
choice in a multichannel environment. Most studies consider the traditional inter-
net channel or physical stores in their investigation of channel choice (91% and 
80% respectively of the articles retrieved). In recent years, emerging online chan-
nels such as mobile channels (i.e. the accessing of online channels via mobile 
devices), social media, and search engines have gained a greater share of atten-
tion, and, in general, the variety of channels considered has diversified in the last 
years in line with the move towards an omnichannel environment. Only a few 
channels, such as physical catalogs, have received less attention in the course of 
time. This finding is consistent with Konuş et al. (2014).

We identified 58 journals that published papers related to channel choice within 
multi- or omnichannel environments in the last two decades. The highest number of 
articles were published by the Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services (n = 23), 
followed by the International Journal of Retail and Distribution Management 
(n = 12) and the Journal of Business Research (n = 8). Most of the studies do not 
indicate the application of specific theories to explain customers´ channel choice. 
However, some studies are explicitly grounded in popular theories of consumer and 
technology research, such as the theory of planned behavior (e.g. Pookulangara et al. 
2011a), the theory of reasoned action (e.g. Pookulangara et al. 2011b) and the diffu-
sions of innovations theory (e.g. Bilgicer et al. 2015).

Table 1 shows the distribution of the articles across research contexts. Of the 128 
articles retrieved, 114 explicitly state the country in which the research was con-
ducted and 105 the relevant industrial context, while 118 indicated the stage of the 
customer journey that the work observed. Over a quarter of the studies (n = 34) 
examined channel choice in the U.S. The distribution across sectors is more diverse. 
The most frequently studied industrial context is fashion and beauty (n = 36), includ-
ing clothing (e.g. Lu and Rucker 2006) and cosmetics (e.g. Chiou et  al. 2017); 
consumer electronics follow in second place (n = 20) and financial services and 
insurances in third place (n = 17). In terms of the customer journey stage investi-
gated, most studies (n = 49) focused on channel choice for a combination of the pre-
purchase stage (i.e. recognition of needs, consideration, search) and the purchase 
stage (i.e. choice, ordering, payment). Several studies examined channel switching 
between these stages (phenomena such as “showrooming” for switching from offline 
to online – an example is Daunt and Harris 2017 – and “webrooming” for switching 
from online to offline, e.g. Santos and Gonçalves 2019). Seven studies analyzed the 
post-purchase period (i.e. consumption, usage, engagement, service requests) sepa-
rately, mostly in terms of the choice of channel for making a complaint (e.g. Miquel-
Romero et al. 2020).

For the most part, the studies are quantitative (n = 110, ~ 86%), with surveys and 
company database analysis the most commonly used methods (Table 2). Qualitative 
methods such as interviews and focus groups make relatively rare appearances, as 
do mixed methods approaches, used by only five articles (for example Mahrous and 
Hassan 2017).
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4  Analysis and findings

4.1  Factors of channel choice

This section summarizes the factors of channel choice identified within the articles 
reviewed. In total, we extracted 66 distinct factors from the studies and grouped 
them into 14 subcategories and five main categories (see Tables 3–7).

4.1.1  Perceived channel characteristics

Customers tend to choose channels that are able to fulfill their needs in a 
convenient, low-risk and low-cost manner (Schröder and Zaharia 2008; 

Table 2  Research design and methods within the channel choice articles retrieved for the review

As some articles use more than one method (as an example, Schröder and Zaharia (2008) use focus 
groups, face-to-face interviews and surveys), the totals exceed the number of articles retrieved

Research design No. of articles Method No. of articles

Quantitative 110 Survey 85
Qualitative 13 Company database 29
Mixed methods 5 Interview 14

Experiment 12
Focus group 9

Table 3  Factors of channel choice investigated in the articles reviewed – 1. Perceived channel character-
istics
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Sonderegger-Wakolbinger and Stummer 2015). They weigh the channel’s perceived 
benefits against its perceived drawbacks (Harris et al. 2017; Singh and Jang 2022). 
Within the concept of “channel benefits,” we can distinguish the notions of “channel 
quality” and “channel convenience,” while “channel risks” and “channel costs,” by 
contrast, are typical disadvantages of a specific channel (Gensler et al. 2012) (see 
Table 3).

Channel quality relates to the channel’s perceived ability to fulfill the needs and 
expectations of customers (Gensler et al. 2012; Oppewal et al. 2013). Gensler et al. 
(2012) identify channel quality as the most important channel attribute at the pre-
purchase and purchase stages. The studies discuss, inter alia, quality of customer 
service provided, hedonic aspects, availability of information, usefulness, customer 
care and support provided by staff, the range of products or services available, 
and atmosphere as influential channel quality attributes. While support from staff 
and atmosphere are often considered benefits specific to offline channels (see, for 
example, Arora et al. 2017), range variety and availability are more online-specific 
advantages (e.g. Boardman and McCormick 2018). The influence of perceived avail-
ability of information through a specific channel depends on the type of informa-
tion needed. Brick-and-mortar stores are particularly well suited to providing tac-
tile information and permit the potential customer to inspect the product physically 
(Dholakia et al. 2005). Internet channels, by contrast, stand out for the infinite access 
they provide to up-to-date information from a variety of sources (Cheng and Huang 
2014; van Nguyen et al. 2022). Telephone contact and call centers, meanwhile, offer 
fast, personalized situational support and information (Jerath et  al. 2015). Quality 
of customer service and channel usefulness are significant factors in channel choice 
across all channels (see, for example, Eriksson and Nilsson 2007; Frasquet et  al. 
2015; Montoya-Weiss et al. 2003; Yang et al., 2007). Hedonic aspects tend to play a 
minor role in channel choice (Hussein and Kais 2021; Singh and Swait 2017).

