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Abstract  

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine the customer decision-making journey of high involvement female fashion consumers in 
the context of omnichannel fashion retailing. Design/methodology/approach – The research is qualitative in nature, using a multi-method 
approach consisting of focus groups, semi-structured interviews, online diaries and follow-up interviews, with grounded theory applied to 
analyse the data.  

Findings – The results of the study include a framework to outline the stages of the omnichannel customer decision-making journey for 
young high involvement female fashion consumers. The findings also reveal that an omnichannel decision-making journey is the one that 
predicated on risk and that consumers employ specific strategies to avoid such risks.  

Research limitations/implications – Due to the nature of this research, the sample size is limited and may not be generalised. Data collection 
was confined to Manchester, UK. 
Practical implications – Customer journey mapping enables practitioners to view the entire shopping experience through the eyes of the 
customer and enables retailers’ fault-find issues within the customer and brand experience.  

Originality/value – The paper advances knowledge about fashion and consumer behaviour. The customer decision journey framework maps 
the emotional experiences, devices and channels encountered by high- involvement fashion consumers across each stage of the 
omnichannel journey.  

Keywords Consumer behaviour, Decision making, Fashion retailing, Risk, Omnichannel, Customer journey Paper type Research paper  

1. Introduction  

The concept of omnichannel retailing is geared towards serving customers when and how they want. This has been to the 
extent that the development and challenges of omnichannel retailing are now so fast and defected that they are no longer 
related to the more siloed perspective of multichannel theory (Picot-Coupey et al., 2016). Today’s consumers are now 
routinely engaging with multiple channels and devices, making a single shopping journey more complex (Mintel, 2014, 2015; 
Retail Systems Research, 2013). Despite this, the consequences of cross-channel experiences are still worryingly unknown 
(Kollmann et al., 2012; Piercy, 2012). Omnichannel, therefore, provides a specific mandate to explore how the proliferation 
of retail channels fit into a decision-making journey for fashion.  

The motivation to research omnichannel is compelling since customers exhibit greater loyalty and spend at least 20% more 
than their multichannel counterparts (Bodhani, 2012; IDC Retail Insights, 2010). From a theoretical standpoint, omnichannel 
is an emerging literature theme within retail marketing (Lazaris and Vrechopoulos, 2014a; Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson, 
2014; Savastano et al., 2016). However, the concept has yet to mature despite its importance within the retail industry 
(Bernon et al., 2016; Verhoef et al., 2015). While extant research has implied a focus on distribution and logistics 
(Christopher, 2016; Hu€bner et al., 2016; Murfield et al., 2017) there is scope to examine omnichannel retailing through the 
lens of the customer. Research grounded in decision-making theory is therefore well-placed to achieve a customer-centric 
view of omnichannel decision-making. For fashion, Barnes (2013: 201) asserts that, “future fashion marketing research in 
the area of omni-channel is likely to be highly valued by practitioners”. Fashion consumer behaviour has changed as a result 
of the development technology and there is a need for research to examine how customers are interacting and engaging 
with a variety of different channels as part of the overall decision- making journey. The timely need for such research is 
driven by fashion retailers who are now looking to achieve best practice in their omnichannel offering.  



The aim of the paper is to examine the stages of decision-making in the omnichannel shopping journey for young, high 
involvement female fashion consumers. The objectives are: to review the theoretical foundation of consumer decision-
making in the omnichannel context; to examine how the shopping behaviour of high-involvement female fashion consumers 
has changed and the impact this has on decision-making, specifically in terms of perceived risk and brand; to analyse themes 
from the data collection to develop a theoretical framework that refines, evaluates and reflects decision-making journey. 
The study will bring together the research by means of literature gaps identified in a customer decision-making journey 
framework that correlates high involvement with stage, channel and device usage across the journey along with consumers’ 
affective experiences. With a systemic investigation, this decision-making and customer-centric perspective expands the 
current scope of omnichannel retailing and fashion consumer research.  

