G Lt
) University

ENHANCING MULTICHANNEL RETAIL STRATEGY: THE ROLE OF
PRODUCT INFORMATION IN CHILDREN’S TOY CATEGORY

Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT

Master’s Programme in International Marketing Management, Master’s thesis
2023

Maria Ruusu

Examiners: Post-doctoral researcher Heini Vanninen

Professor Olli Kuivalainen



ABSTRACT
Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT
LUT School of Business and Management

Business Administration

Maria Ruusu

Enhancing multichannel retail strategy: the role of product information in children’s

toy category

Master’s thesis

2023

87 pages, 3 figures, 3 tables and 1 appendices

Examiners: Post-doctoral researcher Heini Vanninen & Professor Olli Kuivalainen
Keywords: Multichannel retail, cross-channel integration, e-commerce, and brick-and-
mortar store, online and offline channels, product information, toy product information,

advanced technologies.

The aim of this study was to investigate the role of product information in both online and
offline retail channels, focusing on the children’s toy category. It explores how customers
search for product information, identifies the key attributes of toy product information, and
proposes technologies for integrating product information across multiple channels. The
qualitative research was conducted using exploratory method and abductive reasoning. The
empirical data was collected through six semi-structured interviews of the commissioner

company’s stakeholders and a survey.

The findings conclude and explain why product information is a key element of the
multichannel strategy, especially as part of the e-commerce. In addition, the findings
describe main toy product attributes online and discover factors that affect parent’s
purchasing decisions in physical stores. Lastly, technologies to integrate toy product

information across channels were recommended.
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Tadmin tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli selvittdd tuotetiedon roolia sekd verkkokaupassa ettéd
kivijalkaliikkeessd keskittyen lasten lelukategoriaan. Tutkimuksessa tutkitaan kuinka
asiakkaat etsivdt tuotetietoja, tunnistetaan lelutuotetietojen keskeisid ominaisuuksia ja
ehdotetaan teknologioita tuotetietojen integroimiseksi kivijalkaliikkeisiin. Kvalitatiivisessa
tutkimuksessa kaytettiin tutkivia menetelmia ja abduktiivista paittelyd. Empiirinen aineisto
kerdttiin  haastattelemalla kuutta henkil6d toimeksiantoyrityksen sidosryhmista

puolistrukturoidulla haastattelulla ja ulkoisella kyselyll4.

Tulokset selittdvit miksi tuotetieto on monikanavaisen strategian keskeinen osa, erityisesti
osana verkkokauppaa. Liséksi havainnot kuvaavat tarkeimpid lelutuotteiden ominaisuuksia
verkossa ja 10ytdvdt tekijoitd, jotka vaikuttavat vanhempien ostopddtokseen
kivijalkamyymaildssd. Lopuksi suositeltiin teknologioita lelutuotetietojen integroimiseksi eri

kanavien vililla.
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1 Introduction

The topic of the thesis is intriguing because retailers are facing an entirely new shift and
revolution which is driving them more and more towards digital transformation and
advanced technologies (Grewal, Gauri, Roggeveen & Sethuraman 2021). To keep up with
the competition, retailers need to adopt a digital mindset without forgetting enchanting their
physical stores and improving customer experience (Pantano & Viassone 2015; Poncin, Ben
Mimoun 2014). At the forefront of the new revolution is multichannel integration and
product data. To achieve sustainable growth, through multichannel retailing, successful
integration is necessary (Verhoef et al. 2015; Zhang et al. 2010; Pantano & Viassone 2015).
There are various firms who are building or have already built new e-commerce stores and
other online channels such as mobile apps as well as social media strategy to support their
multichannel strategy. Hence, this leads to a greater competitive atmosphere where having
just independent multiple channels is not enough for firms (Verhoef et al. 2015; Zhang et al.
2010; Pantano & Viassone 2015). Therefore, this thesis explores and aims to understand the
role of product information through multichannel integration, in this case e-commerce site
and physical brick-and-mortar store. It focuses identifying key toy product information
attributes and what technologies could be used in-store to improve product information

search.

Firstly, a thorough literature review was conducted, and research questions were drawn to
understand the elements of multichannel and uncover multichannel consumer behaviour
patterns. To further the knowledge of customers who base their decisions on product
information, the research then turned to literature on exploring the value of product
information and product information search. Finally, to uncover innovative ways to get toy
product information into consumers' hands both online and offline, studies on retailer in-

store technologies were detected.

This thesis is written for a commissioner company, Kesko — K Group. K-Group is a Finnish
trade sector forerunner. They operate in three different business areas: grocery trade,

building and technical trade, and car trade. Kesko has a strong market position, and they



have 1,800 stores around Finland, Sweden, Norway, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland.

In 2022, Kesko’s yearly retail sales totalled 16 billion EUR (Kesko, 2023).

1.1 Background of the study & e-commerce market data analysis

Internet and technological innovations have made it easier for consumers to find more
information and purchase more goods and services in a faster manner regardless of the
location they are in. Consumers nowadays can search for more information on various
platforms, for instance, social media, in-store displays, company's website, and online
marketplaces (Deloitte 2014). This has created new business opportunities for retailers to
broaden their sales channels and increase their profitability. Therefore, e-commerce has been
a growing phenomenon in the past 21st century, at least amongst retailers. E-commerce can
be identified as “the purchase of goods or services over the internet (e-commerce, e-
shopping) for private use via any device (desktop, portable, tablet computer, mobile phone)

from enterprises (e.g. stores, travel agencies) and private individuals” (Eurostat 2022).

According to Eurostat (2023) report, already 91% of the population aged between 16 and 74
has used the internet. Whereas 68% of the total population in the EU aged between 16 and
74 years has bought or ordered products online during the last 12 months (Eurostat 2022).
This means that traditional shopping habits have changed from traditional brick-and-mortar
shopping to using e-commerce platforms instead. Consequently, e-shopping has been
increasing significantly during the past 10 years, from 2012 (55% of e-shoppers) to 2022
(75% of e-shoppers), around 20 percentage points (Eurostat 2022). It is forecasted by Mordor
Intelligence (2023) that e-commerce businesses will grow from 599.,4 billion US dollars in
2023 to 880,7 billion US dollars in 2028. Major players still being Amazon, Zalando, Ebay,
Aliexpress, and Allegro (Mordor Intelligence 2023).

According to Eurostat reports (2022) and (2023), amongst shoppers who used the internet
for purchasing in 2022, 42% of them bought clothes and accessories for 3 months period.
Thus, clothes were the most common online purchases in 2022. 19% of e-shoppers
purchased deliveries from restaurants and 17% bought cosmetic products as well as beauty

and wellness products, 16% bought were furniture, home accessories or gardening products



(16%), and printed books, magazines or newspapers, and sports goods (excluding sports
clothing). These were also the most popular 5 product categories in 2022. In addition,
children’s toys and childcare items are 9th category based on the purchases made in 2022

(Eurostat 2023).

Due to Covid-19, toy sales erupted around 16% growth in the US in 2020 as specified by the
NPD report (2022) This was because people were spending more time at home and their
consumption habits changed from entertainment to buying more toys. In addition, the biggest
theme was to buy toys online because the average brick-mortar stores were not open at the
time. Both groups, brick-and-mortar retailers and pure play online retailers, outperformed
their toy sales. For brick-and-mortar stores the key successes were online as well as in-store
and curbside pick up options. The top toy categories were sports toys, summer seasonal toys,
games, dolls and accessories, and building sets (NDP 2022). Whereas US sales have grown,
the European numbers show that the toy sales for children has been declining in 2019 but
for kidults (12 year old and older) the sales have grown significantly. The Kidult segment
has grown from 2029 being represented as 24,5% of total toy sales to 28% of total toy sales
in 2022 (NDP 2023).

According to the BBC article (2022), since children's toys are impulse purchases, the
economic downturn has also been affecting and decreasing toy sales. Due to higher prices
and a decrease in spending habits, consumers are now more “price savvy” looking for
“choice and value”. Moreover, almost 1/3 of the shopper search information and compare
prices online or in-store before purchasing a toy before Christmas. These consumer behavior
shopping habits are one of the reasons why low-cost toy sales are decreasing. The article
also noted that also adults nowadays are buying more toys for themselves: “Analysts NPD
said more than one in four toys and games bought last year went to adults and teenagers.”
This is also something that retailers have to take into account when thinking of their toy

category target audience in online and offline platforms (Kevin Peachey, 2022).

Indeed, an article by Forbes came out in 2023, that there is a hidden trend around toy
category; Nowadays more and more elderly people are using games to socialize and better
their memory. Toy brand Hasbro has partnered with Ageless Innovation to create new and

old more senior-friendly popular games to target older people. Moreover, the toy category
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customers are usually — the parents or “the mom” but instead of buying toys only for their
children, parents are also seeking to support for the older generation and their parents. The
area for toys for the older population has been untouched previously, but in the future, more
and more brands might be interested in entering the “eldertainment” market says the Forbes

article (Forbes 2023).

In addition, Amazon has started to publish a new toy catalogue for the holiday season and
share those printed catalogues in their physical Whole foods stores as well as through email.
The catalogues consist of different varieties of toys that Amazon has in their e-commerce
stores and their product descriptions. Over utilization of Technology such as smartphones
has affected children's health in a negative manner and this way Amazon tries to bring back
more traditional ways to influence parents and their children in the retail sector. Since
Amazon is threatening to acquire more toy category market share from Target and Walmart,
both retailers have developed their own printed catalogues and Target has even built more
shelf place for toys in the holiday seasons. The strategy has worked for Amazon eventually
since it holds the highest position of online toy market share in the US. Also, they have the
highest sales of brands such as LEGO, Mattel, Hasbro, and Nintendo in 2017 (Zacks

Investment Research 2018).

Finland is the 38th largest e-commerce market, predicting revenue of 7203,8 million US
dollars. Based on the assumption of the EcommerceDB (n.d.) report, E-commerce sector in
Finland should increase by compound annual growth rate 8,1% between the years 2023-
2027, resulting in 9848,8 million US dollars in 2027. The three biggest product categories
being: electronics and media (24.6%), fashion (21.8%) and Toys, Hobby & DIY (20.2%)

(EcommerceDB n.d.).

The newest report from Kaupan liitto (2023, March 22) mentions that Finnish consumers’
online shopping has decreased by 6% in 2022 when compared to the previous years. Yet,
this can be due to the high inflation rates and economy downturn which decreases consumer

purchasing power overall and forces consumers to save more than spend.

Moreover, Finnish consumers are nowadays looking for less product information than in

previous years. Based on the article by Kaupan liitto (2023) in previous years 76% of
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consumers searched product information to support more expensive purchases; but now it is
only 65%. There could be many reasons for this behavioral shift, but the article concludes
that it could be based on the effect of influencer marketing to the consumer behavior, faster
decision-making via digitalization and expansion of social media platform buying (Kaupan
liitto 2023). However, this does not mean that product information can be forgotten overall.
Based on previous research, product information search is one of the biggest factors that
influence purchasing decisions (Soyeon et al. 2001; Jihyun and Park 2003;
Watchravesringkan and Shim 2003).

The growing e-commerce sector doesn’t mean that retailers can forget about brick and
mortar stores and more traditional offline channels. Multichannel consumers spend annually
more than four times as much as a consumer who only uses one channel. Companies that are
able to create a well-performing multichannel model improve their profit margins and can

keep sustainable revenue growth (Mckinsey&Company 2009, October 1).

Yet, creating sustainable growth and better margins doesn’t happen overnight. Retailers need
to be able to integrate their individual working channels: physical store, website, catalogues,
into an advantageous multichannel, in some cases omnichannel, strategy
(Mckinsey&Company 2009). This cannot happen if retailers are trying to add or replicate
the same product assortments to both online and offline channels. Instead, the retailers need
to integrate online and offline channels so that they keep their clear distinctive characteristics
while complimenting and supporting each other’s (Pantano & Viassone 2015) which
consequently leads to developing the company's brand equity and customer loyalty

(Mckinsey&Company 2009).

In this research, the importance of product information, specifically toy product information,
in retailer’s websites and physical stores has been reviewed. Previous research has shown
that product information is a major factor as part of online channels (Chandukala et al. 2014)
but is it as noticeable in physical stores, and if so, how can product information be effectively
transferred to the physical stores, and is it as important in toy category? To highlight these
research gaps, it is very accessible that more research is needed to be able to detect the

answers.
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1.2 The aim of the research & research questions

The principal areas of interest were product information related questions such as “Is a
product information important part of the multichannel strategy and why?”, “what type of
product information eases consumers’ choice in the toy category?” and “how can we migrate
the product information from the online e-commerce website to the offline physical retail

store environment?”’.

A key objective of this paper is to extend the existing knowledge of multichannel integration
and consumer behavior by identifying key product information attributes for the toy category
and exploring ways to bring toy product information effectually across e-commerce stores
and offline stores. The multichannel focus is on “traditional” physical retail stores and e-
commerce online shops since these channels are most widely used by retailers. This research
makes three important contributions to the literature on multichannel strategy and product
data integration.

(1) By collecting relevant literature from multichannel integration for retailers and
product information effects on multichannel retail strategy.

(2) To develop a framework that illustrates cross-channel product information
integration in online and offline environment and use a qualitative approach to
investigate and determine key product attributes for the toy category as well as
searching resolution on how to transfer product information to physical stores
effectively based on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with experts in different
fields.

(3) Based on our findings, relevant implications, and future research opportunities for

the evaluation of multichannel and toy information integration will be derived.

Formerly, past studies have investigated the effects of customer loyalty, promotions,
attitudes, categories as well as assortment in multichannel and online environments
(Shankar, Smith, Rangaswamy 2003; Jihyun & Park 2003; Byoungho & Jiyoung 2010; Van
Baal 2014). In addition, much of the research has focused on only certain product groups
and mainly on a single channel, either online or offline. Therefore, the objective of this thesis

is to examine channel extension integration and the role of information in online and offline
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in the perspective of product data, specifically toy product data by using a qualitative

research, semi-structured interviews and survey.

Based on the objective of this research, three main research questions were described:

1. How do consumers search and use toy product information across online and offline
channels?

2. What type of toy product information is most important for customers?

3. How to integrate toy product information in physical stores in a way that online and

offline channels complement and serve each other's.

1.3 Previous research

This chapter aims to describe the previous research found on multichannel integration,
advantages, and disadvantages for retailers as well as free-riding customer behavior. In
addition, product information search, toy category product information and innovations in

physical retail stores are shortly interpreted based on the literature review.