Channel convenience can be defined as the perceived ease and speed with 
which a customer can use the channel along the customer journey (Gensler et  al. 
2012). We identified four factors relating to channel convenience within the articles 
retrieved: perceived ease of use, search-related convenience, rapidity and immedi-
acy, and channel uniformity. Online channels appear particularly convenient at the 
pre-purchase stage (Sonderegger-Wakolbinger and Stummer 2015), and customers 
value the usability and user-friendliness of online and mobile channels, particu-
larly with regard to price comparison (Boardman and McCormick 2018; Singh and 
Swait 2017) and efficiency (Li et al., 2019). Mobile channels seem to perform very 
well in terms of rapidity and immediacy due to the portable and ubiquitous nature 
of mobile devices (Huang et al. 2017) and the resulting lack of spatial or temporal 
constraints on the shopping experience (Kim et  al. 2019; Rodríguez-Torrico et  al. 
2017). A major benefit of brick-and-mortar stores, meanwhile, is immediate prod-
uct availability (Boardman and McCormick 2018), meaning physical stores largely 
win for impulse shopping and urgent purchasing needs (Harris et al. 2017; Kazan-
coglu and Aydin 2018). Wang et  al. (2016) indicate that the significant influence 
of perceived convenience is limited to attitudes toward using physical channels and 
does not come into play in relation to online channel use at the purchase stage. This 
may be because other attributes, such as perceived channel risks, eclipse customer 
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perceptions of convenience for the online channel in this phase of the customer 
journey. Xu and Jackson (2019a) lend support to this hypothesis, having found that 
channel convenience positively influences perceived channel-related customer self-
efficacy, but has no significant effect on perceived risk.

The perception of channel risks appears most prominent in connection with online 
and mobile channels (see, for example, Bezes 2016; Kollmann et  al. 2012). This 
is because some perceived risks are particularly pronounced in online and mobile 
shopping, namely security risks (concerns around the safety of user and payment 
information), procedural risks (concerns about the shopping process), and intangi-
bility risks (concerns resulting from a lack of immediate gratification and tangibil-
ity) (Lee and Jung 2020). The brick-and-mortar store environment facilitates cus-
tomers’ immediate and generally reassuring assessment of these risks. Accordingly, 
perceived risks of offline channels, such as privacy or security concerns, appear to 
have no significant effect on attitudes toward purchasing via offline channels (Eckl 
and Lingenfelder 2021; Wang et al. 2016). The perception of risks relating to online 
channels, by contrast, results directly in a decrease in online channel use (Lee and 
Jung 2020; Madden et al. 2017; Montoya-Weiss et al. 2003) and greater use of alter-
native channels such as brick-and-mortar stores (Chiu et al. 2011; Kukar-Kinney and 
Close 2010). However, arising from the COVID-19 pandemic and associated threats 
such as danger of infection, other channel risks like human contact gain importance 
and consumers´ channel choice becomes health-related behavior (Eckl and Lin-
genfelder 2021; Wang et al. 2021a). For instance, Wang et al. (2021a) showed that 
perceived susceptibility to COVID-19 combined with the perceived severity of the 
virus positively influences the value of channels that do not involve human contact.

Channel costs may be monetary or non-monetary. Customers tend to consider 
costs in time, money and effort for access to or the use of channels to be lower for 
channels that can be accessed remotely (Lipowski and Bondos 2018). For instance, 
expense of time and money on traveling, which is influential in channel choice 
(Chocarro et  al. 2013; Oppewal et  al. 2013; Sousa et  al. 2015), is generally not a 
factor in use of the internet or call centers (Venkatesan et  al. 2007). Accordingly, 
Kollmann et al. (2012) find that online channels cannibalize brick-and-mortar stores 
if customers perceive the latter as being too far away. However, online shopping 
might entail delivery costs or costs of waiting for the delivery to arrive (Chinta-
gunta et al. 2012). Switching costs may result from implicit or explicit in-channel 
lock-ins including incompatibility between channels, requiring the customer to learn 
the new channel’s structure (Dholakia et  al. 2005), low levels of channel integra-
tion (Shen et al. 2018), and satisfaction with the current channel (Falk et al. 2007). 
Sonderegger-Wakolbinger and Stummer (2015) found that the opportunity to switch 
is a determining factor of channel choice along the customer journey. In addition to 
lower channel costs, numerous studies have shown that online channels in particular 
are associated with special offers and bargains (Huang et al. 2017), which may lead 
price-conscious customers to prefer them at the purchasing stage (Arora et al. 2017; 
Schneider and Zielke 2020).
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4.1.2  Customer needs

The relative importance of channel characteristics to a customer depends in large 
part on that customer’s needs.3 For instance, customers whose needs for customer 
service or comfort prompt a wish to interact with sales staff will tend to visit a phys-
ical store (Kazancoglu and Aydin 2018). If they want to compare prices easily (i.e. 
convenience-seeking) or require a large range (i.e. variety seeking), they will tend to 
use online channels (Boardman and McCormick 2018; Cervellon et al. 2015; Santos 
and Gonçalves 2019).

We find two general types of customer needs within the channel choice litera-
ture: utilitarian and hedonic needs (see, for example, Blázquez 2014; Boardman and 
McCormick 2018; Cervellon et  al. 2015; Heitz-Spahn 2013; Pookulangara et  al. 
2011b) (see Table 4). Utilitarian needs include rationally-driven customer require-
ments for an improved utility of the customer experience, such as savings in time 
or money. Such needs appear as a means to an end and are primarily cognitive, 
functional and instrumental in character (Babin et  al. 1994; Childers et  al. 2001). 
Hedonic needs relate to the potential entertainment and enjoyment resulting from 
the shopping experience and thus are more affective and multi-sensory (Childers 
et al. 2001; Holbrook and Hirschman 1982). With regard to channel choice, we clas-
sify needs such as the need for information or customer service, convenience-seek-
ing, the need for touch, cost avoidance, the need for comfort and redress-seeking as 
utilitarian needs, and enjoyment-seeking, variety-seeking, purchase proneness, and 
sustainability orientation as hedonic needs. Several studies suggest that the influence 

Table 4  Factors of channel choice investigated in the articles reviewed – 2. Customer needs

3 Other names for customer needs in the channel choice literature include “shopping motives” (Kim 
et al. 2019), “goals consumers pursue” (Gensler et al. 2012), and “value-in-use that customers seek in 
their interactions” (Barwitz and Maas 2018).
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of utilitarian needs on channel choice is greater than that of hedonic needs (Blázquez 
2014; Cervellon et al. 2015; Hallikainen et al. 2019; Pookulangara et al. 2011a).