2. Literature review  

Retailing business models have evolved during the past decade to reflect the increase in the breadth of channels and the 
changes in shopper behaviour (Brynjolfsson et al., 2013; Verhoef et al., 2015). The study therefore draws and synthesises 
three literature streams: omnichannel retailing, fashion consumer behaviour and decision-making.  

2.1 Omnichannel  

Table 1 provides a summary of the dimensions of the definition for omnichannel. The concept depicts a customer journey 
that requires retailers to operate in a seamless and synergistic way across all retail formats (Kent et al., 2016; Levy and 
Weitz, 2014; Bhalla, 2014; Verhoef et al., 2015). Studies also suggest that omnichannel is about delivering an integrated 
customer experience which combines the advantages of several different channels all within a single customer journey 
(Bernon et al., 2016; Brynjolfsson et al., 2013; Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson, 2014; Rigby, 2011; Verhoef et al., 2015; Elliott et 
al., 2012; Frazer and Stiehler, 2014). This blurring of lines means the natural borders of physical and digital retail 
environment have dispersed, whereby consumers can combine channels to create the most optimum of mix of hedonic 
experiences and utilitarian activities. The definition of omnichannel has consequences for operational retail strategy, since 
the approach digresses away from the more silo-like perspective multichannel retailing research (Nicholson et al., 2002; 
Hsieh et al., 2012).  

To achieve a single view, research has called for a more complete view outlining the customer’s buying process and the 
channel demands and preferences at each stage of the decision process (Peterson et al., 2010; van Bruggen et al., 2010). 
Through exploring existing literature on omnichannel and multichannel, it is evident that there are several different 
perspectives from which the concept of omnichannel can be viewed, as shown in Table 2.  

Table 1 & 2 Here. 

Table 1 Dimension of Omnichannel Concept Definition  

Dimension 

Seamless customer experience (blurred and integrated)  

 

 

Customer-centric, single view of the customer  

 

 

Brand experience and engagement  

 

Simultaneous channel usage  

References  

Frazer and Stiehler, 2014, Hsieh et al., (2012), Brynjolfsson et al. 
(2013), Parsons and Descatoires (2016), Alexander and Alvarado 
(2014), Lazaris and Vrechopoulos (2014a; 2014c), Picot-Coupey 
and Piveteau (2016), Verhoef et al. (2015), Bernon et al. (2016), 
Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson (2014)  

Kitchen and Schultz (2009), Deloitte (2012), Breidbach et al, 
(2014), Kim et al. (2014), Picot-Coupey et al. (2016), Shaw and 
Towers (2015), Cummins et al. (2016), Rigby, 2011, Savastano et 
al. (2016), Peltola et al. (2015), Mirsch et al. (2016), Bernon et al. 
(2016), Kim et al. (2014), Hoogveld and Koster (2016), Piercy 
(2012)  

Hansen and Sia (2015), Cummins et al. (2016), Picot-Coupey et al. 
(2016), Rangaswamy and van Bruggen (2005), Savastano et al. 
(2016)  

Lazaris et al. (2015), Mirsch et al. (2016), Hure et al. (2016), 
Verhoef et al. (2015) 



Channel agnostic  

Consistency  

 

Holistic  

Customer journey  

 

McCormick et al. (2014), Aubrey and Judge (2012), Bhalla (2014)  

Lazaris and Vrechopoulos (2014c), Hure et al. (2016), Mirsch et al. 
(2016), McCormick et al. (2014), Melero et al. (2016) 

Kim et al. (2014), Cummins et al. (2016), Alexander and Alvarado 
(2014), Breidbach et al. (2014), Savastano et al. (2015), Bernon et 
al. (2016), Blazquez (2014) 

McCormick et al. (2014), Savastano et al. (2015), Aubrey and 
Judge (2012), Blakeney (2016), Melero et al. (2016), Kim et al. 
(2014), Barnes (2016), Parsons and Descatoires (2016), Alexander 
and Alvarado (2014)  

Table 2 Empirical research perspectives to explore omnichannel  

PERSPECTIVE OF STUDY  

Human computer interaction  

Service  

 

Customer management  

Customer experience  

 

Customer journey 

 

Retail (marketing and strategy)  

 

 

Retail (supply chain, logistics and operations 

 