Multichannel strategy is considered to increase customer loyalty (Shankar, Smith,
Rangaswamy 2003; Jihyun & Park 2003; Byoungho & Jiyoung 2010; Van Baal 2014), and
communication and promotional opportunities (Byoungho & Jiyoung 2010). Retailers are
able to share more information through multiple channels and build awareness around their
brands (Byoungho & Jiyoung 2010; Deloitte 2014). Most importantly, multiple channel
strategy increases sales in online and offline channels (Jihyun & Park 2003; Deloitte 2014;
Kumar and Venkatesan, 2005).; Van Baal 2014; Reichheld & Schefter 2000).

For instance, Deloitte’s report (2014) identified that by being present across multiple
channels, retailers can increase their sales in-store and overall total sales. The effects are
believed to occur because by having multiple channels, retailers can increase their product
awareness built through different channels. It can be argued that “awareness generated
through websites, apps, can online marketplaces create a positive effect across all sales

channels, not just online” (Deloitte, 2014).
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There are a few factors that multichannel retailers need to conquer: website design and
product information. Easy to read and clear websites make customers more engaged which
then affects the opinions towards the retailer (Richard 2005). If attitudes towards a website
are positive, that also simultaneously affects the attitudes towards a retailer which then might
increase customer loyalty and purchase (Byoungho & Jiyoung 2010; Soyeon et al. 2001).
Whereas product information search is seen as one of the most principal factors that
influence consumer purchasing behaviors (Soyeon et al. 2001; Jihyun and Park 2003;
Watchravesringkan & Shim 2003). The greater the number of people who search for product
information, the more likely the product will be bought (Chandukala et al. 2014). Therefore,

product information is a very important aspect of multichannel strategy.

A challenge that firms nowadays face is the shift in customer patterns. Due to increasing e-
commerce opportunities and marketplaces online, consumers can internet surf and compare
information and prices easily which leads to a behavior called free riding (Heitz-Spahn 2013;
Van Baal 2014; Chiu, et al. 2011). To avoid continuous competition and free riding behavior,
cross-channel integration should be the key objective. There might be some short-term
decrease in performance due to short-term costs, when a firm adds another channel to the
multichannel mix (Zhang, Pauwels and Peng 2019). Yet, in the long-term, the firm has more
opportunities to grow profitably (Zhang, Pauwels and Peng 2019; Kumar, Mehra & Kumar
2019).

Free riding behavior usually occurs if a product has high financial value, or it is not as
frequently purchased (Heitz-Spahn 2013). Therefore, for example, groceries or food items
are bought regardless of free riding behavior (Moutusy, Dass & Malhotra, 2014).
Nevertheless, retailers must consider their product categories, competitive landscape, their
target customer groups, and what they want to achieve by having a multichannel strategy in

order to have a competitive advantage and conquer in the selected market.

Product information search helps consumers deal with uncertainty and make more informed
purchasing decisions (C Haridasan, Fernando & Saju 2021). Product information search can
be made using online or offline resources (Singh, Ratchford & Prasad, 2014). However,

search costs are much lower online since it is easier for consumers to compare information,
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for instance, price and functional product qualities (Sands, Ferraro & Luxton 2010;

Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000; Alba et al. 1997).

Search cost in online channel is low regarding price-related and non-sensory information,
whereas a search cost is high for sensory information (Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000).
On the other hand, in offline channels such as physical retail stores, search costs are low for
sensory information, however, might be higher for non-sensory information included
products. Physical stores are better at offering experimental feeling for consumers whereas
online websites are more used for product information search (Cheema and Papatla 2010;
Gallant and Arcand 2017). If consumers have positive attitudes towards internet use, they
tend to use internet search more (Gallant & Arcand 2017). However, if consumers want more
personal assistance, they tend to use physical stores for searching. Although the research by
Gallant & Arcand 2017 states that it would be good for retailers to communicate with their
customers via online sources too. This might be something that retailers could think about

employing in the future.

There isn't that much research around toy product information and what is the most important
information for consumers. Despite that, there were a few researches about the age
appropriateness of toys being is extremely important information (Richards et al. 2022). In
addition, there were a few researches on interactive displays, AR-plays, and product
catalogues in physical stores (Kiran & Mridula, 2015). The displays, for instance, engage
children which pressures parents to make purchases, because all in all, in physical stores,

children's toys are mainly impulse purchases (Kiran & Mridula, 2015).

Consumers nowadays are more demanding and want enjoyable shopping experiences when
visiting retail stores. Therefore, retailers are developing their online presence and advancing
technologies, yet strengthening more basic values such as sales staff interaction between
customers and logical store layout cannot be forgotten (Béckstrdm & Johansson 2017).
However, advantaged technologies such as augmented reality and smartphones as well as
multichannel marketing are bringing online and offline channels closer together (Poncin,

Ben Mimoun 2014).



16

New technologies have been proven to improve store environment and enchase customer
experience (Poncin, Ben Mimoun 2014; Zimmermann et. all 2022). There are many
technologies that retailers can use in-store to bring more value to customers and integration
between online and offline channels. These kinds of technologies are RFID tags called radio
frequency identification or shopping assistant systems based on the shopping trolleys or
customer smartphones such as “IBM Personal shopping assistant” and “mobile shopping
assistant” (Pantano & Naccarato 2010), digital price tags (William 2020) or QR codes
(Yoon, Namhee & Kim, Eun 2014; Holkkola, et all. 2023).

In the Table 1 below, is one of the main literature review types of research, the topics of the
research are taken from keeping in mind the objective of this thesis. To understand the
manyfold topics such as multichannel integration and how multichannel operations affect
customer behaviour as well as aspects of product information search and new technologies,
it was necessary to take a broader look when creating the literature review to draw a

connection between different topics.

Table 1 The main academic literature of the key topics used in this thesis.

Author(s)& year | Focus of the Theory / Method Findings
research Concept
Pantano & New Integration | SOR The findings suggest the
Viassone 2015 integrated of multiple | Model effective combination of
multichannel | channels multiple channels
retail settings managed by one retailer
& challenges
Heitz-Spahn 2013 | Cross- Free-riding | An online | Free riders mainly seek
channel free- | behavior survey & | to fulfill price
riding PCA comparison,
consumer convenience, and
behavior in a flexibility
multichannel
environment.
Byoungho & Evaluation Multichann | A mall Communication and
Jiyoung 2010 of online el intercept promotion were
store comparison | method evaluated more highly
attributes and and an for multichannel
and their customer online retailers than for pure e-
loyalty survey tailers.
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impacts on
e-loyalty
Pantano & Entertainme | Advanced Literature | Consumers have a
Naccarato 2010 nt in technologie [ review & | positive response of
retailing: s in retailing | analysis introduction to
The advanced technologies
advanced
technologies
Watchravesringka | Information | Internet A mail Internet information
n & Shim 2003 search and information | survey & | search intention was the
shopping search and | MANCOV | most significant
intentions shopping A& variable related to
through intentions ANCOVA | Internet shopping
internet for intention for apparel
apparel products.
product
Degeratu, Consumer Consumer | Longitudin | Sensory search
Rangaswamy & | choice choice al field attributes, particularly
Wu 2000 behavior in | behavior & | data & visual cues about the
online and information | Two-stage | product have lower
traditional search choice impact on choices
supermarkets model online, and factual
:search information (i.e., non-
attributes sensory attributes) have

higher impact on
choices online

1.4 Theoretical framework

Theoretical framework works as a roadmap which compiles the key concepts of the research

and shows the relationships between each concept. This framework aims to understand the

role of product information and integration between online stores and physical store in

multichannel environment. It is crucial to explore if product information for children's toys

can be transferred from online websites to the physical store using innovation and new

technologies or is it even necessary in general. That depends on how children’s parents make

purchasing decisions in-store and how toy information influences their decisions. The

problem is that physical stores have extremely limited shelf placements and lower stock

availability than e-commerce sites. Therefore, online and offline channels should operate

together and complement each other's. The main outcome is to improve customer experience
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instore through more detailed toy product information and at the same time answer the

research questions mentioned above.

Multichannel environment

Channel integration

Product information (i.e. toy

_ ) Online store Innovation Physical retail store
information)

\///

Figure 1. Theoretical framework

Key concepts of the research are multichannel environment, channel integration, product
information, online e-commerce store, physical retail store and innovations. The product
category that was selected to be implemented for this theoretical framework was children's

toys.

1.5 Definitions & key concepts

Multichannel retail refers to the adoption of various online and offline sales channels
including channels such as internet, catalog, television and traditional retail stores, to offer
customers an improved shopping experience, (Stone, Hobbs, & Khaleeli 2002; Iglesias-

Pradas and Emiliano 2023).

Omnichannel is characterized as ‘the synergetic management of the numerous available

channels and customer touchpoints, in such a way that the customer experience across
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channels and the performance over channels is optimized’ (Verhoef, Kannan, and Inman

2015; Hickman, Kharouf & Sekhon, 2020).

Online channel in this research is mainly used when referring to retailer’s e-commerce
stores but generally it can mean other channels that are based online platforms such as emails

and social media.

Offline channel in this research is mainly used when referring to retailer’s physical store or
brick-mortar store but generally it can mean other traditional channels that does not use

internet such as catalogues.

Utilitarian motives are identified as functional and more cognitive consumption driven
behavior, also products can be described as utilitarian such as hardware and software

computers (Heitz-Spahn, 2016).

Hedonic motives are more sensory driven, for example based on visual cues. Hedonic
products are purchased based on affective experiences ( 1.e. softness or smell) or for pleasure

(Heitz-Spahn, 2016).

Non-sensory information is identified as “non-sensory attributes, we mean those attributes
that can be conveyed reasonably well in words e.g., nutritional Z information”, for example

fat content of margarine. (Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000).

Sensory information is described as “those attributes that can be directly determined
through our senses, particularly, touch, smell, or sound, before we purchase the product, i.e.,

they are searchable sensory attributes” (Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000).

1.6 Delimitations and future research

There are some delimitations to this thesis. Firstly, the thesis is done by keeping in mind
what were the commissioner company’s objectives and their proposal. Therefore, the main

product category that has been subjected by this research is children's toys. However, there
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is not much research on children's toys in multichannel environment, or either on what are
the most interesting toy attributes amongst customers. Therefore, one of the research topics
is very narrow theoretically. However, toy category customer base and target segment is
very broad and consists of parents, children, and grandparents that might have different
experiences with using online and offline channels. This means that there is not any specific
demographic type that purchases children's toys, meaning that the target customer segment
is too big for generalization. Indeed, also children's toys are very different, there are some
toys that are more experimental like surfboards and fluffy toys, and some more logical like
games and puzzles. This research doesn’t consider differences in toys but takes a broader

look in respect to non-sensory and sensory information included toys.

The second limitation is the qualitative research method. The answers and interviews are
based on interviewees' feelings and opinions about the topic but in order to deepen the
research results there needs to be further investigation using quantitative methods. For
example, what is the relation or variation between non-sensory product information flow
between online and physical retail stores; is the search cost still high even though technology
can help to bring product information closer to the customer in physical stores. In addition,
the innovations suggested in this thesis need to be examined in physical stores to receive the

results on how effective these different technologies are in physical stores.

The final limitation faced when doing the thesis was very limited research on the topic of
product data integration to the physical stores. There is a lot of research around multichannel
and omnichannel strategies but a very limited amount regarding product information
integration. Therefore, the methodology that was selected for this thesis was exploratory due
to the previous theoretical background being very deficient. Exploratory research methods

hopefully open the topic for further research in the future.

1.7 Research methodology and data collection plan

This thesis aims to answer the research questions and build a systematic review of
multichannel retailing in the context of product information integration in-store. Systematic

reviews focus on the “identification, evaluation, and interpretation of relevant research
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questions or phenomenon of interest on a particular area” (Busalim & Hussin, 2016).
Another objective for this thesis is to explore further research topics and embark on more
future research in this topic since retailers need to understand and undertake a technology

mindset in order to succeed (Mckinsey&Company 2022, May 20).

Based on the literature review, the research design was decided, and statements were
formulated accordingly to support the data collection process and interviews. Since the topic
of this thesis includes many different subparts and the research problem was not clearly
defined and or supported by the previous theories, exploratory research methods were used.
Primary data were used when collecting data through qualitative in-person interviews as well

as surveys.

In this research, qualitative semi-structured questionaries were used, and six interviews were
conducted via Microsoft Teams. The interviews took around 1 hour with each expert. The
interviewees were chosen after careful consideration of their expertise in the research area.
Most of the interviewees were employed by K-Group in various roles. In addition, the toy
manufacturer’s representative was interviewed to get a broader view of the toy market
nowadays and acquire more comprehensive knowledge to answer the research questions of
this research. Interviews were conducted in Finnish and recorded. The Finnish interview
questions were put an Appendix 1. Later the interviews were transcribed and translated to
English to support the findings better. In addition, a survey was created to get a better
understanding of customers’ preferences on toy products and factors that affect their

decision-making in physical stores.

1.8 Structure of the research

The thesis includes five main chapters. Introduction chapters consist of the background of
the study including e-commerce market data, research gaps, and questions, preliminary
literature review, theoretical frameworks, delimitation, methodology, and plan as well as

structure of this research.
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First part of the literature review includes a comprehensive view of multichannel operations
and gathers knowledge around the advantages and disadvantages of multiple channels for
retailers. It describes customer behavior patterns in a multichannel environment relating to

different product categories as well as considers the cross-channel integration effects.

The second part of the literature review consists of product information search and
information about toys category: toy market analysis, future trends, and important product
attributes. Lastly, the final literature review chapter includes previous research about what
works in the physical stores, new technologies and innovations. The chapter reviews
different researches on technologies that can be used instore to bring more in-depth product

information to the hands of customers. Thus, innovations such as QR codes are introduced.

Last three chapters introduce the research method part as well as the research results. The
third part describes the research design and methodology used. The fourth chapter consist of
important empirical findings of this theses. The last chapter includes the discussion of the
answers to the research questions, conclusion, limitation, and further research topics for
proposal are also suggested. The chapter also briefly discusses the recommendations for

retail management based on the thesis findings.
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2 Literature review

The second chapter describes the literature review part of the thesis. The key points are to
systematically review different research in order to understand multichannel; the term,
shoppers' behavior through multiple channels, positive and negatives, and why it is so
important for retailers nowadays. In addition, the chapter aims to understand the importance
of product information to retailers as well as what toy information attributes are the most
necessary to their target group. Lastly, the chapter assesses the literature around the physical
store environment and aspects that are still important to the customers as well as technologies

that can be used to bring more product information to the physical stores.

2.1 Multichannel strategy — does it matter?

It is very critical for firms to understand multiple channels, their advantages and
disadvantages, and what factors affect a customer's shopping journey across different online
and offline platforms in order to be able to utilize the benefits of a multichannel strategy.
Effective multichannel marketing involves the integration of traditional and online
marketing efforts which aim to enhance customer value through successful customer
relationship management (Duffy & D.L 2004; Neslin et al. 2006) Therefore, multichannel
retailers can be identified as retailers who use more than one channel or medium, including
channels such as internet, catalog, television and traditional retail stores (Stone, Hobbs, &

Khaleeli 2002).