A need for information leads to the use of multiple channels for searching (Hu 
and Tracogna 2020; van Nguyen et al. 2022) and the switching of channels between 
pre-purchase and purchase (webrooming and showrooming; Maggioni et al. 2020; 
Sands et al. 2016), driven by the customer’s wish to gather as much information as 
possible by making use of various sources. Convenience-seeking explains the use 
of mobile channels for the pre-purchase stage, with the accessibility of smartphones 
giving them the aura of time- and energy-saving devices (Boardman and McCor-
mick 2018; Kim et al., 2019; Singh and Swait 2017). The need for comfort – that 
is, the social and emotional need for personal contacts to reduce perceived risks 
– correlates with the use of fewer channels along the customer journey and with the 
choice of brick-and-mortar stores in particular (Boardman and McCormick 2018; 
Schröder and Zaharia 2008). This accords with the common perception of offline 
channels as personal in character (Albesa 2007; Barwitz and Maas 2018; Hu and 
Tracogna 2020), but may change with the continuous rise of social networks, social 
media, and other channels providing for virtual human contact (Dalla Pozza 2014; 
Fiestas and Tuzovic 2021). The need for touch, likewise typically related to offline 
channels (Acquila-Natale and Iglesias-Pradas 2021; Cho and Workman 2011; Konuş 
et  al. 2008), may drive webrooming, with customers searching for information 
online, but visiting a store to assess a product’s quality and make any purchase that 
arises from the process (Lee and Jung 2020; Maggioni et al. 2020). Channel switch-
ing may also occur due to cost avoidance motives, which appear to lead customers 
to less personal and less interactive channels such as the internet (Barwitz and Maas 
2018; Boardman and McCormick 2018), notwithstanding the finding by Kukar-Kin-
ney and Close (2010) that waiting for sale or lower prices is one of the main reasons 
for online shopping cart abandonment and subsequent purchase in brick-and-mortar 
stores. For redress-seeking, a need unique to the after-sales stage, Miquel-Romero 
et al. (2020), Mattila and Wirtz (2004) and Frasquet et al. (2021) showed that cus-
tomers tend to visit interactive complaint channels such as brick-and-mortar stores. 
If dissatisfaction with a product is high, the importance of a channel’s convenience 
wanes and customers focus more on redress – a scenario that exemplifies the influ-
ence of customer needs on the relative significance of perceived channel characteris-
tics. Where a customer seeks only to “vent”, by contrast, they tend to choose remote 
channels such as email for complaints due to a desire for a convenient outlet for 
frustration and unhappiness that avoids confrontation with in-store staff (Mattila and 
Wirtz 2004).

4.1.3  Situational and contextual factors

In some situations, customers are not in a position to choose every channel they may 
ideally want (Chocarro et  al. 2013). Customers who generally prefer online chan-
nels may visit a store if they are experiencing poor internet connectivity or do not 
have their smartphone to hand. Those with offline preferences, meanwhile, may use 
the internet if they need an immediate solution to a task, such as the opportunity 
to avoid standing in line to buy a ticket for an imminently departing train (Cheng 
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and Huang 2014). Other customers may discount some channels from the outset due 
to not having the required facilities, such as credit cards for online shopping (Lu 
and Rucker 2006). Channel choice and cross-channel switching along the customer 
journey may therefore not always constitute intentional or planned behavior (Mag-
gioni et al. 2020). The proven influence of marketing campaigns and a customer’s 
social setting on channel choice is indicative of its potential dependence on context 
(Bilgicer et al. 2015). Situational and contextual factors, including time, place, com-
munication and channel availability (see Table 5), impact the opportunity and ability 
to use various channels, influencing customers’ choice of channel both directly and 
indirectly.

One situational factor identified in the channel choice literature is time, for 
instance with regard to the time of day, week or year. Park and Lee (2017) found 
use of mobile channels throughout the day due to their ubiquity and portability, but 
a concentration of desktop device use between typical working hours of 9 a.m. and 
6 p.m. (Park and Lee 2017). Time of day also has a direct impact on access to many 
brick-and-mortar stores due to opening hours (Chocarro et al. 2013). Other work has 
noted a preference for the internet over other channels during the months of Novem-
ber and December (Bilgicer et  al. 2015; Kalyanam et  al. 2017), which Kalyanam 
et al. (2017) attribute to the advantages of the online channel (no standing in line 
and no waiting time) during the holiday shopping season. A further dimension of 
time’s impact on channel choice relates to the requirements and motivations of cus-
tomers who have little time available; these consumers will focus on the speed of 
the process they can achieve by using a particular channel (Cheng and Huang 2014; 
Oppewal et al. 2013) and place greater emphasis on utilitarian needs such as con-
venience-seeking (Barwitz and Maas 2018). Unsurprisingly, a lack of time limits the 
number of channels utilized along the customer journey (Oppewal et al. 2013) and 
seems to promote the use of mobile devices (Wagner et al. 2020).

Table 5  Factors of channel choice investigated in the articles reviewed – 3. Situational and contextual 
factors
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Regarding place and social surrounding, it is shown that customers tend to adopt 
the same channels as their neighbors (local contagion) and as socio-demographi-
cally similar customers (homophily) (Bilgicer et  al. 2015). This effect, however, 
diminishes over time and is consequently particularly strong among new custom-
ers (Bilgicer et  al. 2015).4 Physical distance between a customer’s location and 
offline channels manifests to the customer as a transaction or access cost (Soysal and 
Krishnamurthi 2016), while proximity to brick-and-mortar stores will prompt a cus-
tomer to use them (Bilgicer et al. 2015; Soysal and Krishnamurthi 2016). Location 
may also impact the use of online channels due to regionally poor internet coverage 
or broadband connectivity (Fornari et al. 2016).

Communication, especially in the form of corporate marketing campaigns, is an 
important explanatory factor in channel choice behavior (Bilgicer et al. 2015). Pro-
motion of a specific channel via discounts, incentives, or similar may boost positive 
attitudes toward the channel’s use (Srisuwan and Barnes 2008) and accelerate chan-
nel adoption (Bilgicer et al. 2015; Sun et al., 2019; Venkatesan et al. 2007). Many 
studies indicate congruency between marketing campaigns and channel choice; 
a campaign conducted via emails, for instance, may engender increased customer 
willingness to choose an online channel as they already use a digital device to access 
the mail (Ansari et al. 2008; Bilgicer et al. 2015; Kalyanam et al. 2017; Mark et al. 
2019; Polo and Sese 2016).

Finally, and evidently, the availability of channels directly influences channel 
choice. Channel awareness refers to the customer’s knowledge of channels’ exist-
ence and those within her consideration set. The availability of infrastructure and 
ownership of required equipment, such as a PC, smartphone, and/or credit card, act 
as key enablers for most digital channels (Boulay et al. 2014; Lu and Rucker 2006; 
Madden et al. 2017).