Consumer behaviour (including fashion–specific studies)  

 

Branding and brand experience  

 

 

AUTHORS  

Peltola et al. (2015), Lazaris and Vrechopoulos (2014b) 

Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson (2014), Savastano et al. (2016), Lazaris 
et al. (2015), Patrıcio et al. (2008), Verhoef et al. (2015), Peltola et 
al. (2015) 

Neslin et al. (2006), Neslin and Shankar (2009), Verhoef et al. 
(2007), Savastano et al. (2016), Stone et al. (2002 

Peltola et al. (2015), Frazer and Stiehler (2014), Piotrowicz and 
Cuthbertson (2014), Mirsch et al. (2016), Aubrey and Judge 
(2012), Blazquez (2014), Verhoef et al. (2009), Rose et al. (2012), 
Stone et al. (2002), Grewal et al. (2009) 

Peltola et al. (2015), Wolny and Charoensuksai (2014), Patrıcio et 
al. (2011), Alexander and Alvarado (2014) 

Lazaris and Vrechopoulos (2014a; 2014 c), Hure et al. (2016), 
Savastano et al. (2016), Verhoef et al. (2015), Berman and Thelen 
(2004), McGoldrick and Collins (2007), Pookulangara et al. (2011), 
Dholakia et al. (2005), Schramm-Klein et al. (2011), Neslin and 
Shankar (2009), Chatterjee (2010) 

Bernon et al. (2016), Carvalho and Campomar (2014), Hubner et 
al. (2016) 

 

Blazquez (2014), Aubrey and Judge (2012), Wolny and 
Charoensuksai (2014), Alexander and Alvarado (2014), McCormick 
et al. (2014), Kent et al. (2016), Alexander and Alvarado (2014) 

Schoenbachler and Gordon (2002), Aubrey and Judge (2012), 
Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson (2014), Savastano et al. (2016), 
Mirsch et al. (2016), Hansen and Sia (2015), Jones and Runyan 
(2013), Nicholson et al. (2002), Kwon and Lennon (2009), Verhoef 
et al. (2015  

 

Though there has been a surge in the omnichannel literature there is still a paucity. There is still a paucity of the research 
literature that understands how different types of channels map out as a cognitive decision path and which view this from 



the customer perspective. The multichannel customer management framework by Neslin et al. (2006) offers an important 
starting point as it recognises cross-channel interactions and the linkages with decision- making but is not specific to fashion 
consumers. Linking omnichannel and decision-making theory together provides a foundation to explore omnichannel 
customer journeys in depth and views this through the eyes of the customer.  

2.2 Fashion  

Omnichannel is one of the most significant innovations in the fashion industry (Drapers, 2014a). Currently, fashion brands do 
not have the “glue” they need to link all the channels together, and the result is a negative experience for the customer and 
lost sales (Kurt Salmon, 2014). Compounding this issue is the knowledge that the extent of involvement in a fashion 
purchase decision influences the length and stages of the decision-making process (Jordaan et al., 2006; Solomon and 
Rabolt, 2009). Fashion clothing involvement is a significant arbiter on the time spend on deciding and committing to a 
fashion purchase and heightens marketing, advertising information search interest (Hourigan and Bougoure, 2012; Vieira, 
2009). This is important as high-involvement consumers are traversing different channels at different stages of the fashion 
shopping journey and as part of an overall decision-making encounter. Fashion marketing research on the subject of 
omnichannel is emerging, centring upon the impact of technologies on the store environment such as Alexander and 
Alvarado (2014) and Kent et al. (2016). There is now scope for research contributions which explore omnichannel fashion 
consumer behaviour to provide insights to decision journeys of different customer segments. The fashion category adds a 
unique dimension to omnichannel study and the customer decision-making journey due to the interplay between fashion 
and an individual’s self-concept. Indeed, Park and Stoel (2005) assert that clothing is a high-risk product category for a 
consumer. To implement an omnichannel fashion retail strategy there needs to be a clear understanding of customers’ 
decision-making stages for fashion and the role of risk and brand along that journey, therefore, fashion consumer behaviour 
merits dedicated attention within omnichannel retail research.  