Prior studies have shown that firms that use multiple channels, experience increased
customer loyalty (Shankar, Smith, Rangaswamy 2003; Jihyun & Park 2003; Byoungho &
Jiyoung 2010; Van Baal 2014), better communication and promotional opportunities
(Byoungho & Jiyoung 2010) and essentially, boost in offline and online purchases (Jihyun
& Park 2003; Deloitte 2014; Kumar and Venkatesan 2005).; Van Baal 2014).

Multiple channels allow firms to share information more extensively and communicate

personally which concludes in building better relationships with their customers (Byoungho
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& Jiyoung 2010; Kumar. and Venkatesan, 2005). Hence, greater relationships and attitudes
towards retailers signify that consumers are more likely to search for product information
from a retailer's website (Jihyun & Park 2003). Moreover, based on various research,
information search ultimately is the strongest predictor of online purchase intention (Soyeon
et al. 2001; Jihyun and Park 2003; Watchravesringkan and Shim 2003). Furthermore,
research by Chandukala et al. (2014) highlighted that a good implication of how much sales
growth a certain product will receive in the future is to calculate how many people have been

searching for the product on the internet.

The research by Byoungho and Jiyoung (2010) uncovered that promotional incentives, such
as sales coupons, performed better with multichannel retailers than only one channel e-
retailer. This is based on the assumption that multichannel retailers have higher financial
resources and a broader network to execute sales campaigns in various channels and
subsidiaries. Yet, promotional activities did not increase customer loyalty. However, the
research by Byoungho and Jiyoung (2010) implied that merchandising information such as
assortment and product information, security/privacy, website design (pleasing atmosphere
and easy to use website), improved multichannel retailers customer loyalty. In fact,
merchandising information, and website security “were found to be the two most important
contributors to e-loyalty". (Byoungho & Jiyoung 2010) Thus, as a result of high online
customer loyalty and commitment, online retailers will experience more profitable growth
in the long term due to continuous customer spending and reduction of customer acquisition

and operating cost (Reichheld and Schefter 2000).

Moreover, having a clear and structured website and information easily accessible, increases
consumer engagement and makes purchasing decisions easier for consumers (Richard 2005).
However, if the web design or website is not satisfactory from the perspective of consumers,
the research from Soyeon et al. (2001) states that consumers might not end up purchasing
goods and services if they have unfavorable reactions towards the site, and it has nothing to
do with the lack of interest in retailer’s distribution channel. On the contrary, the research
by Heitz-Spahn (2013) suggests that websites and store design are not the multichannel
shoppers’ key behavior drivers when it comes to deciding the right channel to shop. Thus,

even though website design is imperative in order to find information easier and faster, it
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seems to not be the most principal factor to motivate multichannel consumers to make

purchases on certain retailers' websites.

According to Van Baal (2014) harmonization of marketing variables (depicted image, price,
and assortment) across retailer’s multiple channels, increases customer retention and
customer loyalty which in the long leads to growth in sales. This happens because customers
frequently search for information from one channel to other channels owned by the same
company. Usually, customers use one channel to gather information and another channel for
purchasing, and if the customers encounter content from one channel that doesn’t fulfill their
expectations, they are more likely to switch to the competitor's website and less likely to buy
from the same company. Thus, if marketing factors are not synchronized successfully
“searching in one channel makes purchasing in another channel less desirable” (Verhoef et
al. 2007). However, there might be some downturn in harmonizing the marketing activities
of multiple channels because conversely it also increases channel cannibalization which can
reduce anticipated sales in the distribution system (redirecting sales to some other retailers'

channel) (Van Baal 2014).

Furthermore, there are some inconsistencies in assorted studies about the performance of
multiple channels and some research notify that the multichannel strategy do not necessarily
perform better than single channels strategy (Heitz-Spahn 2013). Nowadays consumers can
freely and easily collect, search and compare information between different channels and for
example, choose a firm that offers products at a much lower price. Basically, this type of
cross-channel free-riding behavior has negative effects on multichannel retailers (Heitz-
Spahn 2013) since cannibalization increases due to channel harmonization (Van Baal 2014;
Steinfield 2004). This behavior phenomenon can lead to sales being redistributed to different
retailers (company B) even though consumers were searching for a product from other
retailers' websites (company A) (Chiu, et al. 2011; Van Baal 2014; Kumar, Mehra & Kumar
(2019).

Table 2 shows the opportunities and challenges for multichannel retailers based on the
literature. However, table 2 is very introductory since it doesn’t take into account the

retailers’ business model, products, or competitive landscape. It varies a lot depending on
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what type of business retailers have and what their operational environment is. Based on

that, the correct multichannel strategy can be set in place.

Table 2 Summary of advantages and disadvantages of multiple channels

Multiple channels

Advantages Increase Increase Increase sales Able to share
customer communication more
loyalty and information
promotional and build
opportunities awareness
Disadvantages Costly Need cross- Free-riding (Competition)
channel behavior
integration

In addition, the process of adding another channel, offline or online, to the multichannel mix
has its advantages and disadvantages. For example, the research from the authors Zhang,
Pauwels and Peng (2019) indicates that adding an online channel, an online-to-offline
service platform (O20SP), to the offline environment hurts the offline sales profits in the
short-term, due to the short-term cost. However, a new online channel improves total sales
and profits in the long term in the offline channels. The researchers suggest that “O20OSP
channel can serve as a complement to, rather than a substitute for, the offline channel”.
Meaning that both online and offline channels should complement one another and work
together to reach better profitability and increase revenue. Also, due to the competition
between similar O20SP — channels, adding another channel does not necessarily grow

profits as expected. (Zhang, Pauwels and Peng 2019).

The research by Kumar, Mehra & Kumar (2019) states that adding a new offline channel
such as opening a new physical store, can lead to increasing online store purchases because
of higher engagement in-store interaction but also increase the product return rate due to
closer location of the physical store (easier way to return products in-store instead of online,

and it also allows making more impulse purchases online due to easier return processes).
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Customers, for example, may visit the physical store but not buy a product in-store at that
time. Instead, the customers go and buy the product online after they have searched and
compared the information with different sites (Kumar, Mehra & Kumar 2019). This type of
behavior may lead to intense cross-channel online searching and encourages to buy from
competitors' websites. Hence, multiple channels can have positive as well as negative
impacts on sales and profitability. Thus, nowadays retailers face more challenges due to

channel competition as a consequence of consumer cross-channel free-riding.

Noteworthy to the retailers is that free-riding behavior usually is more likely to occur if
products are purchased infrequently and have high financial value (Heitz-Spahn 2013).
These products are usually furniture, technology, and appliances for instance. Yet, other
product categories such as apparel, accessories, and house linen are used to have a different
consumer behavior than free-riding consumer behavior. (Heitz-Spahn 2013) This means that
frequently bought purchases are not affected by the cross-channel free-riding phenomenon,
when the products are bought for the daily needs. Indeed, connection around frequently
bought products, for example, grocery — product category, and consumer information search
i1s very minimal in online environment (Moutusy, Dass & Malhotra, 2014). Moreover, if
retailers, who sell many products frequently, and are working with a differentiation or hybrid
strategy, the multichannel approach has a positive impact on the company’s performance
(instead of cost leadership) (Beckmann & Paul 2016). Also, Heitz-Spahn (2013) proposes
that retailers should adopt” a channel-differentiated promotion strategy” in order to attract

cross-channel free-riders.

With regards to sociodemographic effects, the study by Heitz-Spahn, (2016) finds that age,
gender, status, and proximity of the commercial entity, do not have an influence or explain
the cross-channel freeriding behavior. Thus, retailers should not focus on identifying the
right customer groups but to direct their attention to the motives and drivers of free-riding
behavior. Based on the research, consumers who are used to free-riding behavior are mainly
motivated by price and schedule problems so so-called utilitarian motives. Hedonic motives
did not seem to have any effects on the free-riding behaviors. Therefore, websites and store
design (hedonic motives) are not the key behavior drivers of the multichannel consumer.
Utilitarian motives are identified as functional and more cognitive consumption driven by

products such as hardware and software computers. Hedonic characteristics are more
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sensory driven and products are purchased based on affective experiences or for pleasure

(Heitz-Spahn, 2016).

Therefore, having only multiple channels that operate independently from each other’s will
not lead to sustainable long-term channel strategy and sales growth from a retailer’s
standpoint. It is very important that companies, especially retailers, understand that they have
to integrate their online and offline channels seamlessly in order to reach and retain their
audience as well as make purchasing more convenient and flexible. (Verhoef et al. 2015;
Zhang et al. 2010; Iglesias-Pradas and Emiliano 2023). Moreover, having integrated
multichannel strategy improves the customers satisfaction and overall quality of services
when both physical store customer service and online customers service jointly work to serve

customers (Pantano & Viassone 2015).

The study from Pantano and Viassone (2015) emphasizes the importance of integration
because this creates ‘“collaborative combination of different functions offered by the
available channels”. For example, if a customer cannot buy goods in the physical store due
to it not being available there at the moment, the customer can go and purchase the product
online with the help of the real store assistant. This way, the channels are complimenting
each other by making it easier for consumers to find what they need and make a purchase
(Pantano & Viassone 2015). Also, advantaged multichannel operations allow retailers to
gather data about their customers' purchasing behavior (Iglesias-Pradas and Emiliano 2023).
The retailer can then analyze the data to meet their customers' preferences and even forecast
future market trends, which helps them to make more informative decisions. (Iglesias-Pradas

and Emiliano 2023)

Nevertheless, for retailers to reach long-term profitability, integration of multiple channels
is almost evitable. Retailers cannot change the free-riding phenomenon, but they can reduce
it and compete with other retailers by creating a consistent multichannel strategy only for
their needs. It all comes down to what weight each retailer assigns to their multi-channel
objectives and what type of environment retailers operate in (Van Baal 2014). Besides, it has
to be remembered how important the multichannel customer is for the retailers. The research
by Kushwaha and Shankar, (2013) suggests that multichannel customers is one of the most

valuable segments for retailers independent from product categories. For instance, retailer
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Nordstrom found out that multichannel consumers consume more than four times more
across all categories than a consumer who uses only one channel to purchase products

(Kushwaha & Shankar 2013).

In an effort to tackle multichannel shortcomings and make sure that multichannel shoppers
get an elevated shopping experience through different retailer’s channels - an innovative
approach has been created called omnichannel. Omnichannel is characterized as ‘the
synergetic management of the numerous available channels and customer touchpoints, in
such a way that the customer experience across channels and the performance over channels

is optimized’ (Verhoef, Kannan, and Inman 2015; Hickman, Kharouf & Sekhon, 2020).

Omnichannel differs from the multichannel approach in that “Multichannel retail refers to
the adoption of various online and offline sales channels, to offer customers an improved
shopping experience, with omnichannel retail referring to a complete integration of sales
channels and a seamless shopping experience.” (Iglesias-Pradas and Emiliano Acquila-

Natale 2023)

However, in this thesis, we are not going to go into the details and factors of the omnichannel
approach. Instead, this research will attempt to review the theoretical background between
two channels offline (physical store) and online (e-commerce site) in a multichannel retailing

context.

2.2 Product information search & children’s toy category

Effective management of product information for retailers is a really important part of
successful e-commerce and multichannel marketing (The importance of product
information, 2002). Thus, information research is an essential part of the multichannel
shopping since it decreases the risk of uncertainty and helps to make more valuable
purchasing decisions (C Haridasan, Fernando & Saju 2021). Then again, uncertainty
increases consumer information search in both online and offline environments (C

Haridasan, Fernando & Saju 2021).
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Consumers use online and offline channels to evaluate and compare information, hence
justifying their purchase and confirming that the product or service is filling their needs.
There are many ways to collect information: for offline channels, data can be collected
through in-store or out-of-store. For instance, catalogues, word of mouth, magazines,
different retail outlets etc. (Singh, Ratchford & Prasad, 2014) For online channels, retailers
and manufacturer website, third-party website, online advertisement, and social media can

be identified as the most influential online channels (Singh, Ratchford & Prasad 2014).

Information search through online channels for many has been a great alternative to the
offline channel due to functional and price-related information (Sands, Ferraro & Luxton
2010). Also, online search cost is not as high as offline search cost. For instance, non-sensory
attributes such as the fat content of margarine or price and promotion comparison is easier
online than offline (Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000). Product-specific sensory attributes
are described as “those attributes that can be directly determined through our senses,
particularly, touch, smell, or sound, before we purchase the product, i.e., they are searchable
sensory attributes” when non-sensory attributes as identified as “non-sensory attributes, we
mean those attributes that can be conveyed reasonably well in words e.g., nutritional Z

information” (Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000).

Indeed, based on the research of Alba et al. (1997) key differences between online and offline
shopping are that consumers can obtain more information on price and non-price related
attributes online than offline. However, sometimes search cost for certain product attributes
might be high or the information is not available online, for example, the sense of smell of
detergent or the softness of a towel (Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000). Sensory
information is not easily concluded via online information search, therefore search cost is

higher for certain items (Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000).

Moreover, online platforms usually do not have this type of information available, therefore
the offline environment is very crucial to complement or finalize the information search,
especially for items that consist of sensory product attributes. Furthermore, if the search cost
for consumers is too high compared to the benefits received or expected, in both online and
offline channels, consumers make purchasing decisions based on prior knowledge or

experience (Ratchford, 1982; Lal & Sarvary 1999). This, on the other hand, highlights the
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importance of customer loyalty towards a brand or retailers since positive attitudes and

loyalty towards a retailer increase the possibility of generating more sales (Jihyun & Park

2005).

Interestingly, the research by Degeratu, Rangaswamy and Wu (2000) found that if there is
more total information about a product characteristic online, the brand name does not have
as much impact, especially if the product includes a few sensory attributes. Moreover, if the
product has functional attributes or non-sensory attributes (for example, fax machine or
computer’s technical information), the brand name again becomes less impactful since it is
easier to compare and find detailed information about these types of functional products
online. Yet, if the product is highly differentiated by its brand name or its product attributes,
detailed information about product attributes is not as important. Furthermore, the product’s
sensory attributes affect the sales less online than offline. (Degeratu, Rangaswamy and Wu

2000)

According to Elliot and Fowell, (2000) if sensory examinations are needed for purchase (e.g.
touching, fitting) consumers avoid buying online but instead use online search to find
product information (Elliot and Fowell, 2000). Therefore, product information search online
can have a positive impact on offline sales channels too. For instance, online product
information search can create positive synergies between online and offline functions for
retailer where positive attitudes toward offline store affects the attitudes towards the online
store which then leads to customers doing product search online and utilizing information
from online to confirm their purchase in offline stores (Jihyun & Park 2005). In the same
way, the study by Chandukala et al. (2014) agrees that there is a positive correlation between
the amount of people who did information search and with the number of sales that happened

in the present and future.