4.1.4  Customer characteristics

Customer characteristics have an indirect influence on channel choice (see 
Table  6). In terms of the frequently studied variable of customer age, younger 
customers are more likely to use online channels along the customer journey than 
their older counterparts (see, for example, Brand et al. 2020; Keyser et al. 2015), 
and the pattern re-emerges in relation to mobile and other relatively innovative 
channels such as social media (examples are in Dorie and Loranger 2020; Singh 
and Jang 2022; Singh and Swait 2017). However, no customer chooses digital 
channels just because she is young. Instead, younger generations that have grown 
up with digital technologies have greater experience and confidence in their use 
(Lipowski and Bondos 2018); they also tend to perceive fewer risks in online 
channels (Li et  al., 2019). As a group, younger customers are more price-con-
scious and place less emphasis on privacy issues (Madden et  al. 2017), which 
factors further reduce their focus on perceived online channel risks and cre-
ate emphasis on needs such as cost avoidance. Very young customers, however 

4 For a comprehensive overview of the social influence on consumer behavior and, in particular, technol-
ogy adoption see Graf-Vlachy et al. (2018).
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– children aged 6 to 12  years – may view online channels critically and prefer 
offline channels for shopping (Boulay et al. 2014); this may be due to the greater 
importance of other needs, such as enjoyment-seeking, among this group, or to 
varying perceptions of channel attributes (for example, children may find physi-
cal stores easier to navigate than online channels), or to situational aspects which 
inhibit the use of certain channels, such as a lack of access to online payment 
options. Similarly, Alt et  al. (2021) found an inverse U-shaped relationship 
between age and choice of digital channels for very complex products such as life 
insurance. This can be explained by the lack of financial literacy and the result-
ing need for information among the youngest insurance customers and the lack of 
experience with digital channels and the resulting perception of channel risks by 
the oldest customers (Alt et al. 2021). These findings lend further support to the 
argument that customer characteristics influence channel choice only indirectly 
due to the diversity of needs, perceptions, situations, and contexts that character-
ize the approach of individual customers to a channel.

Beside customer age, socio-demographic factors identified in the channel choice 
literature include gender, income and education level, country and residence, house-
hold size and occupation. A customer’s country and residence influences channel 
choice in several ways, including the potential effect of cultural dimensions on cus-
tomer needs and consequently on channel selection (Ali et al. 2021; Hofstede et al. 
2010; Lu et al. 2018a; Park and Kim 2018), physical distance from offline channels 
(Lim et al. 2021; Sousa et al. 2015; Soysal and Krishnamurthi 2016), and availabil-
ity or otherwise of channels due to infrastructural conditions such as internet cover-
age or broadband connectivity (Fornari et al. 2016).

Table 6  Factors of channel choice investigated in the articles reviewed – 4. Customer characteristics
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Psychographic factors such as customer price consciousness, openness to innova-
tion, impulsiveness, and risk aversion serve in numerous studies to segment various 
types of multichannel and omnichannel customers (see, for example, Brand et  al. 
2020; Konuş et al. 2008; Maggioni et al. 2020; Sands et al. 2016; Sebald and Jacob 
2020). Hallikainen et  al. (2019), for instance, demonstrated that “digital channel 
enthusiasts” show high levels of innovativeness and low levels of technology-related 
insecurities. Keyser et al. (2015), by contrast, found innovativeness not to be a sig-
nificant covariate for the segmentation of multichannel customers. Similarly, the lit-
erature points to various differing effects of price consciousness, impulsiveness, and 
risk aversion on channel choice.

Consumers also diverge with respect to their relationship with the channel and 
with the vendor, both of which evolve and change over the customer’s lifetime and 
play an important role in channel choice. The level of customers’ experience with 
a channel (“channel experience”) receives the most mentions in the literature as a 
factor in channel choice, occurring in almost 40% of the articles reviewed (n = 47). 
The extent of existing channel experience lessens emphasis on the channel’s per-
ceived disadvantages, such as perceived risks (Xu and Jackson 2019b) and per-
ceived access, transaction and search costs (Kalyanam et  al. 2017; Konuş et  al. 
2014), as well as enhancing its perceived benefits, which might include convenience 
(Blázquez 2014) and media richness (Lipowski and Bondos 2018), and boosting 
customers’ confidence and sense of self-efficacy in their use of the channel (Chiu 
et al. 2011; van Dijk et al. 2007). Channel experience, then, can act as a facilitator or 
a barrier, particularly with regard to digital channels (Eckl and Lingenfelder 2021; 
Hallikainen et al. 2019; Sousa et al. 2015). Generally speaking, customers tend to 
use the channels with which they are experienced (Albesa 2007; Hu and Tracogna 
2020; Polo and Sese 2016). The level of channel experience a customer has can thus 
explain channel inertia (i.e. use of the same channel throughout the customer jour-
ney and lifetime) and the slow adoption of digital channels in relation to some sec-
tors (Frambach et al. 2007; Sousa and Voss 2012). For instance, Filotto et al. (2021) 
found that a lack of online experience among customers may be the most critical 
barrier to the adoption of internet banking. All this notwithstanding, in certain situ-
ations which may represent disruptions of the shopping process, such as the switch-
ing of retailers, customers may re-evaluate the benefits and costs of channels, and 
renounce previous habits (Li et al. 2017).

4.1.5  Characteristics of the product or service in question

Another category with indirect influence on channel choice is the characteristics of 
the product or service of interest (see Table 7). Customer needs, and the importance 
of perceived channel characteristics, vary in accordance with the pricing, involve-
ment, risk level, and complexity of the specific product or service in question (Guo 
et al. 2021; Kondo and Okubo 2022). Like customer characteristics, then, the type 
of product or service affects channel choice indirectly. Expensive products, for 
instance, motivate a higher need for information and risk reduction (Kakalejcík et al. 
2019; Xu and Jackson 2019a). The influence of involvement (Chocarro et al. 2013), 
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risk level (Heitz-Spahn 2013), and complexity (Keyser et al. 2015; Kim et al. 2019), 
each factors closely related to price, is similar. Customers interested in purchasing 
high-priced, risky or complex types of products or services, may frequently avoid 
channels associated with an inherent perception of risk, such as the mobile channel 
(Park and Lee 2017; Sun et al. 2019). Such products may also be associated with 
showrooming as customers try to satisfy their need for information and service by 
visiting brick-and mortar stores at the pre-purchase stage, but switch to online chan-
nels for the actual purchase (Daunt and Harris 2017; Guo et al. 2021; van Nguyen 
et al. 2022).