2.3 Decision-making  

The cognitive dimension of consumer behaviour recognises purchase decision-making as a problem-solving process with 
multiple steps (Schr€oder and Zaharia, 2008). There have been several iterations of the consumer decision process, for 
example Blackwell et al. (2006). However, theories on consumer behaviour of the pre-internet decision process have 
remained virtually unchanged and largely unquestioned (Wolny and Charoensuksai, 2014). Similarly, Parsons and 
Descatories (2016) suggest there is a timely need to re-examine the appropriateness of consumer decision-making models. 
This contrasts with other consumer behaviour concepts such as customer engagement which has seen significant 
development over the past decade. A summary of recent decision-making studies, which highlights the emerging focus of 
decision-making in multichannel research, is shown in Table 3. However, with the emergence of omnichannel, decision-
making journeys have become more complex and research has perhaps stagnated research in proposing practical models to 
unravel the complexities of consumer decision-making journeys.  

In parallel to the established consumer decision process model of Blackwell et al. (2006), the customer journey is a newer 
concept which has the potential to bridge this gap between decision-making and omnichannel. Wolny and Charoensuksai’s 
(2014) application of Molenaar’s (2012) ORCA model usefully identified stages of the shopping journey and channels used 
for cosmetics which is exemplified by preferences for channels at different stages of the buying process and one which 
reflects the emotional, cognitive and behavioural drives. Meanwhile, Crosier and Handford (2012) also proposed a customer 
journey model, though not originally designed for retail, which highlights the richness customer journey studies can offer by 
capturing the temporal, emotional and linked events to gain an overview of the overall customer experience. Studies have 
called for the research to revisit consumer decision-making models to understand the different functions that channels 
serve at different stages of decision process (Nicholson et al., 2002) and for further research on understanding consumer 
behaviour across channels and omnichannel retailing (Alexander and Alvarado, 2014; Bhalla, 2014; Blazquez, 2014; 
Brynjolfsson et al., 2013; Kent et al., 2016; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Merrilees, 2016; Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson, 2014; 
Verhoef et al., 2015). Hence, this research attempts to bring together these frameworks along with the work by Neslin et al. 
(2006) to answer the research aim. By comprehensively exploring the array of channels this research will reflect the high-
involvement consumer reality, whereby channels are no longer used in isolation of one another but, instead, used together 
as part of an overall decision- making encounter. The work seeks to contribute to knowledge on retail marketing and 
consumer behaviour by providing a framework which maps the omnichannel customer decision-making journey for fashion. 
The current study is positioned as a study of depth and with raises consciousness of participants to think about the decision 
steps taken across a fashion shopping journey. In addition, the study will correlate high involvement with the omnichannel 
for fashion and consider how this translates into the omnichannel decision journey for fashion in terms of the stages, 
channels and devices employed and affective experiences.  

Table 3 Summary of Decision -Making Studies  



Author  

Cho and Workman (2011)  

 

 

 

Park and Cho (2012)  

 

 

Puccinelli et al. (2009)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Balasubramanian et al. (2005)  

 

 

 

Nicholson et al. (2002)  

 

 

Neslin et al. (2006)  

 

 

 

Wolny and Charoensuksai (2014)  

Description  

Fashion and multichannel–survey 
conducted of male and female 
university students. Study examines 
whether gender, fashion innovativeness 
and opinion leadership, and need for touch 
has an effect on consumers’ multi-channel 
choice and touch/non-touch shopping 
channel preference in clothing shopping  

Fashion–an empirical survey study  using 
female university student to understand 
how social media 
communities can affect information 
seeking behaviour and decision-making for 
apparel shopping  

The customer experience–literature based 
paper examines of specific 
aspects of consumer behaviour and 
their role in the consumer decision process  

 

 

 

 

Multichannel–customer interview study to 
identify that consumers 
employ different channels and media 
at different stages of the decision process  

 

 

Multichannel–exploration of consumer 
decision-making and selection across 
multiple channels using female consumers 
in focus group research and shopping 
diaries  