Moreover, a study from researchers Cheema and Papatla (2010) demonstrates that especially
for the utilitarian type of functional products, online product information is more important
than for hedonic products. However, if consumers were experienced internet users,
information obligations overall would be less important. Their study highlights the
importance of having offline channels to attract more experienced users to shop since

physical stores offer a more experimental feeling, for example by providing product trials



32

in-store. In this way, the customer can validate the information gathered online to build more
trust and relationships with a retailer (Cheema and Papatla 2010). These results show that
the internet tends to substitute the traditional more for impersonal sources than for personal
sources; meaning that online sources are used more than offline sources when consumers are
searching for data. In addition, positive attitudes towards internet use and internet shopping
increases the impersonal search meaning the functional data search (Gallant & Arcand
2017). The research further implies that management of the companies should encourage
their salespeople to also engage in conversations with the customers through social media to

more personalize the conversation. (Gallant & Arcand 2017)

Interestingly based on the findings by Gallant and Arcand (2017) men and women search
information differently. Women use traditional and online sources almost equally, but males
use the internet for more than 70% of their information searches. While men do not use
traditional sources and prefer to mainly use the internet, women will continue to search
information on traditional sources consisting of physical stores as well as magazines and
brochures. Thus, offline channels should target mainly women customers. However, if
customers are already experienced internet shoppers regardless of their gender, they tend to
use the internet to find impersonal information and have greater purchasing intentions

towards online. (Gallant and Arcand 2017)

Non-sensory information Online store

Product information 14 Technologies &
search (toys) innovations

Sensory information Physical stores
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Figure 2: Product information search in online and offline channels and idea of integration

of functional information through tehcnology&innovation to physical stores.

Figure 2 aims to show the relationship between product information search and online and
offline channels through innovations or technologies (shown as green dotted arrows). Prior
research shows a logical relation between sensory information and physical store (Degeratu,
Rangaswamy & Wu 2000). However, non-sensory information such as functional product
data has high search cost in physical stores (Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu 2000). To lower
the search cost in physical stores, one of the research aims is to explore options through
technologies in store to find out ways to transfer non-sensory information to the physical

stores in a more effective manner.

2.2.1 Toy category product information

There is very little research on toy category product information and what type of data
influences the parents’ purchasing decisions (Richards, Putnick, Bornstein 2020) or how
children influence their parent’s purchasing decisions (Ebster, Wagner, Neumueller 2009).
However, there was a little research on topics around the age-appropriateness of toys, how
to display the toys on the retail shelves, and children's influence on their parents' buying

behavior.

Firstly, according to the research by Ebster, Wagner & Neumueller (2009) children affect
their parents purchasing behavior more than even the parents thought. The researchers
identify that children make more purchasing requests in-store when they are in the early
development stage, product placement is at the eye level and children's movement, or sight
is not districted when sitting on a stroller. Interestingly, children’s wants influence parents
the most if the object can be consumed in the store, for example, food or a small car.
Moreover, parents are more willing to react favorably to their children’s wants if the children
ask nicely, if the children are older (due to better negotiation tactics), and if the parents'

income is high or the product price is low.



34

Another research by (Richards, Putnick, Bornstein 2020) found out that children's mothers
mainly search for and collect toy information from online sources. This aligns with the
previous studies where consumers mainly search for information from the internet (Gallant
& Arcand 2017; Elliot and Fowell, 2000; Sands, Ferraro & Luxton 2010). The major finding
of the study was that mothers also usually purchase toys from online sources compared to
offline sources. The researchers suggest that this could be due to millennial parents who have
been growing around the internet bubble and are already used to buying from the internet.

(Richards, Putnick, Bornstein 2020)

In addition, parents overall seem to have the most interest in toys that contain educational
properties. However, mothers who usually buy from toys in stores, considered aspects such
as the child’s request to buy a toy and the gender to which the toy is aimed, more than the
educational benefits of a toy that mothers who usually shop on internet or secondhand stores
considered more. In addition, mothers who are usually buy toys from physical stores were
more interested in the popularity of toys and the age of intended use of toys more than

mothers who primarily shop toys in secondhand stores.

Interestingly, Richards, Putnick, Bornstein (2020) found out that mothers who primarily use
physical stores to shop, collected information from advertising, television, and newspapers
more than mothers who usually shop for toys from Internet. However, it is very rare that
information is gathered from advertisements nowadays. Main information gathering
happened through the internet and internet reviews were the “most frequent information
source about toys”. (Richards, Putnick, Bornstein 2020) This might be due to the fact that
experienced internet users such as millennials are more motivated to shop and search for
information on the internet and do not need offline channels to find information (Cheema

and Papatla 2010).

Moreover, most mothers thought that manufacturers suggested age appropriateness of using
a toy is only somewhat accurate. It was surprising that only a few mothers said it is extremely
important. (Richards, Putnick, Bornstein 2020) Probably parents believe that they can better
decide on the age appropriate of toy for their children. However, the research by Richards et
al. (2022) suggests that children utilize toys the most when they are age-appropriate or meant

for older kids' age groups, especially within imaginative toys, small vehicles, and musical
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toys. Yet, older children's toys might not be as safe since these toys might have loose parts
that are not safe for younger children (Richards et al. 2022). By this, we can the assume that
age restrictions or age recommendation for toy usage is desired and should be part of the toy
product information on the website. Yet, the customers want clear signate of age limits of

certain products in offline stores too.

According to Richards et al. (2022), toys are impulse purchases. Since toys are mainly
impulse purchases, the in-store environment becomes evidently more important. Retailers
need to attract parents and children to buy in-store in different ways. In order to increase the
conversion rate, an interactive display, and demos as well as different themes should be built
for the children to engage them to play in-store (Kiran & Mridula, 2015) In addition, new
toys and arrivals should be positioned in the store so that they would be close to entrance or
somewhere where they can be easily seen (Richards et al. 2022). Ebster, Wagner &
Neumueller (2009) continue that companies also should think about placing the product at

the eye-level in-store, since it is the biggest predictor of purchase request.

However, there is a clear research gap that this research will fulfill by identifying the product

information necessary to fulfill the customer needs in the e-commerce environment.

2.3 Future of physical retail stores

Due to increasingly growing sales figures delivered from online platforms, many retailers
have led to scale down their physical store presence and focus on more online platforms
(Kumar, Mehra & Kumar 2019). However, this is a not a great strategic solution since much
research have shown that physical store does influence sales growth overall. For instance, a
study from Kumar, Mehra, and Kumar (2019), and Acquila-Natale, Iglesias-Pradas (2021)
note that physical stores still attract more traditional consumers who are used to collecting
sensory information through experiences at the store. In fact, the study by Acquila-Natale,
Iglesias-Pradas (2021) states that online channel retailers will have a tough time competing

with multichannel retailers who still have a physical presence.
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On other hand, the truth is that the number of consumers that only use offline store are
decreasing (Acquila-Natale, Iglesias-Pradas 2021.) Therefore, to compete with online,
offline channel retailers need to have long opening hours and provide detailed information

about their products online to avoid free-riding behavior (Chiu, et al 2011).

The study by Mehra, Kumar and Raju (2013) suggests that in order to avoid so-called
“showrooming” where consumers search for products in brick-and-mortar stores and after
the visit, purchasing a product online at much cheaper price somewhere else, a price
matching strategy can be used in short term. This however is not always the most effective
way to increase profits. For long-term strategy brick-and-mortar store should try product
offering exclusivity. For example, exclusivity through retailer's own store-branded products
or cooperating with already well-known brands. However, retailers' own brands work the
best when customers do not have a “Best-fit product” based on their online product
information search or if customers are showrooming, expecting to get a lower price
somewhere else. Whereas if customers are not showrooming, well-known brands attract

these customers better in the physical stores (Mehra, Kumar & Raju 2013).

In addition, previous studies have noted that stores’” atmosphere and a pleasing entertaining
environment (L.e., layout and product displays) affects positively to the consumer
experiences, which in turn, is leading to an increase in purchases (Pantano & Viassone 2015).
Indeed, consumers can experience sensory stimulus from colors or music they hear while
shopping which can have an influence on their purchasing behavior (Cheng, Wu & Yen
2009). A study by Dennis, Josko Brakus et al. (2014) has also found that digital in-store
monitors influence sensory cues, emotions, and affective experiences which leads to molding
attitudes and attitude construction (Dennis, JoSko Brakus et al. 2014). Also, more traditional
marketing tactics, such as catalogue mailing, seem to still stay relevant and effective tools
to influence customers to buy in online and offline channels even though digitalization has

been the rising trend in marketing (Mark, Bulla, Niraj, Bulla, Schwarzwiéller 2019).

All in all, even though the retail sector has been changing drastically in the past few decades,
the study by Béckstrom and Johansson (2017) shows the in-store experience is still created
via the same aspects as ten years ago. In physical stores, consumers still appreciate the

traditional values (e.g. personnel, layout, and display of products), and these as still
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important as part of the in-store experience. The study also found out that even though
retailers are developing their online presence and advancing technologies, the retailers still
need to be focusing on and strengthen more basic values such as sales staff interaction

between customers and logical store layout (Backstrom & Johansson 2017).

2.3.1 Advanced technologies & innovations in-store

Retailing has been changing rapidly due to changes in consumer behavior patterns and new
technology (Grewal, Gauri, Roggeveen & Sethuraman 2021). Consumers nowadays are
more demanding and want enjoyable shopping experiences when visiting stores. When the
Covid-19 pandemic began to spread around the world, retailers needed to adapt quicker and
transform their operations towards “technology-based solutions such as online ordering and
fulfillment, click and collect, and robot-assisted operations” (Shankar, Kalyanam, Setia,
Golmohammadi, Tirunillai, Douglass, Hennessey, Bull & Waddoups, 2021). Whereas
consumers needed to learn new ways to shop online and use services online. The most
successful retailers were big grocery retailers, drug stores, and online companies (Grewal,
Gauri, Roggeveen & Sethuraman 2021). Understanding that this transformation of digital
shopping, e-commerce, artificial intelligence has come to stay, retailers need to again adapt

to the new ways of retailing.

Moreover, research shows that advanced technologies (augmented reality, smartphones,
interactive terminals) and multichannel marketing strategies have reduced the walls between
physical and online stores (Poncin, Ben Mimoun 2014). Also, using technologies in physical
stores affects customers positively which leads to an increase in purchasing intention
(Mosquera, Ana et al. 2017). Furthermore, usage of technology in the brick mortar stores
can increase the store atmosphere and enhance the customer shopping experience (Poncin,

Ben Mimoun 2014).

The research by Mosquera, Ana et al. (2017) notes that in-store technology should provide
information on “item availability, supplement the information on the range of products, and
make it possible to avoid having to carry heavy bags. In addition, brands should facilitate

the use of these customers’ own mobile devices in their physical stores to obtain price-related
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advantages (e.g. to compare prices or obtain discount coupons”, these actions are required
especially for men's clothing store. For women, in-store technology in clothing store should
provide* shoppers to browse a larger assortment of products and sizes. In addition, it should
make it possible for staff to give them advice without the need for the shoppers to leave the
fitting room and facilitate the use of their smartphones to compare prices and search for
opinions”. (Mosquera, Ana et al. 2017) It seems that customers own mobile devices are

important while shopping to find more information on assortments.

There are many technologies or innovations that have been used or are new to the retailing
environment. Below are a few examples of advanced technologies and innovations based on
current literature that can be used in physical stores to improve the atmosphere and make

shopping easier for customers to find product information.

For instance, RFID tags, radio frequency identification, in point of sales is a low-cost and
easily manageable application which is used largely as a shopping assistant to help customers
find more information about a product from the product database and make it easier for
consumers to find the product in the right location in the store. For example, Galeria Kauthof
Essen (Germany) uses RFID application at the point of sale, the consumers can use RFID
portable readers to scan the product tag and find more information about the product

(Pantano & Naccarato 2010).

The most used shopping assistant systems are mainly based on the shopping trolleys or
customer smartphones. These systems allow consumers to search product quantities in real-
time and find the right product location in the store. This engages the “multimodality of the
interaction” and encourages consumers to spend more. Examples of this kind of systems are
“IBM Personal shopping assistant” and “mobile shopping assistant (MSA)”. (Eleonora
Pantano & Naccarato 2010). Also, smart mirrors are tools that can be used to give consumers
a better experience in the store (Pantano & Naccarato 2010). Innovations can enhance more

purchases in the present and in the future because new elements are exciting for consumers.

However, there have also been some user limitations such as functionality, static results, and
web scenarios, especially on MSA (Daraghmi 2014). Also, in the research by Zimmermann,

Mora, Cirqueira, Helfert, Bezbradica, Werth, Weitzl, Wolfgang & Auinger, (2022) where
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augmented reality mobile shopping applications were used, implied that customer shopping
experience doesn’t always increase the customer purchase intention or intention to visit in-
store. It could be due to the fact that user personality is drastically impacting the acceptance

of technology in online shopping (Zimmermann et. all 2022).

In addition, based on a Forbes article about Amazon’s store 4 —star in the United States
(however now closed), they used digital price tags to be able to combine the online
environment to the offline environment. For instance, they can change the digital price tags
in real-time in accordance with their online pricing, and they can run A/B testing on
discounts. Amazon’s digital price tags also included information such as their prime
discounts and plus 4-star reviews for various products which they already had in their e-

commerce stores (William 2020).

However, retailers shouldn’t push their technologies such as shopping assistant tools to
consumers in order to find more product information. The study by Schlosser and Shavitt
(2009) found out that if consumers can have a choice over the product information they
receive, they are more likely to view the company in a positive light, which prompts
consumers to be more willing to make a purchase. Whereas this can influence the consumers
to think positively about the product and influence how the product is perceived by the
consumer. However, if the company states that they give consumers the freedom to choose
the product information they want, this is seen as more persuasive from consumers'
standpoint which has negative effects on customer evaluations toward the company

(Schlosser and Shavitt 2009).

Therefore, the way retailers advertise their product information should be more informative
than persuasive, in a way that lets consumers freely search for more detailed product
information. The study by Schlosser and Shavitt (2009) included only online channels, yet
the result may reflect to offline channels too. For example, QR codes can be attached to the
shelves saying “learn more about this product” or “find more product information here”
which lets consumers choose if they want to use their mobile devices to search for more
information. According to Yoon, Namhee & Kim, Eun. (2014) QR codes are important tools
for brick-and-mortar store retailers to increase the 2-way interactions between online and

offline channels as well as to integrate the promotional activities and merchandising
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shopping experience across different channels. Also, QR codes can increase the customer's

knowledge by offering additional product information (Yoon & Kim 2014).