The literature on channel choice makes two sets of distinctions regarding types 
of products and services: they may be either “search” or “experience” goods (see, 
for example, Goraya et al. 2022), and additionally, along lines similar to those iden-
tifying divergent customer needs, either utilitarian or hedonic goods (cf. Eckl and 
Lingenfelder 2021; Singh and Swait 2017). Researchers (Lee and Jung 2020; Park 
and Lee 2017; Verhagen et al. 2019) find relatively greater needs for touch, informa-
tion, and customer service in relation to experience goods, which are those contain-
ing significant proportions of qualities that elude determination prior to their use 
and only emerge in the course of that use (Nelson 1970). Search goods – products 
whose major qualities are more amenable to ascertainment prior to use – appear to 
evoke fewer needs of this type. This said, the literature shows no clear effect of these 
qualities on channel choice, variously reporting a tendency for experience goods 
to be purchased online (Park and Lee 2017) and to cause webrooming (purchase 
offline; Lee and Jung 2020), while other authors note no significant trends in this 
respect (Chocarro et  al. 2013; Voorveld et  al. 2016). Similarly, no significant dif-
ference emerges between channel choices made for utilitarian and hedonic product 
purchases (Pookulangara et  al. 2011a; Singh and Swait 2017). Other product cat-
egories may be linked to customers´ channel choice. Chintagunta et al. (2012), for 
instance, found more frequent use of online channels for heavy or bulky items due to 
convenience-seeking and a tendency to visit brick-and-mortar stores for perishable 
goods, probably due to a high need for touch and necessity of immediate possession.

Table 7  Factors of channel choice investigated in the articles reviewed – 5. Product or service character-
istics
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4.1.6  Stage of customer journey

Several studies (e.g. Ali et al. 2021; Barwitz and Maas 2018; Frambach et al. 2007; 
Frasquet et al. 2015; Gensler et al. 2012) note strong variations in customer needs, 
and consequently in the importance of perceived channel characteristics, by the stage 
of the customer journey in question. High needs for information at the pre-purchase 
stage give way to an emphasis on cost and risk avoidance when it comes to purchase 
(Kollmann et al. 2012; Polo and Sese 2016; van Dijk et al. 2007), and factors such as 
redress-seeking may gain ascendance in the after-sales phase (Miquel-Romero et al. 
2020). These variations may motivate differences in channel choice. The types of 
channel switching along the customer journey which receive most attention in the 
articles reviewed are webrooming (cf., for example, Kim et  al., 2019) and show-
rooming (e.g. Schneider and Zielke 2020). Webrooming appears more prevalent 
(Frasquet et al. 2015; Guo et al. 2021; Schröder and Zaharia 2008; Zhai et al. 2017), 
in line with the typical characteristics of each channel; the pre-purchase stage may 
feature use of online channels for convenient and easy information-gathering, and a 
later switch to offline channels for making the purchase may be motivated by per-
ceived risk reduction and a desire to make use of the sensory and customer care 
benefits of brick-and-mortar stores (Herrero-Crespo et al. 2022). However, channel-
switching along the customer journey is not the typical case, especially in relation to 
non-complex and non-expensive types of product, with several studies finding use of 
the same channel for information-gathering and the subsequent purchase (examples 
are Cao 2012; Gensler et al. 2012; Noble et al. 2005; Oppewal et al. 2013). Even in 
an omnichannel environment, customers tend to be either online- or offline-focused 
throughout the pre-purchase and purchase stages (Acquila-Natale and Iglesias-Pra-
das 2021; Valentini et al. 2020). This inertia appears to fall away at the after-sales 
stage (Frasquet et  al. 2019; Keyser et  al. 2015; Miquel-Romero et  al. 2020), per-
haps due to a reduced importance of channel convenience and a greater emphasis 
on other channel attributes such as personal contact and interactivity in this phase 
(Miquel-Romero et al. 2020). This would also explain the frequent choice of phys-
ical stores and social media channels for complaints (Dalla Pozza 2014; Frasquet 
et  al. 2019; Miquel-Romero et  al. 2020). Interestingly, when customers choose a 
complaint channel for a second complaint after an unsatisfactory first attempt, they 
tend to switch channels again; probably to take advantage of synergy effects between 
the channels (Frasquet et al. 2021).

4.2  An integrated framework of channel choice

In an omnichannel environment, customers can choose the most efficient channel in 
accordance with its perceived utility in any situation (Gensler et al. 2012; Hosseini 
et al. 2018). The ultimate choice of channel depends on a number of directly and 
indirectly influential factors that often occur together and relate closely to and recip-
rocally impact one another; this calls for an integrated framework for the mapping 
of factors in channel choice (Gensler et al. 2012; Miquel-Romero et al. 2020). The 
conceptual framework we present here is fundamentally a Venn diagram illustrating 
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that customers´ channel choice is directly influenced by an interplay of perceived 
channel characteristics, customer needs and situational or contextual factors, and 
indirectly influenced by customer characteristics and product or service characteris-
tics (Fig. 3): Customers tend to choose channels whose characteristics give them the 
perceived ability to meet their needs (intersection between customer needs and per-
ceived channel characteristics; Cervellon et al. 2015; Noble et al. 2005). However, 
there are situations and contexts that limit or inhibit the selection of channels – such 
as time pressure and a lack of required devices—or highlight new channels – an 
example might be marketing campaigns (Chocarro et  al. 2013). Characteristics of 
customers and of products or services have a decisive influence on situational and 
contextual factors and on customers’ assessment of channel characteristics and of 
their needs.

5  Suggestions for future research

The literature on channel choice is driven by the need to understand customer 
behavior in a constantly evolving channel environment. Its underlying objective is 
to derive implications for businesses that offer more than one channel. To this end, 
several studies segment customers, to provide paths to appropriate adaptation of 
channel management and marketing strategies (see, for example, Cheng and Huang 
2014; Keyser et  al. 2015; Lee and Jung 2020). Others investigate the adoption of 
digital and mobile channels by customers for the purpose of understanding cross-
channel effects and switching of channels along the customer journey (e.g. Singh 
and Jang 2022; Yang et al. 2013). Research in this area now finds itself confronted 
with an ever-increasing array of possible channels and a proliferation of mobile 

Fig. 3  The conceptual framework
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devices that are driving the evolution of the multichannel environment into an 
omnichannel environment which remains under-researched in terms of the scene it 
sets for channel choice (Lemon and Verhoef 2016; Saghiri et al. 2017). Unanswered 
questions remain regarding factors of channel choice in this new environment and 
the management and marketing tactics arising therefrom (see Tables 3–7). Further, 
extant channel choice research focuses on a limited number of industries and coun-
tries, and its findings require validation via the introduction of other methods and 
research designs. In addition, the studies lack theoretical foundations and frame-
works. Against this backdrop, this section discusses the research agenda for factors 
of channel choice and potential areas for new research in this field.