Multichannel–a conceptual paper to 
propose a framework for multichannel 
customer management to address 
challenges (including consumer behaviour 
challenges) and depicts the linkages 
between them  

 

Decision process and customer journey–
qualitative interview study exploring the 
integration of multiple channels into the 
decision process. Highlights that customer 
decision process models have remained 
unquestioned despite the development of 
the digital marketing discourse. Employs 
16 diaries, sample employed for diaries 

Findings  

Multichannel decision choice influenced by 
fashion innovativeness and opinion 
leadership 
Irrespective of gender fashion 
innovativeness and opinion leaders those 
who used more than one channel 
preferred online, TV and cataglogue 
channels  

Positive relationship identified between 
commitment to a social media community 
and information seeking behaviour at the 
community Commitment is developed 
when individuals are psychologically 
attached to the community  

Need recognition encompasses, goals, 
involvement and affect. Information search 
considers goals, memory, involvement and 
affect. Evaluation features goals, memory, 
involvement, attitudes, affect, 
atmospherics, attributions and choices. 
Purchase includes: goals, attitudes, affect, 
atmospherics, attributions. Post– purchase 
considers same elements as purchase  

Key finding: motions affect (moods and 
emotions) influence all stages of consumer 
decision process  

Development of a conceptual framework 
to delineate the utilities consumers device 
from channels (economic, quest for self-
affirmation, quest for symbolism, quest for 
social interaction, reliance on schemas and 
scripts)  

Consumers will traverse across channels 
across during a decision process  

Identification of situational variables based 
upon a Belkian analysis. Call for research to 
revisit consumer decision- making models 
to understand the different functions that 
channels serve at different stages of 
decision process  

Framework can be used to map which 
channel is used at which stage of the 
decision process to better co-ordinate 
channels and is based on consumer 
decision process  

Study highlights determinants of channel 
selection including situational factors and 
individual difference  

Identifies the need for multichannel 
journey’s to be mapped  

Identification of key channel influences 
across different stages of decision-making  



 

 

 

 

also used for 16 interviews. Study focused 
on beauty context  

 

 

Segments customer journeys into three 
distinct patterns  

 

 

3. Methodology  

Based on the current literature there exists an opportunity to provide an in-depth qualitative study. Being positioned as a 
study of depth the research employed a four-phase multi-method approach since only a limited application of multi-method 
approaches have been used in empirical omnichannel studies for example, Alexander and Alvarado (2014) and Wolny and 
Charoensuksai (2014). Table 4 provides summary of each stage of the research. Phase one focus groups (Patton, 2002) 
enabled participants to share their experiences and expectations on omnichannel fashion retailing. During phase two semi-
structured interviews (Malhotra, 2010) featuring photo-elicitation (PE) took place where participants mapped their 
omnichannel customer decision-making journey. Phase three enabled participants to evidence the fashion shopping 
encounters through an online blog diary (Nicholson et al., 2002; Schr€oder and Zaharia, 2008). At the phase four follow-up 
interviews of participants (Belk et al., 2013; Lowrey et al., 2005; Xia, 2010) were probed further based on their blog diaries 
responses and prior phases of data collection.  

The purposive sample for the study was confined to Manchester, UK, consisting of female fashion consumers aged 18 to 24 
(McCormick and Livett, 2012). The study sought participants who were high-involvement fashion consumers and these were 
recruited from the University of Manchester. In order to identify the extent of an individual’s involvement for this study 
fashion involvement was understood as a continuum from apathetic (uninvolved); moderate (less motivated); enthusiast 
(highly involved) (Cardoso et al., 2010). Participants were identified as high involvement consumers on the basis of those 
who view branding as important to them, who regularly purchase clothing at least once per month, who perceived that 
apparel has a self-expressive function and who emphasised the importance and sensitivity to choosing the right product 
(Cardoso et al., 2010; Hourigan and Bougoure, 2012; Jordaan et al., 2006; Kim, 2005; Koller and Salzberger, 2006; Summers, 
1970). Participants were carried through the multi-method approach in order to probe deeper and deeper at each stage. By 
producing such connected phases of data collection, the data collection process became a journey. In essence, each phase 
of the data collection was a point of reflection and a refinement process to build a picture of the omnichannel decision-
making journey and so, the phases of the study become greater than the sum of their parts.  