In addition, research by Holkkola et all. (2023) found six advantages of using QR codes in
brick-and-mortar fashion retailers' stores. The advantages were “interestingness,
informativeness, usability, attractiveness, interaction, and innovativeness.” Overall, the
sample group liked that QR codes were something new which was fun to try and interact
with. They also thought that QR gave useful additional information such as materials and
sustainability of textiles before making a purchasing decision (Holkkola, et all. 2023). It
seems that QR codes improve customer experience, especially among younger consumers.
Thus, this would be a great way to increase the product information in brick-and-mortar

stores for the toy category too.

The previous studies have highlighted many advanced technologies that are used or
experimented in the physical store setting, however, the tools or the prior studies do not
specifically focus on product information and how technology could help retailers to bring
more detailed product data to the physical environment. This needs to be researched further
in more detail to understand how product information would be more accessible to the

consumer in the physical store.
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3 Research design and method

This thesis aims to explore and collect more information about the role of product
information in multichannel environments including e-commerce stores and physical retail
stores. In addition, the research objective is to add knowledge to the previous literature about
what toy product information is important to consumers and what technologies could be used
to transfer product information to physical stores. This chapter pursues to explain the
empirical research and methodology used in this research. Finally, to conclude the chapter
data collection method and analysis will be explained as well as the validity and reliability

of the research.

3.1 Research design

There are various studies made on online and offline channels separately as well as on
product information search in multichannel environments. However, there are still topics
such as cross-channel integration regarding a product information where the research is still
very scarce. Also, the toy product category overall hasn’t been studied broadly which is
surprising since the toy market size is the 9th largest category sold through e-commerce
websites in 2022 (Eurostat 2023). Therefore, due to the limited literature on toy information
(Ebster, Wagner, Neumueller 2009) and technologies in physical retail stores, this thesis uses

the exploratory research methods.

The exploratory research method is mostly used when there is no or relatively little previous
literature on the research topic. Exploratory research lays the groundwork for the new
research area and in this case, explore the topic around toy product information in online e-
commerce as well as try to solve the problem of how product information could be brought
to the physical store (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Moreover, exploratory research aims to “find

%% ¢¢

new insight” “explain what is happening” and “assess phenomenon in new light”(Saunders,
Lewis & Thornhill 2009). Exploratory study is qualitative in nature, which means that the

data collection will be based on qualitative research methods.
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To explain qualitative methods shortly, according to Barbour (2014) while quantitate
research tries to answer questions such as how many, what is the relationship between
variables and are more mathematical in their research, whereas qualitative research methods
aim to create a broader understanding of the phenomenon and is more hedonistic. (Gephart
2004; Barbour 2014). Qualitative research aims to look at the explanation provided by those
involved to understand mechanisms between certain variables. It provides insight into the
problem and creates new ideas to solve them (Barbour 2014). Research aims to explore new
ideas and deepen the knowledge on complex topics; therefore, the qualitative research

methods are justified, and exploratory study was chosen (Metsamuuronen 2008).

This research incorporates features from the inductive and deductive approaches;
combination of those two approaches is called the abductive approach (Saunders, Lewis &
Thornhill 2009). Abductive refers to “the process by which a researcher moves between
induction and deduction while practicing the constant comparative method” (Suddaby 2006,
639). This means that statements were made, based on the theoretical review to have a
framework around the interviews. Statements helped to create semi-structured interviews
which aimed to test the accuracy of the statements and explore answers to the research
questions. However, interviews did not give comprehensive enough answers to all the
research questions, therefore survey was created to enhance, supplement, and fulfil the

research results.

3.2 Data collection method

This research concentrates on the active generation of data through interaction with research
interviewees or ‘participants’(Barbour 2014). From the literature review conducted, key
theoretical findings were taken, and based on those, eight preliminary statements were
constructed. Interview questions were created based on those statements. The eighth

different statement, also called the “working” hypothesis are identified below:

S1: Generally, online and offline channels work better together to complement, not to

substitute, for each other's.
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S2: Consumers search for product information from online sources such as e-commerce,

especially for functional products.

S3: Offline (physical store) channel is more crucial for searching sensory product

information, especially for experimental products.

S4: However, if the search cost is high, consumers' old experiences guide purchasing

behavior, not the product information search.

S5: Product information search is more important online than offline, especially if a toy is

more expensive but a traditional channel is better for impulse purchases.

S6: In physical stores, promotions and displays of merchandise are more important in the
toy category and personal contacts with sales personnel (due to toys being impulse

purchases) than product information.

S7: Age appropriateness of toys and price of toys are important product information

attribute to parents when purchasing from online and offline sources.

S8: Technology such as QR codes e.g. will be useful in physical stores to search for more

product data from e-commerce.

Data collection using exploratory research is often divided into primary (internal
interviews to enhance the limited data collected as well as defining research questions) and

secondary research methods such as surveys with data analysis following the same model.

Qualitative data was collected using semi-structured interviews and surveys. Semi-
structured interviews were chosen because it was necessary to gather primary data due to the
complexity of this topic (Metsdmuuronen 2008). Semi-structured interview questions were
open-ended questions that allowed interviewees to have an open and flexible discussion with
the interviewer. See the questions in Appendix 1 (in Finnish). Overall, there were five

interviews with employees of the commissioner company and one interview with a toy
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manufacturer. After the interviews, a simple survey was created to collect additional

information from customers and parents to understand their behavior and decision making.

The interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams. All the interviewees were Finnish,
therefore interviews and questions were done in Finnish. Interviews were digitally recorded
and later transcribed. All participants gave permission to record the interview. Interviewees

who participated in the interview and data collection process are presented in the Table 4.

Table 3 Summary of participants and interviews.

Participants Title Duration of the interviews
(min)

1 Purchasing and sales 35.04

manager

2 Category manager 57.06

3 Buyer 47.05

4 Department store manager  25.23

5 Department manager 29.17

6 Toy manufacturer 41.31

Lastly, the survey was conducted due to a request from the commissioner company. The
meaning behind this was to collect more understanding of children's toy information and
what toy information attributes are the most important to parents in online stores as well as
in physical stores. The survey results also verified the findings collected from the semi-
structured interviews. The survey consisted of a question about demographic information:
gender, age, parental status, and age of the children and two questions relating to the toy
product information attributes in the webstore and physical store. The survey was shared

through the thesis researcher’s family and friends and asked to share forward.

Overall, the surveys got 39 answers where 85% were children’s or child's parents. In
addition, 87% were women who answered the survey. The age of the respondents varied
between 24-76 and their children were between the ages of 0-57, however, most of them

were younger than 25 years. The surveys consisted of two main questions: “What toy product
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information is important to you when shopping in e-commerce stores” and “what aspects

impact your purchasing decisions when shopping in physical retail stores.”.

3.3 Data analysis method

There are many ways to analyze qualitative research methods, especially surveys and
interviews. Due to the exploratory nature of this thesis, a thematic analysis method was used
to analyze the data. According to the Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis method
consists of six steps. The first step is to “become familiar with the data”, the second step is
“generating codes”, third is “generating themes”, fourth step is “reviewing themes”, five

step “defining and naming themes” and the last step “locating exemplars.”

To answer the research questions and verify the statement drawn from the literature review,
a semi-structured interview and survey were conducted. The purpose of the interviews, in
the first part, was to collect more information, gather insight and opinions from retailing
experts on the multichannel environment, perceptions of the importance of product
information to the retailer, and how the experts see the role of product information in

different channels.

Also, another part of the interview consisted of questions relating to children’s toy category.
It was necessary to collect ideas from experts on how to move product data to the physical
stores using technology or innovations and discuss how they perceive toy information offline
and in an online environment to verify the statements collected from the literature review.
However, even though based on the interview answers, it was possible to collect broad data,
there was still a need to hear the opinions of customers on what toy attributes are the most
important. Thus, the survey was built based on the literature review findings and interview
answers. Due to the limited amount of previous research around toy product information,
experts thought on what attributes would be interesting for the consumers were used when

creating survey options.

The analysis started with transcribing the interviews and getting to know the data more.

Quite soon, the first themes were found through code generation. Finding the themes from
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the data was probably a bit easier due to the statements made from theory that already slightly
guided the interview discussions. However, after reviewing the themes, the themes needed
to be adapted since the toy category for example consisted of a lot of similar parts to the
technology and product information part consisted of. The main factor when creating the

data analysis is the themes are answer the research questions of this thesis.

3.4 Validity and reliability

According to Hirsjarvi and Hurme (2015), the validity and reliability of data depend on the
quality of data. Validity and reliability are based on the concept that the researcher gets to
process the objective reality and honesty (Hirsjarvi & Hurme, 2015). The results are reliable

when two subjects end up with the same results (Hirsjarvi & Hurme, 2015).

Because the interview process consisted of six interviews with different people and through
data analysis was conducted based on the key findings and the themes, we can expect the
results to be reliable. The common themes and findings were chosen based on the similarities

in the answers and results were summarized based on those themes.

The previous research and theories were very thoroughly evaluated and conflicted to draw a
comprehensive systematical literature review. Based on the literature review, statements to
support semi-structured interview questions were compiled. Thus, the results relate to many
previous theories, therefore similarities of this theses findings can be forecasted in other
studies in the future. This fulfills the requirements for the validity of forecasting results

(Hirsjarvi & Hurme, 2015).
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4 Research Findings

In this chapter, the empirical results and findings of the thesis are described. Firstly, the
findings of the interviews and surveys are discussed and presented. Then the overall
conclusion is drawn from the comprehensive research findings and lastly, the theoretical
framework and statements from the theory are reviewed and compared with the qualitative
research findings of this thesis in chapter 5.1. Transcribed semi-structured interviews are
part of the findings and straight quotes are taken from the transcribed interviews. The quotes

are written in italics to clearly separate them from the findings.

In subchapters, the themes of the findings are presented. The themes follow the literature
review topics in the sense that firstly, multichannel environment is discussed, especially the
effects of e-commerce as part of multichannel retailing operations. The research specifically
focuses on looking at the results from the perspective of the commissioner company’s
retailing environment since most of the interviews included their employees. The findings
also explore the difference between physical and e-commerce store channel characteristics
and how consumers usually behave when using each channel. Secondly, product information
findings between channels are presented. This includes product information search overall
as well as the most important product information attributes for the children’s toy category.
Lastly, the technology and innovation in the retailing context are discussed and shown.

Moreover, additional suggestions are stressed based on the findings of the interviews.

4.1 E-commerce store as a part of multichannel strategy

All the interviewees considered an e-commerce store as a great investment and is thought to
be almost evitable to grow sustainably in the future. In addition, it brings many new
opportunities to the retailer since physical stores have some limitations. For instance,
physical stores have a limited amount of shelf space in their stores, and some stores are
smaller than others which means that retailers cannot bring as much product assortment to
the stores. Moreover, it is difficult to bring very specific and expensive products to the

physical store since it is not as profitable to keep them on the shelves. Whereas an e-
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commerce channel allows retailers to showcase more assortment through the internet and

therefore better respond to their customer needs.

“So perhaps I would raise the point that online shopping is a very good and even necessary
thing. Brick—and-mortar stores are challenging because the shops are of a certain size. And
that goods and merchandise can't be taken to the store indefinitely because there are space
limitations. The online store is a modern way of doing business that diversifies and brings
more selection to the brick-and-mortar store as well. Then it also enables new logistic
models in the future, for example drop shipping. In other words, the item can comes from
the warehouse of the manufacturer or supplier, and then there, arrives to the customer. So,
this increases the product selection possibilities, and the products don't have to be in a

specific physical location. ”-interviewee 1

“It is difficult for us to bring that broad product selection to the brick-and-mortar stores in
such a comprehensive way, what our customers' wishes would be. And then, on the other
hand, it can be a challenge to bring a certain product assortment to the physical stores if the
sales volume is reasonably low, for example, the products can be in terms of price point so
high that it already limits the buyer segment to a smaller one, when it is not economically

viable to keep the products in store.”’-interviewee 1

“Online store and brick-and-mortar stores are supportive channels, there are possibility to
have wider product selections and special products online that cannot be put in the physical

store.” -interviewee 4

Moreover, adding e-commerce channel also broadens the services that retailers can offer to
their customers. Since e-commerce stores do not have any opening hours and are not
depended on a specific geographical location, customers can shop anywhere and anytime
they want. This is obviously different in physical stores where opening hours are limited.
Indeed, nowadays internet and smartphones allow consumers to purchase goods whenever
and wherever. Not having that service or platform available for consumers will hugely limit
the opportunities to grow for retailers. Also, some customers do not live close to the

geographical location of the stores, or they are struggling to travel many hours to the nearest
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store, thus an e-commerce store is a great solution. One of the interviewees raised this point

during the interview:

“But then, geographically, an online store creates more selection, yet it also brings the store
closer to the people. There are people who cannot move or live really far from the nearest
village. But because of the online store, they don’t need to visit the store once every six

months. ’-interviewee 3

However, according to one of the interviewees, adding e-commerce store to the multichannel
environment is also challenging internally due to its complex nature. It adds complexity to
the internal processes for example through different product information requirements in e-
commerce and physical store. Due to the large product assortment and availability in e-
commerce store and limited space for product information in physical stores, the product
information requirements are vastly different and internal processes need to be adapted to
the needs of each channel. This also means that requirements for manufacturers, who provide
the product information, have increased. Manufacturers need to be able to provide definite

product information to the retailer.

4.2 Consumer behaviour across e-commerce and physical stores

According to the interviews customers mainly use the internet for surfing merchandise or
searching for information. Interview answers imply that if customers have searched for
products before entering a store, they usually are looking for something specific in physical
stores based on their previous search results. In contrast, physical stores are generally used
for more fast-paced shopping and interviewees see the physical stores as a better channel for
inspiring customers with displays and exciting layouts. In addition, there are sales staff in
the store to help and guide customers face-to-face which could improve customer
experience. This is an experience that online channels such as e-commerce sites cannot
easily replicate. Although many interviewees also noted that due to the limited number of
staff and turnover, resources can be scares and in the case of physical store staff, personal

customer service is not always easily found.
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“Shopping trips are usually pretty fast-paced in physical stores. Customers are looking for
those particular daily products and groceries and they have reserved an hour or so for the
visit. That it's a little different when you go to a specialty store to shop products. Usually, a
customer has already reserved more time than that, so that he or she can go to the store
alone and look around a little to see what to like, but in large brick-and-mortar stores, it's
pretty fast-paced and customers collect and make a purchase decision very quickly.”-

interviewee 4

Physical stores can build inspiration and other things in a different way, while online stores
cannot. Yet, there can be videos on the web and so on, which then again that has its own

value. ’-interviewee [

Nevertheless, there are diverse customer behaviours and personas when purchasing through
website and retailer’s physical stores. For example, some customers might have more
impulsive buying behaviour and visit the store to buy goods based on their current
unexpected wants or some customers want to write a shopping list and plan their purchases
before entering a store. Moreover, some customers buy dresses from internet in various sizes
and another customer goes to the store to try on dresses to and find the perfect size. Hence,
customer actions might differ drastically from each other based on their previous preference
and shopping habits. Indeed, one of the interviewees said that she only buys online when she

knows exactly what she will be getting.