5.1  Research agenda for factors of channel choice

Channel characteristics: We identified quality, convenience, risk, and cost as the 
principal characteristics of a channel in the channel choice literature. However, most 
studies investigate these characteristics separately (e.g. Arora et al. 2017; Oppewal 
et al. 2013), risking the omission or overlooking of possible interrelationships and 
spillover effects. A broader, more holistic view of channel characteristics would be 
desirable (Dennis et al. 2016; Rodríguez-Torrico et al. 2017; van Dijk et al. 2007). 
We are in need of further research classifying channels according to their similarities 
or dissimilarities in terms of characteristics; this would improve the effectiveness 
of channel management, enabling, for example, the discontinuation of channels that 
customers perceive as very similar to others and therefore as superfluous (Hosseini 
et al. 2018). Numerous studies highlight both positive (cross-channel synergies; see, 
for example, Fornari et al. 2016; Kumar et al. 2019; Verhagen and van Dolen 2009; 
Yang et al. 2014) and negative (cross-channel competition or cannibalization; e.g. 
Bilgicer et al. 2015; Li et al. 2017; Lim et al. 2021) cross-channel effects. A holis-
tic understanding of these effects along the customer journey could be of signifi-
cant benefit to channel management (Bilgicer et al. 2015; Dorie and Loranger 2020; 
Trenz et al. 2020; Yang et al. 2014).

Channel characteristics are constantly evolving alongside emerging new technol-
ogies and digital devices (Sands et al. 2016). Further research could, for example, 
examine the impact of virtual and augmented reality technologies such as virtual 
dressing rooms on perceptions of channel characteristics (Eckl and Lingenfelder 
2021; Kim et  al. 2021). We also note the changing role of some channels in the 
omnichannel environment; brick-and-mortar stores, for instance, are gaining in sig-
nificance for the pre- and post-purchase stages, but may be taking on a more com-
plementary role for the actual purchase (Fornari et al. 2016; Miquel-Romero et al. 
2020).5 In light of these shifts, the question emerges as to how retailers might adapt 
their assortment, prices and communications to channel-specific characteristics and 
the channels’ new roles while implementing effective omnichannel management in 

5 This appears to be the case notwithstanding the findings on webrooming cited above; webrooming is a 
phenomenon associated with channel switching, which remains relatively rare.
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the sense of providing a seamless and integrated multichannel experience (Blázquez 
2014; Singh and Jang 2022; Valentini et al. 2020).

Customer needs: The optimization of customer experience is an integral part of 
omnichannel management (Verhoef et al. 2015). Multi- and omnichannel businesses 
require an understanding of both utilitarian and hedonic needs. Some traditional 
benefits of specific channels, such as human contact and immediate quality evalu-
ation in physical stores, are becoming less clearly defined and less unambiguously 
attributable (Hallikainen et al. 2019); social media, for instance, provide interactivity 
and human contact and thus meet customers’ need for comfort (Dalla Pozza 2014). 
Future research should investigate the influence of emerging channels and technolo-
gies on the fulfillment of customer needs (Dalla Pozza 2014; Lee and Jung 2020), 
and specifically the influence of perceived benefits of the online channel (includ-
ing vast ranges, customer-centeredness, ease of use) on customer needs in general, 
as perceptions of online channels’ benefits may conceivably spill over to custom-
ers’ needs and expectations when using other channels (Santos and Gonçalves 2019; 
Verhagen et al. 2019).

While utilitarian needs tend to have a greater influence on channel choice than 
hedonic needs, the investigation of the latter may gain significance as the proportion 
of product and service types offered through a variety of channels rises (Lee and 
Jung 2020). Future research should therefore seek to ascertain any differences in the 
impact of hedonic needs on channel choice among industries or countries (Cervellon 
et al. 2015; Koistinen and Järvinen 2009; Noble et al. 2005). In our time of climate 
crisis and heightened ecological consciousness, needs such as sustainability orien-
tation are likely to acquire prominence and require corresponding attention from 
researchers (Cervellon et al. 2015).

Situational or contextual factors: Situational factors are difficult for businesses to 
influence, which makes it all the more important that they understand their potential 
impact on channel selection so they can adapt their channel management accord-
ingly (Chocarro et  al. 2013). One example in this regard might be the finding by 
Koistinen and Järvinen (2009) that customers preferred specific channels (such as 
marketplaces) for their grocery purchases on weekends due to their hedonic char-
acteristics. Whether the day of the week or the season of the year influence channel 
choice in general, however, remains unclear (Bussière 2011). Future research could 
examine such potential differences more closely and generalize the findings for other 
sectors. A further notable research gap relates to communication, more specifically 
to the impact of (electronic) word of mouth on channel selection (Bilgicer et  al. 
2015; Kim et al. 2019). The ever-evolving infrastructure, accessibility, and afford-
ability of digital devices may also be driving change in channel choice behavior 
(Frasquet et  al. 2015; Singh and Swait 2017; Wagner et  al. 2020). We encourage 
researchers to identify the sectors in which digital devices complement established 
channels along the customer journey and those in which the former act more as 
substitutes for the latter (Singh and Swait 2017; Voorveld et al. 2016). The current 
COVID-19 pandemic and the associated measures have exercised a major influence 
on channel choice behavior and served as an object lesson in the power of situational 
factors; social distancing and lockdowns, for instance, push up the access costs of 
brick-and-mortar stores (Wang et al. 2021a). There is clearly much research to be 
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done into the pandemic’s short- and long-term impact on channel choice (Filotto 
et al. 2021; Frasquet et al. 2021; Kondo and Okubo 2022).