The qualitative data were then analysed using a grounded theory approach in order to identify patterns across the breadth 
of the dataset. The research recognises both purist approaches to grounded theory analysis—where the findings are purely 
derived from the primary data and approaches which acknowledge the role and importance of existing theories and the 
literature that have a valid role to play in theory formation McCracken (1998). This research recognises that there is a 
continuum or scale as to the strength of the grounded theory approach and it is the decision of the researcher as to which 
level of concentration of grounded theory they choose to apply. This is supported by Corbin and Strauss (2015, p. 383) 
“since no researcher enters into the research process with a completely blank mind”. Whilst grounded theory analysis is an 
organic process, the significance of structure is still recognised through the coding process. The research data were carefully 
analysed using the approach of Glaser and Strauss (1967) three-step process of: open coding—data disaggregation and 
reorganisation into labelled units; axial coding–recognition, establish, evidence and explain the relationship between 
primary categories and sub-categories; selective coding integration of categories into principle categories which underpin 
the theory proposed. As the comparison takes place, new codes will be created and existing codes reanalysed, as any new 
codes come to light. The data were analysed using Microsoft Excel to maintain closeness to the data, in line with La Pelle 
(2004) and Ryan (2004). Themes, patterns and categories emerged and were refined further at each phase of the data 
collection.  

Table 1 Phases of Research Summary  

 Phase 1  
Focus Groups  

Phase Two  
Semi-Structured 
Interviews + PE 

Phase Three  
Online Blog Diary 

Phase 4  
Follow-Up Interview 

No. of Participants 5-7 per focus groups  1 1 7 6 

Duration  60 mins  45 – 60 mins  4 weeks  15-25 mins  



 

4. Findings and analysis  

In accordance with the research aim and objectives careful analysis of the multi-method study allowed decision journey 
themes and patterns to emerge which culminated in a new framework for omnichannel decision-making. An integrated 
findings and analysis discussion provide an overview of the final framework and consider key themes in detail.  

4.1 A framework for the omnichannel customer decision-making journey for fashion  

In pursuit of the research aim, the study contributes to knowledge by providing an omnichannel consumer behaviour-based 
journey model which extends beyond the original consumer decision process. The framework presents an in-depth account 
of high- involvement consumers’ decision-making journey specifically for fashion. The framework in Figure 1 builds upon the 
consumer decision process of Blackwell et al., (2006), early work on the study of the customer journey by Wolny and 
Charoensuksai, (2014) and multichannel customer management framework proposed by Neslin et al., (2006). The findings 
indicate an enhanced range of decision-making stages, channels and devices used at each stage and highlight the affective 
experience of high-involvement fashion consumers along the journey. The framework also highlights the characteristics, 
moderators and expectations at the outset of this decision-making path and resultant outcomes including satisfaction, an 
enhanced brand relationship, trust and loyalty.  

4.2 Expectations of an omnichannel decision-making journey  

The omnichannel concept is one borne out of high-involvement consumers’ heightened expectations of shopping across an 
array of channels for fashion. The findings around expectations signify that shoppers have become so accustomed to 
traversing retail channels that their expectations of those encounters have increased. Fashion consumers expect 
seamlessness and consistent experiences, and these heightened expectations serve as a distinguishing feature of 
omnichannel strategies versus a traditional multichannel approach. Uniquely the results explain how a seamless and 
consistent experience manifests from customer’s point of view, as follows:  

4.2.1 Seamless customer experience. For the study’s participants a seamless customer experience manifests as a decision 
journey which is free of “glitches” that may interrupt the flow of the encounter. Shoppers have also come to expect minimal 
delivery lead times and free delivery, in order to proceed to purchase. “I’ve just become much more demanding of free 
delivery, delivery times [. . .]” (Fg) However, consumers did state that they were open to pay for delivery subscriptions. This 
is a mutually beneficial option for both brand and consumer as it absorbs some fulfilment costs and provides added 
convenience. Furthermore, this option may facilitate loyalty since consumers may choose to shop at a brand more because 
of already having a subscription.  