Lonly buy if I know exactly which product I'm getting. For instance, I do not buy textile from
an online store, because [ want to see and feel the textile to an extent. But if I know that the

toaster is this or the book is this, then it doesn't matter, so I can buy those online. -interviewee

3

Therefore, it is crucial for retailers to understand and cater to all customers who have

divergent needs in both online and offline channels.
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4.3 Product information across e-commerce and physical store

According to the interview answers, all the interviewees recognized that compared to
physical stores, product information is the key feature and highly important in e-commerce

stores. Although, product information cannot be forgotten in physical stores either.

“Product information is very important, especially on e-commerce stores because you are
missing all the other senses there. In physical stores, you can find information from the
package, you can maybe find the sales personnel, or you might even hear another customer
talking about product next to you. But in e-commerce store you will need to rely on the

information available there. "-interviewee 3

Even though retailers have realized the importance of product information, there still more

to improve and understand when developing better product information for customer needs.

“Product information will play a much bigger role than for example what we currently

understand in procurement. “-interviewee 3

“There are a lot to be developed in product information, and what I think should be
developed is that people who are very involved in maintaining product information are
looking at it from the inside perspective and do not necessarily know how to think about the

product information from the consumer's point of view when producing the information. -

interviewee [

“The suppliers could tell even more about the product information, for many cases, product
information is terribly minimal, especially enriched product description. It would be
possible to tell much more about the product. And in the online store, there could be more

use of pictures and possibly videos "-interviewee 2

The findings showed that there were many reasons why product information is crucially

necessary especially in online. Yet overall, the product information has two main benefits
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when it comes to e-commerce stores: it helps retailers to appear in the online searches and

improves customer experience while encouraging purchasing.

Firstly, a few of the interviewees highlighted that product information in e-commerce store
has very important role by improving visibility through search engine optimization. In order
for customers to find products in internet for instance via google search, there need to be as
much product information as possible on the website. Detailed product information help

google search engine to suggest the right products to consumers.

“From the perspective of online buying, the online search is one of the most important
features which is partly based on product information. And if we want to get to the top of the
search results, for example Google search, product information has also important role in

that. “-interviewee 1

Secondly, comprehensive information allows consumers to find a product easier if they are
searching for something special. For example, a customer might want to know how long the
electronic cord of the hairdryer is if the electronical outlet is somewhere far away in the

bathroom.

“Customer would probably willingly like to tell what specific product information they need.
For example, a customer might have a socket so high up, therefore she needs to know the
length of the cord in the dryer. It's important information for that particular customer. On
the other hand, we must have the resource and the opportunity that if such a function were
available, then we must supplement the product information, so that the customers will be

served better as well. ’-interviewee 1

Thirdly, product information helps to make the purchasing decisions easier online. Since in
e-commerce store a customer cannot touch or see the live product, he or she must rely on the
product’s picture and other information available. Finally, product information helps
customer to make more valuable purchasing decisions in online and offline. For example,
customers can check information online before entering a physical store to make sure that

the product is available at the store and that the product includes all the desired features. In
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addition, a customer can check product’s appearance and information on the package in store

to verify that the product is eventually a right fit.

“Many consumers want to know more about the product. Today's consumers also want to
easily gather information and for example, they will watch a game idea on YouTube and

only then start reading product information ’-interviewee 2

However, online, and physical store differ from each other’s based on the quality of the

information they provide and how easily customer can find more product information.

Without previous internet search, customers are dependent on the information found on
physical stores. In that case, customer need to check the package in order to collect more
information about products or ask advice from sales personnel. Furthermore, this can be
difficult and dissatisfying if a customer cannot read the package due to the small text or sales
staff is nowhere to be found. The problem could be solved, at least partially, if customers
could find product information in-store without help of staff or reading the package.
Therefore, other solutions to improve the availability of product information in store

becomes more of a requirement.

“Technology can be one idea of how it could be brought. Nowadays, everyone has smart
phones so it can be a QR code. Or something else that offers the same information to the
customer's own device. Many customers also google product information. Data can also be
found on channels other than ours, such as Lego, but for example our own textile collection

is dependent on our own product information. -interviewee [

Even though interviewees acknowledged that non-sensory product information is not as
pivotal in physical stores, they noted that physical stores have an advantage regarding
sensory product information. For example, customers can inspect the product size and
functionalities even better because they can touch, smell, and feel the product in physical
environment. They can use and collect other type of sensory information when reviewing
the product in physical store. E-commerce cannot provide that at least not now. For instance,

based on thesis survey answers, an information about durability of toys is considered a
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valuable insight yet, it can be only tested in the physical environment by touching, trying,

and looking at the product.

“Brick-and-mortar store are good in that you can try out how solid the product is, what is
the material? Is the thickness good? Do the microwave buttons rotate? What is that quality
like? You can evaluate such things better in the physical store. But if you're thinking about
pure product information, pictures and videos and other background information, then it's

currently not possible to get them comprehensively to the physical stores.”-interviewee [

All in all, having a lot of data on websites about variety of products regardless of the category
is seen as advantage on experts' perspective. However, some categories might require more
detailed product information than other categories. One of the interviewees noted that for
example home technology devices will need more inclusive information due to the manifold

technical characteristics, also in physical stores.

“Product information is rarely searched from physical store, and the consumer is mainly
looking at that product. Maybe you could put some product information related to the games.
Maybe next to the price tag, for quick information about how many people can play the game
and how long it will take. But you can find all that information in the package too. Maybe in
home technology it would be more important to have that product information right there in

the physical store. ”-interviewee 5

Furthermore, there are some improvements made in the online product information. Hence,
one of the interviewees suggested that for example smell of the detergent such as pine could
be added to the product description in e-commerce website in order to bring more sensory
information also closer to online channels. Another idea was that since there are so many
different customers that have different product information needs, there could be a “button”
in e-commerce website which reads “reveal the missing product information”. The button
can be used when customers do not find the relevant product information for their needs,
thus they could suggest new product information. However, this needs some additional

internal resources in order to work effectively.
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In addition, many interviewees agreed that technological tools could be a solution to bring
more product information to physical stores. One of the interviewees highlighted that there
need to be an easy way for customers to find product information in physical stores too. Now
the information can be mainly found by asking help from the staff, checking the package or
by using customers’ own phones to find information online. Using phones in physical stores
is probably not a problem for many young adults but in order to guide consumers to the
Kesko’s website for more information, using QR codes or other technological tool in offline
retailer’s store came up many times during the interview. The subchapter 4.5 goes to explains

and presents the findings of the technologies in more detail.

“I've tried to talk to a few suppliers now, to get some of these for testing, we would put the
OR code on the edge of the shelf next to the product, where it would immediately go to the

supplier's website to look at the product information. ”-interviewee 3

4.4 Toy consumer behaviour and children’s toy category

The main findings from the interviews related to exploring the target customer segment and
their behaviour in online store and physical store, understanding the importance of toy
product information relating to the category as well as identifying the key toy product

information attributes that enhance and influence target audiences purchasing decisions.

According to the interview's discussions, comprehensive toy product information is crucial
to retailers since there are many different buyer personas for toy purchasing. Toy customer
can be a parent, a child, a grandparent or a relative. Therefore, product information for toys
needs to be expansive so that every customer can find something for their needs. For
instance, a parent might be interested in sustainability and what materials the toy is made of,
whereas children are more interested in the what the toy looks like. Grandparents then search

for toys that have the clear age-appropriateness recommendation.

“There are so many types of toys and buyers approach toys from such a different angle. Toys
usually come from a lot of different children's programs and series, and they are must-have

toys, meaning that customers don't always think about whether this is made of plastic,
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recycled plastic or something else. However, for some customers, it can be very meaningful
that this toy is made of sugar cane, this toy is made of recycled plastic, at least partially
ecologically, long-lastingly. Like Lego, which is plastic but is basically eternal, its

environmental friendliness comes very much through its long lifespan. ’-interviewee [

However, usually the target audience is parents, especially the mother of the child. Every
interviewee noted that even though child might be the one who uses and wants the toys, in
the end it is the parents who will make the purchasing decision. Sometimes there might be
cases, however, where a child buys the toy with their pocket money, but these are not usually
internet purchases. Moreover, parents are also usually the ones who purchases toys from

internet.

“Adults look toy information online, but children still look at the catalogs more and wish for
toys from there. You can easily search for something specific on the Internet and not browse

through all the toys in vain, while the catalogs show more toys and is easier to browse.”-

interviewee 2

“Young adults with small children are generally the target group who buys from online
stores, and the impulse purchase is very price-conscious, less than 10 euros or 5 euros toys

are bought on impulse, and the expensive toys are then more considered. ”-interviewee [

“If you think about the Christmas season where a lot of toys are sold at that time, many times
it is the adults who come to buy and get a certain toy based on what that child must have

wished or asked or something like that.”- interviewee 5

Based on the discussion of toys being impulse purchases wasn’t as clearly defined. Some of
the interviewee’s knowledge that impulse purchases are large part of the toy shopping
behaviour, specifically on physical stores. However, other interviewees highlighted that
expensive toys are usually thoughtful and considered purchases, and impulse purchases are

mainly very price conscious.

Most of the interviewees, indeed noted that toys can be both, impulse, and a considerate

purchase. For instance, most often e-commerce purchases are more considered, and



57

customer go there usually to search for a specific toy for specific need. Whereas physical
stores can encourage more impulsive purchases, especially if the children are shopping with

their parents.

There is also a huge impact on the buying behaviour regarding the purpose of the toy. For
instance, if the toy is Christmas gift, parents might be willing to spend more than if the toy
is something that the child wants currently from the store. When asked if toys are impulse

purchases, these were the interviewees answers:

“Well, it's probably a bit of both. At least online, I imagine that often customers have a little
thought about what you're going to get, that maybe they have in mind that they are going to
buy Legos or something else. However, in physical store it can be quite a random purchase
especially when the child goes to the toy section. Although it can be that that it has already
been agreed in advance with parents that the child can spend the weekly allowance of 5-10

euros, or it is completely unplanned, the toy just sneaks into the shopping cart. ’-interviewee

1

“If only adults are going to buy, it's because they mostly know what they're going to buy.
But then of course if that child is there in the store, then it is more impulse driven based on

children’s interests. ’-interviewee 6

Children’s toy category is very seasonal, and trend driven category. Interviewees emphasize
that Christmas is a huge season for toys regarding the purchasing quantities and sales, when
summer holidays are another season. One of the interviews noted that Christmas is usually
the season where all the relatives are part of the gift giving, yet due to the inflation and
economic situation there are less money to buy the gift what the child desires. However, this
usually means that the relative will buy the gift together to save cost and the child in the end
gets the gift anyway. This means that the market situation does influence toy buying during

Christmas.

In addition, many interviewees noted that toy category is trend driven category, including

must-have products of the season. Thus, it is difficult to forecast which toy will become
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popular item amongst children in the future. In retailer's standpoint this makes it more

difficult to also forecast the amounts of inventory and stock balance for the future.

“At the moment, even more cheaper toys are impulsively bought. With inflation, the prices
have risen. Cheaper toys are sold more because customers don't have so much money.
Christmas is still important for toy sales, even though the amount of money has decreased,
toys are still bought. Traditional cars and figures are popular and must-have products are
sold immediately, and even adults buy collectibles, e.g. Molly Malons ’-interviewee 2

“In toys, the challenge is also the must-have hit products that emerge from somewhere,
sometimes they are from the girls' collection, sometimes from the boys' collection. In
physical stores, a limited space is a challenge in that regard, and the predictability of toy

inventory is challenging. ’-interviewee 3

When asked about sustainability of toys and renewable materials, interviewees thought that
it is an important topic and will be more and more important in the future but right now the
sustainability does not have a huge impact on toy purchasing and decision making. Some
interviewees noted that the industry is missing sustainability standards since many toys are
manufactured and made in Asian countries, where sustainability is not maybe be the major

concern.

“I have seen that there is a pressure to try to reduce the packaging material, so for example
one of the larger American e-commerce stores decided to deliver sand toys using just plastic
bags, thus the way it is packaged may also be relevant product information for the customers.
Also, there are packages that are part of the children play, you can fold the package to crate
are car garage or element part of the play. Or then it can be only brown which means that
colour was saved. It also will become more important for which occasion that toy is bought,

for instance if it is a gift or something. ’-interviewee 1

“It's just that the toys are mainly made in China at the moment, so we'll see if we'll ever get
sustainability as a priority out of there like that, but we are going to the right direction.-

interviewee 3
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One of the key aims of this thesis was to explore what type of product information is the

most important for toy’s target audience. Interviewees suggested a lot of different attributes

since it was noted that there cannot be too much information in online stores. Even though

price is an important attribute that steers toy shopping habits, there are still a lot of other toy

attributes that could help with the parents’ decision making. The table 4 shows a list of

product attributes that emerged from the interviews as well as the product information order

that parents considered the most crucial. The interviewees mentioned similar things as

mentioned in the theory as well as suggested many new toys attributes such as are batteries

included and age-appropriates recommendations. The survey results show how important

the attributes are to the consumer in e-commerce stores, and what are the product information

factors affecting decision making in physical stores.

Table 4 summary of the product information needs in e-commerce stores

Toy product information based on
interviews

Survey results ranking (what is most
important product information in
webstores)

Picture & video

Product model

Product color

Detailed product describtion

Made in Finland or in Europe

Includes batteries

Price 1.
CE-certification 4.
Brand 8.

7.

Sustainability is seem more important in
the future — yet not as important now

Durability & longevity Suggested by the survey answers
Sustainable packaging -

Age recommendations 2.

Manufacturer — yet not as important 6.

Clear names -

Instructions in Finnish 5.

Country of manufacturer 10.

Material information
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Most of the participants answered that price is the most important factor when shopping in
webstores. The second most important information was age recommendations and third was
material information, however information about security certifications was also almost as
important as material information. From all the answer alternatives, brand was the least
important information in when shopping on websites. Also, the survey didn’t include answer
options such as batteries or pictures as part of the survey alternatives since that was
something that already should exist in e-commerce stores based on the interviews.
Interestingly, there were two additional open answers, one participant noted that she does
not use e-commerce stores to buy toys and another participant added new alternatives:
“Subject to EU regulation, the importer's responsibility that no dangerous parts or

compounds come off from the toy; longevity and adaptability”.