Customer characteristics: Socio-demographic and psychographic characteristics 
of customers find entry into most studies on channel choice, as either independent 
or control variables. However, the studies do not speak with one voice on the impact 
of gender, education level, income level, household size, openness to innovation, 
and impulsiveness on channel choice. It would be of benefit to the field for future 
research to empirically identify any sectors within which these factors have a signifi-
cant influence on channel choice and may therefore help inform customer segmenta-
tion (Boardman and McCormick 2018; Dalla Pozza et al. 2018; Sebald and Jacob 
2020). In terms of customer location, the question remains as to whether global 
design or local adaptation of channel strategies is preferable in the light of differ-
ences in customer needs (Korgaonkar and Karson 2007; Lu et al. 2018a; Sebald and 
Jacob 2020).

Customer characteristics also involve the customer’s relationship with channels 
and with the vendor. We perceive a need for research into ways to enhance the extent 
of customers´ experience with a channel as one of the major factors of channel 
choice (Hu and Tracogna 2020; Xu and Jackson 2019b) and for analysis of cross-
channel experience spillovers (Gensler et al. 2012). While some studies investigated 
how channel choice evolves over time (see, for example, Valentini et al. 2011), we 
are as yet without an updated and omnichannel perspective (Hu and Tracogna 2020). 
Additionally, with regard to relationship with the vendor, the role of brands in chan-
nel choice behavior remains unclear despite its potential importance (Boardman and 
McCormick 2018; Cervellon et al. 2015; Frasquet et al. 2015; Korgaonkar and Kar-
son 2007). Practitioners would further benefit from studies on the differential impact 
of marketing campaigns on new or existing customers in terms of their susceptibility 
to persuasion to adopt a particular channel (Valentini et al. 2011).

Product or service characteristics: The distinctions between types of product 
or service that are examined in some work on channel choice (i.e. “search” versus 
“experience” goods, utilitarian versus hedonic goods) do not result in clear evi-
dence. The result is a need for future research to examine possibilities for higher-
quality segmentation criteria with regard to channel choice for a range of types of 
product and service (Chang et al. 2017; Frasquet et al. 2015; Gensler et al. 2012; 
Heitz-Spahn 2013; Kondo and Okubo 2022; Pookulangara et al. 2011a); such work 
has the potential to inform businesses’ omnichannel management. One criterion for 
segmentation might be the level of customer´s involvement with the product (Arora 
and Sahney 2018; Gallant and Arcand 2017; Konuş et al. 2008), although the num-
ber of studies investigating the impact of involvement level on channel choice is low 
(they include Chocarro et al. 2013; Frasquet et al. 2015; Voorveld et al. 2016).

5.2  Research agenda for theories, contexts, and methods

This section is based on the TCM (i.e. theories, contexts, and methodology) 
framework introduced by Paul et al. (2017). It first details the research agenda for 
omnichannel management with regard to theories, before proceeding to examine 
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current gaps and needs in relation to two fundamental contexts of research in the 
field, location (country) and business sectors. Finally, it notes potentially promising 
methodologies in this context.

In line with Mishra et  al. (2021), we find that the multi- and omnichannel lit-
erature lacks theoretical foundations and models. Only a small number of articles 
on customers´ channel choice specifically indicate the application of theories (e.g., 
Pookulangara et al. 2011a, 2011b). However, these theories often fail to provide a 
holistic picture of customers´ channel choice. For instance, multi-attribute util-
ity theory delivers theoretical foundations for the investigation of channel choice 
behavior, suggesting that customers choose channels along their customer journey 
in accordance with the utility they expect from them. However, this theory does 
not account for other important determinants of channel choice, such as situation, 
context, and customer characteristics, and consequently requires modification (Mag-
gioni et al. 2020). We would encourage future research in this area to extend such 
established theories or develop new models and frameworks for an improved the-
oretical understanding of customers´ channel choice. Another area within which 
future research might broaden its horizons relates to the channels the studies con-
sider. Despite the variety of channels in existence, a significant proportion of the 
studies reviewed (n = 47) persists in distinguishing only between online and brick-
and-mortar formats (see, for example, Bilgicer et  al. 2015; Kollmann et  al. 2012; 
Wang et  al. 2016). The fact that only 22 studies (about 17% of all articles) focus 
exclusively on omnichannel management accentuates the necessity of extending the 
research vista on channel choice. Some studies call for the inclusion of social media 
and social networks in this work (Lee and Jung 2020; Miquel-Romero et al. 2020; 
Polo and Sese 2016; Singh and Swait 2017).

The major portion of the articles reviewed is from the U.S. (n = 34), China 
(n = 13), and Western Europe (U.K.: n = 10; Spain = 10; Germany: n = 9). The com-
plete absence of studies from Africa or South America (apart from three studies 
from Egypt; Ali et  al. 2021; Hussein and Kais 2021; Mahrous and Hassan 2017) 
stands in sharp contrast to these figures. Research in emerging countries and com-
parison with developed markets would appear to constitute a pressing need in view 
of the rising prevalence of new technologies and channels in these areas (Dalla 
Pozza et al. 2018; Mahrous and Hassan 2017). Several studies wish to see cross-cul-
tural and transnational research done in this area (e.g. Frasquet et al. 2015; Mattila 
and Wirtz 2004; Sebald and Jacob 2020). Although there are some cross-industry 
studies on channel choice (examples are Kim et al. 2019; Verhagen et al. 2019), a 
holistic comparative study across various industrial and service sectors has yet to 
take place (Barwitz and Maas 2018; Jerath et al. 2015). The current literature largely 
excludes some types of product, such as cars and other vehicles. Many studies high-
light the need for validation of their findings in other sectors and for other product 
categories in order to ascertain their generalizability (e.g. Chiou et  al. 2017; Lee 
and Kim 2009; Santos and Gonçalves 2019). A particular gap appears to relate to 
research on experience goods (Cao 2012; Kim et al. 2021; Trenz et al. 2020). Addi-
tionally, future research is encouraged to examine the whole customer journey to 
expand the extensive literature on channel switching between the pre-purchase and 
the purchase stage (Eckl and Lingenfelder 2021; Hussein and Kais 2021).
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In terms of methodology, most studies in our review are quantitative (n = 110), 
primarily using surveys; a number of articles (n = 25) call for the validation of their 
findings via longitudinal studies and an extended data collection period (see, for 
example, Hu and Tracogna 2020; Sun et al. 2020). A long-term examination of cus-
tomers’ channel use would promote a holistic understanding of evolving patterns 
along the customer journey and support the analysis of trends (Frasquet et al. 2015; 
Gensler et al. 2012). Several studies (such as Jerath et al. 2015; Kukar-Kinney and 
Close 2010) highlight the potential of new data bases such as clickstream data and 
transcripts of telephone conversations. Experimentally-based methods or mixed 
methods designs may assist in the exploration and augment the understanding of 
causal relationships around channel choice behavior; mixed-methods approaches in 
particular appear to have considerable capacity to uncover the customer perspective 
in an omnichannel environment and validate previous findings (Shen et  al. 2018). 
Replicating existing studies in additional contextual environments and with different 
or extended samples is highly recommended (Block and Kuckertz 2018; Jebarajakir-
thy et al. 2021; Wang et al. 2013).