The second survey questions supported the interview discussions. The most important factor
that impacted parent’s purchasing decision in physical stores was child’s opinion. The
second major factor was price of the toy and third was appearance of the toy. Only fourth
important factor was product information. The least important factor was campaigns. Which
it compelling since some interviewees considered new product launches to be very important
part of the children’s toy category and usually campaigns can also offer discounts to the
existing toys which means that the price will be cheaper. However, based on the survey
results, it seems that campaigns do not have as much influence on customers as other factors

have.

There were four open answers that participant wrote to the add factors that affect their
purchasing. Based on the answer these were the added factors: security, durability, longevity,
practicality of the toys: "Safety, that parts don't come off in the mouth, etc. But I trust that
this is taken into account in the instructions according to the age recommendation.",
"longevity and adaptability (e.g. Brio and Duplo)", "Does the child really have a use for the

n.n

toy", "Durability, practicality". The answers go together with the material information and
security information answers that were also noted to be important product attributes in the

e-commerce stores.
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Lastly according to the interviews, product information is an inevitable in e-commerce stores
for toys, yet there were unsure answers if the product information is as important in physical
store. Based on the survey answers, it seems that customers are very price conscious in both
online and offline channels, yet children wants and needs have much bigger impact and
influence in physical stores. When asked from the interviewees, if the product information
is more important in physical stores than displays, brochures and shelf promotions, the
answer mainly was negative. In physical stores the benefits of interesting displays and self-
promotions is that they tend and aim to stop the customers when walking in aisles of a store.
Also, they can improve the atmosphere and improve the customer experience. Especially
this is important for children’s toy category since children are more impulsive and want to
touch the toys in-store. For example, new display with a screen that carries novelty toys,
might influence children to stop more than product information. However, since parents are
usually the major decision makers also in-store for toys, product information can support the
decision making. Therefore, the next subchapter will present ideas and take a look at how to
use technology to make it easier for customers to search product information on physical

stores.

"If the shelves are clean and the products are well displayed, it arouses much more interest
than if there is some product information placed on the edge of the shelf. In the toy
department, the target group is the child, so they are not interested in the product
information at all. Quite often the child makes that choice in the store and the parent either

accepts or rejects it"-interviewee 2

4.2 Technologies in-store to integrate product information across channels

Because of advance technologies, it is possible to integrate a product information better to
the offline environment, not just include all information on packaging or require customers
to go to the sales staff to ask help which also sometimes can be problematic. In addition, the
benefit of technology is to show the customers that even though a product that they are
looking for is not available in specific store, it can be bought online in various colours, or

the tool can show that it is available in another store close by. In this way, it can be shown
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immediately in store that e-commerce stores or another store have more product selections

available.

During the interview discussions, many different ideas and technologies came up that can
be used in physical stores. The discussion brainstormed around the ideas of setting up an
informative display which would show Kesko’s website and more product information,

Ipads to the staff, displays with the Ipads and QR codes.

Interviews discussed about iPad use in physical store setting, either by the use of sales
personnel or by having the iPad attached to the service point in the store where customers
would be able to use it and check for product information. The issue emerged from the
interviews that there is always a risk that customer will break the info desk or iPad either
accidentally or purposefully, and in that case, it would either need to be replaced or someone
should guard the tools. This however doesn’t work due to limited resources noted by many

interviewees.

Moreover, based on the interviews by the sales personnel if they would have iPads, the issue
is that there is no place to carry it. They have jackets but the pockets don’t not fit the iPad
due to its size. The sales staff already carries smartphones, which they can use if they need
to look for more information. Also, one of the interviewees stated that even though some of
the sales s has store phones, it not necessary to get that for everyone. Stores also have a
service desk that sales personnel can use, where they could find more information, yet the
problem is that sometimes it is too far from customers which means that customer needs to

wait to get the necessary information.

One interviewee said that sales staff already has a device called “honeywell” that they use
daily, but it doesn’t include product information. Therefore, that could be something to add

to improve the ways of working inside the store.

Some of the interviewees mentioned that customers usually have their own smartphones,
thus they can also search information by themselves if needed. For instance, young adults

are so used to using their phones that they prefer to use it to get the information faster.
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However, to make the product information search even easier for customers, QR-codes could
be tested in the physical stores. This is something that all the interviewees mentioned when
discussion ways to search product information in-store. Based on the interview discussions,
QR codes could be added to the small paper price tag that is attached to shelves. The QR
codes doesn’t need to be large for smartphone to read it, therefore price tag could be
something to explore about. In addition, the QR code can be places on top of the shelves as
a shelf wobbler but then it needs to be moved if products change placements on the shelves.
Manufacturer could also add QR code to the package itself, even though it might need some

technical work to get it right.

One of the interviewees notes an interesting point about QR codes. He said that QR codes
also educates consumers to search information by themselves. When asked about QR codes
and its target audience, he emphasized that QR codes users at the moment are mainly young
people but when looking at the far future, those young people are growing older and are

already used to using QR codes to find information.

4.2.1 QR codes as part of toy information integration

When asked about technologies or innovations as well as ideas to bring toy product
information to the physical retailer stores, interviewees proposed QR codes. It would help
parents to find information faster which could be useful when they are shopping toys in
physical stores. Moreover, some toys are expensive which means that requirements for
product information increases. For instance, if a parent is searching for something specific
or is interested by the availability of a toy, they could easily check that from Kesko's e-
commerce site by using QR code in the shelves. QR codes are also something new and

existing which might interest a bit older child to try them.

However, some of the interviewees doubt if the QR code will be working as well as thought
and if customers will really be interested enough to use them. Therefore, it could be a good

idea to try them in the physical stores to see from the data how well QR codes work.
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“I wonder if the consumer is interested enough to look at the QR codes in the store. I see the
OR code as positive thing, but I don't see that this will change the toy industry or consumer
behaviour. I would say that it is an additional tool, and it may be that in the future, that it
will help to communicate about sustainability because customers can be directed to see more

about the product with a QR code. “-interviewee 6

“The OR code is used quite a lot nowadays, it can be put as a wobbler on the edge of a shelf.
Quite a few suppliers already use the QR codes themselves, in social media and so one.
Therefore, it's the easiest tool to use because sometimes there are no video screens where
the information can be put. The shelf module does not necessarily have electricity, so it is
sometimes difficult to put a screen there. The toys shelf position changes every few years

which makes it difficult to put a screen somewhere on the shelf. “-interviewee 2

Based on the discussion with one of the interviewee’s, augmented reality was mentioned.
The interviewee notes that some of the toy manufactures already use them and children seem
to like them but in physical stores, in a bigger scale, it is difficult to build them due to the
multiple products and limited space. However, the interviewees see that AR is positive thing

and will enable new opportunities in the future for toy industry.
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5 Discussion and conclusions

Aim of this thesis is manyfold. The aim of this research is to explore and understand what
role product information has in multichannel environment, especially for children’s toy
category in e-commerce and physical retail stores. However, to get full understanding of the
topic, this research gathers insights around multichannel operations, for instance, how
adding an online channel impacts multichannel environment and what technologies can be
used to improve product information search in-stores relating to the toy category. In the
literature review, previous theories of the topic are reviewed, followed by the empirical
research where methodology and findings are presented. In this chapter, the objective is to
discuss and answer the research questions and connect previous literature to the research
findings. Then managerial contributions are proposed and lastly, limitation and further

research topics are suggested.

5.1 Theoretical contributions

The first objective of this thesis was understanding multichannel environment and why
product information is important in online and offline channels. Based on the previous
theories, effective multichannel operations involve integration of online and offline
channels. In this case e-commerce and physical store, which aims to enhance customer
experience (Duffy & D.L 2004; Neslin et al. 2006). It has been shown that retailers with
multiple channels benefit from better customer loyalty and attitudes towards the brand,
communication and promotional opportunities, and increase in sales revenue (Shankar,
Smith, Rangaswamy 2003; Byoungho & Jiyoung 2010, Jihyun & Park 2003; Deloitte 2014;
Kumar, Mehra & Kumar 2019; Van Baal 2014; Reichheld and Schefter 2000).

The previous research states that harmonizing marketing variables in between channel
increases sales in the long-term (Van Baal 2014). However, some previous studies stated
that cross-channel free-riding behaviour has negative effects on multichannel retailers due
to the cross-channel cannibalization (Heitz-Spahn 2013). Hence, consumer can freely

compare information in different channels and choose a firm that offers products at a much
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lower price. One research highlighted that online channel “can serve as a complement to,

rather than a substitute for, the offline channel” (Zhang, Pauwels and Peng 2019).

Furthermore, based on previous studies, product information search is one the biggest
predictors of online purchase intention (Soyeon et al. 2001; Jihyun and Park 2003;
Watchravesringkan and Shim 2003). Similarly, the amount of information searches made
for a product is good implication for how much sales growth the product will generate
(Chandukala et al. 2014). This means that when customers are looking for products online,

they already have considered purchasing the product for their needs.

The finding of the interviews presents that retailer’s see adding e-commerce store as a
valuable investment. It emphasizes that e-commerce is almost indispensable for sustainable
growth in the future, offering advantages over physical stores such as the ability to showcase
a wider product assortment, also for specific and expensive items. The flexibility of e-
commerce also enables retailers to serve customers regardless of location or time constraints,

unlike physical stores with limited opening hours and space.

The findings, however, acknowledges that integrating an e-commerce channel presents
internal challenges, particularly in managing different product information requirements for
online and physical stores. Manufacturers are also expected to provide detailed product
information to retailers to meet these varying needs. The findings show that retailers believe

product information to be the key cornerstone of online e-commerce.

The findings show that there are many reasons why multichannel retailers should consider
detailed product information as part of their multichannel strategy. Especially online,
product information improves the online search visibility because search engines rely on
product information to suggest products to consumers. Another important contribution is
that product information improves customer experience both online and offline. It supports
customers to find information about specific needs. In addition, it is helping customers to
make more faster and informed decisions and enhancing purchasing decisions. In e-
commerce stores, customers lack sensory experiences like touch and smell, making detailed

product information crucial for decision-making.
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The findings also imply that channel integration is crucial, and interviewees saw both e-
commerce as well as physical store channel “working together” and as a complement rather

than substitute from each other’s.

Overall, the results agree with the previous studies that retailers benefit having integrated
multiple channel strategy in place. However, the findings give more insight on how and why

product information is as crucial part of the online and offline channels.

Q1 How do consumers search and use toy product information across online and offline
channels?

Based on theory, physical stores are better at offering experimental feeling for consumers
whereas online websites are more used for product information search (Cheema and Papatla
2010). Due to much lower search cost online, it is more common that product information is
searched online, especially if the product is more expensive and is not as frequently bought
item, or if the product includes plenty of technical and functional information (Heitz-Spahn
2013). Hence, it is easier for consumers to compare information, for instance price and
functional product qualities (Sands, Ferraro & Luxton 2010; Degeratu, Rangaswamy & Wu
2000; Alba et al. 1997). Functional information search cost is much higher in physical stores
since space of the stores is limited. Now the only place to attach product information is on
store shelves, are where the price tags are placed or on packages. Naturally, a customer can
always ask for support from sales staff in-store, but the problem lies with limited resources

and staff shortage.

Based on the findings, it can be argued that customers nowadays are more considerate when
shopping and usually either search for information before purchase or plan their purchases
before entering the store. The interviewees agreed with the previous theories that product
information is extremely important on e-commerce sites, more important than in physical
stores. However, they noted that they see the value of product information in physical stores
to enhance customer experience. Therefore, in order to integrate and strengthen product
information in e-commerce stores and in physical stores, findings suggested that technology
in-store can reduce the search cost in physical stores. In addition, the usage of technology in

the brick-and-mortar stores can increase the store atmosphere and enhance the customer
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shopping experience (Poncin, Ben Mimoun 2014) which is one of the key attributes in

physical stores.

The findings also highlight that not all consumers are used to using e-commerce stores to
shop and prefer traditional shopping channels. One of the interviewees noted that she uses
physical stores because she wants to be able to touch and try the product. Thus, this
emphasizes that some customers still need sensory product information to support their
purchasing decision. Moreover, physical stores can offer personalized face-to-face service
whereas e-commerce stores cannot. In conclusion, it can be argued that retailers should try
to integrate some of the channel characteristics, such as provide better product information
in both channels, yet they also need to continue enhancing the channel specific characteristic

to keep already existing customer happy.

According to the findings of the interviews regarding toy category search, the consumer
behavior varies a bit from the “normal” information search. Usually a parent is the person
who searches toy information on the internet according to the findings but the purpose of
buying is for their children, which means that children wants play an impact on the
purchasing decisions. This is supported by the theory where (Richards, Putnick, Bornstein
2020) found out that children's mothers mainly search and collect toy information from
online sources. However, children shop more often in physical stores and either ask parents
to buy a toy for them or purchase the toy with their pocket money according to the findings
of the interviews. Children's toy category is challenging regarding the information search
because it is very must-have toy and seasonal driven, for example Christmas is a big season
for toys. Based on the findings, consumers product information needs decrease because the
customers are looking for something specific based on children’s wants and not surfing
product information online. For instance, during Christmas relatives usually buy the toy that
the child wants regardless of the product information, same with the trendy toys. Although,

relatives might cross-channel freeride to get the best price on an expensive Christmas gift.

The research by Richards et al. (2022) suggest that toys are impulse purchases. But this is
not as clear based on the research interviews. Findings from the interviews concluded that
parents are increasingly considerate on what to buy nowadays both online and offline. In

addition, parents are very price conscious whereas children are more impulse driven. On the
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other hand, the survey result revealed that in physical stores the children's opinion affected
more than the price of the toy. This also is well supported by previous research (Ebster,
Wagner, Neumueller 2009) which insinuated that children’s wants influence parents
purchasing decision when visiting in-store more than parents think. All in all, according to
the empirical findings, the final decision maker is always the parent, usually mom, that has
the power to either accept the purchase or not, meaning that the purchase decision is not

always made based on children's wants.

Based on the findings, it can be assumed that cheaper toys and toys in-store don’t require as
much information searching compared to the more expensive toys or toys in online store. In
physical stores, children want to touch and look at them, which means that the sensory
information is more important for children. Based on the survey results, how the toy appear
is more important to parents than product information in physical store. To sum up, in the
children’s toy category, sensory information in physical stores is more important based on
the customer behavior whereas non-sensory information in online stores is more important.
This is highly backed by the theory (Cheema and Papatla 2010). Then again, if the price of
the product is relatively high or the toy includes some functional parts then the need for non-

sensory information increases in physical stores too.

The findings of the interviews specify that in the toy category, displays, shelf promotions,
artificial intelligence and anything that can be interesting to the children could be more

effective than product information in-store.

02 What type of toy product information is most important for customers?

For this question there was a very limited amount of research done previously. However,
there were a few research that suggested age-appropriateness recommendations to be
important product information attributes even though some parents might not always follow
them (Richards et al. 2022). Another factor that impacted parents' decision making was

child's wants (Ebster, Wagner & Neumueller 2009).

When referring to the product information online, we are mainly referring to non-sensory
product information which excludes sensory information such as touch, smell, hearing etc.

However, the findings propose that retailers could start adding those other senses online for
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example, by adding more videos and for example a picture of a child holding a toy, to see
the size of the product. Based on the findings, e-commerce store should consist as much toy
product information as possible. E-commerce stores should contain more information about
the model, color of the toy, safety certifications, battery information, and overall, more

detailed information about toys (see Table 4).

Interestingly, findings of the interviews argued that sustainability information will be more
crucial in the future, however now it seems to be not that important. The survey results
showed that the most important toy information online based on parents' answers are a price,
age recommendations, material information and security certifications. In physical stores
factors that affected the parent’s decision making most were the children’s wants, price and
appearance of the toy. However, some participants answered separately that longevity,

durability and adaptability are important factors within toys.

The results were not surprising, yet more research need to be done using bigger sample size
to understand why these the most important attributes to the parents are. Also, parents’

perspective around sustainable toys needs to be researched in more detail.

Q3 How to integrate toy product information in physical stores in a way that online and
offline channels complement and serve each other's.

The previous research presented many different technologies such as RFID tags, mobile
shopping assistant, digital price tags and QR codes that can be used in retail setting to
improve customer experience and build excitement in-store (Shankar, Kalyanam, Setia,
Golmohammadi, Tirunillai, Douglass, Hennessey, Bull & Waddoups, 2021).
Understanding that the transformation of digital shopping, e-commerce, artificial
intelligence has come to stay, retailers need to again adapt to the new ways of retailing.
According on the theory, augmented reality, smartphones, interactive terminals, and
multichannel marketing strategies have reduced the walls between physical and online stores
(Poncin, Ben Mimoun 2014) Indeed, Mosquera, Ana et al. (2017) noted that in-store
technology should provide information on “item availability, supplement the information on

the range of products and make it possible to avoid having to carry heavy bags.”
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Complementary to previous research there weren’t much research on technologies that
would help customers to find product information easier in-store. Based in the finding of the
interviews, the main technologies that could be used in physical stores to find toy product
information easier were QR codes. Yoon & Kim (2014) noted that QR codes are important
tools for brick-and-mortar store retailers to increase the 2-way interactions between online
and offline channels as well as to integrate the promotional activities and merchandising
shopping experience across different channels. Also, QR codes can increase the customers'

knowledge by offering additional product information.

This was in fact was supported by the findings of this research, QR codes were suggested to
be used to enhance product information search in physical stores. In this case customers own
technology tool would be used such as smartphone, to collect more information. Thus, it is

not as expensive for retailers to create this type of system in-store.

One idea was to put QR code next to the price in the price tag. Another idea was to attach
QR code to the shelves such as shelf wobblers, yet this requires more resources from staff to

change the QR code placement if the product moves or is removed from shelves.

However as explained in the findings, even though QR code are though the be the easiest
solution to bring more product information the physical stores, it is not though to be industry
changing for toys. Also, QR codes might be only be interesting to young adults. But perhaps,
QR code can educate consumers to search more information by themselves without the
support of sales personal and overall give consumers an easier opportunity to find more
information around interesting products. In addition, if this happens, it give the retailer an
advantage to guide the consumer to their webpages and for instance might offer some

discount code if the consumer decides to purchase the product later online.

Other ideas that were suggested by the interviewees were iPads, info and service desk used
in-store. However, there were some preliminary challenges to apply these technologies in
physical stores. Hence, it needs to be researched more to gather information and the benefits
of these technologies for customers as well as physical stores. In addition, some of the
technological tools that the retail sales personnel already use can be improved by adding

product information under the database.
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Nevertheless, in case of children’s toy category, product information technologies are not
probably as necessary as it would be for some other more technical categories. In addition,
it seems that for consumers large amount of product information attributes are not as
important in physical store as it would be to know about the item availability in-stores and
online store. Or supplementing the information on range of product selection in e-commerce
stores. There for based on the findings, the suggestion would be to consider investing on
technologies in-store that can show all that information above, not just product attributes for

one toy for example.

5.2 Conclusion

Based on the overall theoretical framework and findings of this research, e-commerce
channel is evitable for large retailers to build sustainable growth. There are many benefits
that come with adding an e-commerce store to the multichannel retail environment for both
the retailer as well as their customers. However, even though retailers benefit from adding
another channel to their multichannel operations, especially e-commerce, adding a new
channel is not enough. This research highlights and explores the role of comprehensive
product information in online and offline stores. Detailed product information in online e-
commerce stores is the key feature to increase customer experience, purchasing behavior
and traffic to the site. Thus, customers can easily search and compare information, however
in the contrary, they are able to build more trustworthy relationships with the retailer through

empowering informed decision making.

There are two types of product information, non-sensory and sensory information. In e-
commerce stores non-sensory information is mainly used while in physical stores sensory
information is easier to obtain. Hence, customers search product information online sources
due to the lower search cost. However, customer might use physical stores to validate the
information collected and confirm the purchase after trying and touching the product.
Indeed, sensory information matters in physical store, emphasizing touch, smell and feel.
Due to the limitations in physical stores, it is complicated to bring non-sensory information
into the store environment closer to the consumers. Yet, it can be done using digital

technologies such as QR codes. This research examined many technological options that
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could be used in physical stores to lower the search cost for product information, however

further research needs to be done to understand the impact and of each tool.

From the perspective of toy product information, from all the proposed technologies
reviewed, only QR codes seem to be the most viable and easiest option to attempt in physical

store regarding bringing more detailed toy product information to the hands of the customer.

The toy category is interesting in the sense that the target customer in physical stores is the
child, and their interest in product information is minimal. On the contrary, parents are
interested in product information of toys but based on the findings, the child’s opinion and
price influences the most on parents purchasing behavior. In addition, in physical store,
interesting displays, clean shelves, catalogues and trendy must-have products, are suggested

to work better than toy product information.

However, it is crucial that online stores contain as much toy product information as possible
since it is easier to find more specific information about toys. The most crucial toy
information online is price, age-appropriate recommendations, material information and
security certifications. Moreover, findings also emphasized that information such as batteries
included, high-quality pictures and videos as well as detailed product description is very

critical.

Due to the children’s toy category being more impulsive, seasonal, and price-driven, product
information might not be as important as in physical stores as it would be for other
categories. Based on the theoretical review, products that are high in financial value and
contain a lot of different functionalities increase the need for product information, yet toys
are almost the opposite, meaning that most of the children’s toys include less functional
information and toys in physical store are bough based on sensory-driven information. But

of course, for more expensive toys, toy information becomes more important.
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5.3 Managerial contributions

This research provides important implication and suggestions for brick-and-mortar store

retailers who are planning to open online channel as part of their multichannel strategy.

Moreover, this research explores comprehensively the role of product information in online

and physical store channels and gives suggestions on how product information should be

used to utilize the advantages of each channel.

There are six important managerial implication for retailers below:

Retailers should consider their own KPIs and multichannel strategy before adding
another channel to the multichannel mix. There are always some challenges and
opportunities when adding a new channel, but retailers need to consider their
business model, product strategy, competition, and market landscape, and consider
the possible opportunities after that. What do you want to achieve, is there any
disadvantages of adding a new channel, what is the timeline, what channels does

your competitors have and what could be improved there? What are the costs?

Large retailers should consider how to integrate the channel with other channels to
utilize the benefits and characteristics of those channels — in the future the integration

need to be so seamless that it creates and an omnichannel operations.

Retailers should be adding as much product information in online store as possible,
(I.e., videos, board product descriptions, high-quality pictures) and really focus on
google search engine optimalization and updating product information based on
customer needs. In addition, retailers should be adding sensory information also if

possible (I.e., smell of a detergent)

Retailers could use different technologies, tools and ideas in physical stores. For
instance, AR displays signages in the toy category, RFID tags, QR codes in game
and technology shelves. Physical stores need to be exciting, interesting, and

welcoming. Many consumers go there to search for something specific or buy daily
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groceries but having that additional display or technology that brings value, might
stop the consumers, and diverge them towards different sector in the store. Also,
technologies in-store that easily show the range of product information in online store

and product availability in physical store as well as online should be considered.

e Some parents and adults buy toys from online, but some still buy them in physical
stores. The customer base and customer behaviours are very diverse in toys. Online
buying will increase in the future, but children mainly go to the store to look at the
toys. Therefore, physical stores should focus on attracting children. QR codes should
be attached to the toys that are considered more expensive and consist more
functional information, for example, board games and summer toys. Retailers could
try creating a sustainability module on the store where all the sustainable and
ecological toys would be to see if there is any attraction. Yet, sustainability usually
means higher price for toys and toy target groups is very price-conscious, thus that
might not work but it would be worth to try. In addition, in this case QR codes can

be put on top of the product to describe more about toy’s sustainability.

e Sales personnel is still important in the retailer physical stores. However, they need
to be educated about e-commerce store functions and QR code use so they can direct
customers there if product for example is not available in physical stores or they need
more information about the product. Moreover, retailers could consider exploring
how to create more personal approach with customers, also in online sources. For
instance, should someone answer to a customer’s requests on social media as well as

in e-commerce store to create better relationships between customers and retailer.

To conclude, retailers should carefully consider the objectives of their multichannel strategy
and what they would like to happen in the next few years to reach their objectives. Most of
the retailers need to start thinking about seamlessly integration to create omnichannel
experience to their customers. Retailers should enhance online stores with comprehensive
product information and explore innovative in-store technologies like AR displays and QR
codes to engage their customer, especially children and their parents. Furthermore, sales staff
should be empowered with e-commerce knowledge to guide customers online and nurture

personal interactions for stronger relationships.
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5.4 Limitations and further research

There are a few limitations that emerge while doing the research. Firstly, data was collected
thorough six different interviews that most where Kesko’s employees. They have experience
working with a one retailer that might give a very one-sided review. In addition, the
interviewees gave very useful points and answers about customer behaviour and product
information during the discussions, but it was mainly their opinions about how sometimes
customers behave and what product information is the most important which gives a very
internal point of view since most of these experts have a retail background in product

information and what it important as a retailer's perspective.

Second limitation is the survey data, there were only 39 answers to the survey. It is enough
for this research but to get more generalized results, the sample size should be bigger. In
addition, the survey only consisted of two questions, to get more comprehensive idea of
customer behaviour in online and offline channels more further questions need to be asked.
Moreover, the survey was sent to the relatives and friend of the researcher, which was not as

randomly selected, yet it includes many people with different age groups.

Lastly, one of the limitations is that there was not that much theoretical research behind some
of the key themes and topics of this research. For example, research about toy product
attributes and target group behaviour as well as research about technologies that would help
to search for product information in physical stores was very limited. Moreover, the overall
guidelines and the topic framework came from the commissioner company where it was
difficult to find and gather theoretical research, due to the topic being very current and

looking for some ideas of improvement for the future of retailing.

For further research this thesis can work as a great baseline. The future research could focus
on finding the relevant technologies that could be used in brick-and-mortar store to integrate
product information better and test their effectiveness in store. In addition, there should be
further research done with bigger sample size around parents purchasing behaviour and

factors affecting their decision making in online and offline channels. It would be important
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to know how many parents use e-commerce store to shop toys and how many still like to
visit the physical stores as well as what affect their customers journeys and decisions to
purchase toys in particular retailer’s store. Future of product information needs to be
researched even further. As noted during the interviews, we do not know the full impact it
might have on retailing in the future. Product information can be much more crucial that we
currently even acknowledge. Hence there need to be more research on this topic to

understand the future and upcoming opportunities around product information.
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Appendix 1. Semi-structured interview questions in Finnish

Rohkaisen tuomaan ajatuksianne ja ehdotuksianne esiin. Néihin kysymyksiin ei ole véiéria
vastauksia, vaan kaikki ehdotukset ja ideat ovat positiivista ajatellen pro-gradu
tutkimuksen tuloksia. [J Jos et pysty vastaamaan kaikkiin kysymyksiin sekin on ok.

Alla on alustavia kysymyksid haastatteluun liittyen mutta koska keskustelu on avointa,
voidaan kysymyksid hypelld ja my0s tarkentaa haastattelun aikana vield paremmin.

Monikanavaisuus:

Kesko tekee télld hetkelld verkkokauppaa kéyttotavaratuotteille kivijalkalitkkeen tueksi,
nidetko tillaisen monikanavaisuuden hyvina vai huonona asiana?

Néetko verkkokaupan ja kivijalkaliikkeen samanlaisina kanavina vai toisiaan tukevina
kanavina? Tarkoittaen ettd ovatko kanavat siis erilaisia toimintatavoiltaan?

Koetko tuotetiedot tarkedksi monikanavaisessa viestinnassa?

Mitd mieltd olet, pitéisiko tuotetietojen olla yhté isossa asemassa kivijalkaliikkeissd kuin
verkkokaupassa?

Kuinka néet tuotetietojen tirkeyden kuluttajille kivijalkaliikkeissd? Etsivétko kuluttajat
tuotetietoja myos kivijalassa?

Voitaisiinko kivijalkaliikkeissé kéyttdd teknologioita, jotta pystyttdisiin tuomaan esiin
tuotetietoja paremmin ja edistdimadn monikanavaisuutta? Mitéd teknologioita kannattaisi
kokeilla?

Lelukategoria & tuotetiedot:

Miten kuvailisit lelujen ostajia ja heididn ostokdyttdytymistdan?

Ovatko leluostokset yleensd impulsiivisia vai mietitdénko niitd paljon ennen ostopddtoksen
tekemista?

Ovatko tuotetiedot tirkeitd lelujen ostajille etenkin verkkokaupassa? Vain onko jokin
toinen tarkedmpi kriteeri ostonedellytykselle?

Entd kivijalassa, onko tuotetiedot tairkedmpi kuin kaupan omat aktivoinnit (Esim. display-
telineet, esitteet, hylly promootiot) lelujen ostajalle kivijalkaliikkeissd?

Mitka tuote-ominaisuudet/tiedot ovat tirkeité lelujen ostajalle?
- Esim. vastuullisuus, valmistaja, alkuperdmaa, ikd, kdyttotarkoitus, kiyttdohjeet ja
sédilytysohjeet, valmistusmateriaalit, kierrdtetyt materiaalit, brandi yms.
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