6  Conclusion

The present study conducted a systematic literature review to the end of identifying 
the factors involved in channel choice which appear in the scientific literature on this 
topic over the last two decades. The review sought to enhance our understanding of 
customer behavior in multi- and omnichannel environments – a vital factor in suc-
cessful omnichannel and customer experience management (Verhoef et  al. 2015). 
For the review, we retrieved 128 papers from three bibliographic databases, namely 
EBSCO Host, Scopus and Web of Science, and carried out descriptive and qualita-
tive analysis on them using an inductive coding approach. The descriptive analysis 
indicates that the recent move from multi- to omnichannel environment has given 
notable impetus to customer channel choice research; over 60% of the papers on 
channel choice we examined in this review were published in the last six years (to 
May 2022) and this body of work continues to grow at a rapid rate. What remains 
missing, in view of the limitation of most studies to specific contexts (such as 
industries, countries, considered channels or customer journey phases), is an inte-
grated understanding of the customer perspective on channel choice. This SLR, 
in attempting to synthesize and aggregate the current literature on channel choice, 
has uncovered 66 different factors of customers´ channel choice, each assignable to 
five broader categories. It shows that an interplay of perceived channel characteris-
tics, customer needs, and situational or contextual factors influences chancel choice 
behaviors directly, and customer characteristics and product or service characteris-
tics influence them indirectly. Alongside its presentation of an integrated conceptual 
framework comprising these relationships, this study has detailed a comprehensive 
agenda for future research into the omnichannel environment with regard to theo-
ries, contexts, and methods, with a particular emphasis on factors of customers´ 
channel choice.
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The integrated conceptual framework of customers´ channel choice proposed in 
this review and our recommendations for potential future research contribute to the 
literature in this field by advancing knowledge around customer behavior for aca-
demia and practitioners, providing a systematic overview of the impact of various 
factors on channel choice, and precisely formulating over 50 unanswered questions 
for research going forward (see Tables 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7). For managers, the findings of 
the review give important insights into customers´ channel choice behaviors, occa-
sioning opportunities for the improvement of customer experience and omnichannel 
management. First, these findings indicate that channel choice is a highly complex 
process to which a variety of different factors are material. If managers wish to influ-
ence channel choice or switching behavior, they have to acknowledge this multidi-
mensional nature of the phenomenon. For instance, simply improving characteristics 
of a channel, such as service quality and ease of use, may not result in increased use 
of that channel by customers or in switching, due to the influence of other significant 
factors such as customer needs or situational circumstances. Second, our study sug-
gests that the influence of customer and product or service characteristics on channel 
choice is indirect only. This would imply that managers seeking to improve chan-
nel management procedures should place greater weight on understanding the fac-
tors that are directly influential in channel choice. For customer segmentation on the 
basis of channel choice, for instance, managers will require a comprehensive under-
standing of differences in customer needs if they are to tailor channel strategies in 
accordance with these needs and improve customer experience. Several studies on 
channel choice strongly advise companies against eliminating traditional brick-
and-mortar channels in order to avoid alienating customer segments with a high 
need for touch or need for comfort and to take account of product types that cause 
customers to emphasize specific channel characteristics such as staff support and 
immediate product availability (examples of such studies are, Acquila-Natale and 
Iglesias-Pradas 2021; Miquel-Romero et  al. 2020; Singh and Jang 2022). Finally, 
while omnichannel management includes the synergetic management of channels 
and touchpoints, the heterogeneous findings of the studies included in this review 
suggest that there is no such thing as a one-size-fits-all channel strategy. The differ-
ing characteristics of the various channels address distinct customer needs and point 
to differences in suitability for various situations and contexts. For instance, mobile 
channels (i.e. smartphones and tablets) often find use for pre-purchase tasks, while 
the traditional online channel (i.e. stationary devices) may serve to make the actual 
purchase due to the availability of a larger screen size and fewer security concerns. 
As a consequence, managers should facilitate easy device switching along the cus-
tomer journey and adapt their online content to various sizes of screen and other 
device characteristics (Haan et al. 2018).

This review is the first study to date to provide a systematic overview of the cur-
rently existing body of knowledge on customers´ channel choice; more generally, 
it is one of the first SLRs on multi- and omnichannel-related topics to center the 
customer´s point of view. Notwithstanding this contribution to the research land-
scape, the review is subject to some limitations. First, we had to restrict the search 
strings to specific terms such as “channel,” although articles falling within our cri-
teria may have used other denotations (an example might be “interaction choice” 
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(Barwitz and Maas 2018)), meaning we potentially missed some relevant work. This 
said, a SLR does not seek to identify every single article that has been published on 
a topic, but rather to create a relatively – as opposed to absolutely – complete cen-
sus of relevant literature for the acquisition of a comprehensive, multi-dimensional 
perspective on the issue at hand (Webster and Watson 2002). Further, the partially 
subjective character of the screening process limits the reproducibility of the final 
body of articles to be included in the review. To increase the validity and reliability 
of the selection process, three researchers independently evaluated the studies´ eli-
gibility. A further limitation appears in our finding that the current omnichannel lit-
erature still lacks a clear, concise and homogeneous definition of the term “channel”, 
which we would need if we are to aim at a consistent understanding of the concept 
(Wagner et al. 2020). We further note that, the processes of identifying determining 
factors of channel choice within the literature and assigning the factors to (sub-)cate-
gories were highly subjective due to the inductive method utilized for coding. Meta-
analyses could advance the statistical assessment of quantitative studies on channel 
choice and thus validate the findings of this review (Paul and Criado 2020). A final 
limitation we wish to mention is located in the future; the constant and rapid evolu-
tion of multi- and omnichannel management means that factors of channel choice 
are susceptible to change, creating a possible need for replication of the review at 
some point yet to be defined.

Appendices

Appendix A

See Table 8.
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