Another seamless expectation was around a smooth transition between and among different retail channels. For example, 
“There’s no glitches between, so if I’ve seen that online 
ifitlooksniceIcangointotheshopandtryitonorIcanorderitonline,tryitonathomeand send it back” (Fg). This too was the case for 
returns as shoppers expect to be able to return items to any channels and particularly the store. However, participants 
expressed that expectations were not always met and recounted difficulties in returning to a different channel than where 
they purchased. “I like to be able to purchase online but return to a store, so I can get an immediate refund or exchange. 
[Retailer] do not offer this therefore I will not purchase online from them” (Bp). Omnichannel is about being on-demand this 
means wherever and however the customer chooses. The findings confirm the recent work by Bernon et al. (2016) that 
returns to store is still the preferred return option for customers but also assert the importance of this for fashion 
purchases. Another expectation was that shoppers should not have to re-enter personal details when changing channels. 
The finding agrees with Shaw and Towers (2015) who identify that consumers make use of technology principally to 
remember details. “I like stores to remember me when I use any channels so when I come back I don’t need to enter the 
details over again” (Bp). In a similar vein, the findings importantly also uncovered implications related to the use of customer 
wishlists and baskets with participants stating that the information they store should be accessible regardless of the channel 
used. Therefore, retailers must develop systems to support a single view of the customer not only for operational reasons 
but to support the flow of the purchase for the fashion consumer.  

4.2.2 Consistent brand. Consistency is a dimension of the omnichannel concept and refers to the consistency of the brand 
(Picot-Coupey et al., 2016). The results reveal how consistency manifests from the perspective of the consumer and 
specifically concern the promotional mix. Fashion consumers expect a consistent brand regardless of the channel used and 
emphasised the need for elements of the brand identity: fonts, social media filters, artwork, logos and messages to be of a 
consistent style across channels, “So that’s why it’s important, that it’s consistent [. . .] if it’s not, it can become really 
confusing and can really isolate you [. . .] like you don’t want to be a part of something that isn’t quite clear” (Fi). This is 



important since omnichannel consumers seek to render a clear brand image in their own mind and brand identity elements 
which are inconsistent could make an individual question the brand. The findings suggest that consistency of the brand 
identity reduces risk for the fashion consumer. Within an omnichannel decision-making journey, each channel contributes to 
an overall interaction with the brand, and this experience is greater than the sum of its individual parts and supports the 
idea of omnichannel consumers being channel agnostic.  

Participants spoke of the need for reinforcement of marketing communications and information across channels to enable 
decision-making. For example, “I really enjoyed my experience in [. . .] and I felt that the key trends which they featured on 
their mannequins and in their window displays reflected the themes of their website/mobile apps” (Bp). Fashion retailers 
also have a responsibility to ensure that products shown online accurately represent the physical garments. “[. . .] I like to 
make sure that the colours and the style looks the same across all of the channels and make sure that everything looks the 
same” (In). Another expectation was consistency of stock, “[...] marketing communications need to clearly identify if a 
product is a channel exclusive, even if that means it is a store exclusive” (In). The same expectation was reported for pricing 
and there were still instances where participants found inconsistent pricing across channels.  

4.3 Stages of the decision-making journey for fashion  

The findings of the study articulate the stages of the omnichannel customer journey for fashion (Figure 1). At pre-purchase 
new stages emerged: inspiration, research and comparison. The impact of the results reflects a much richer view and more 
complex view of fashion consumer decision-making particularly at post–purchase, building upon the work by Blackwell et al. 
(2006) and Neslin et al. (2006). There was an increased emphasis on the post–purchase decision-making stages to 
emphasise shopping in remote channels with the new stages of: delivery, returns, show and share.  

4.3.1 Pre-purchase. In the interview phase shoppers mapped the stages of their decision journey. Participants articulated 
the inspiration stage as instances to learn about new styles and to acquire ideas about what to buy, for high-involvement 
consumers this was part of their everyday. “That’d be one group, so that’d be my inspiration, what gives me ideas of what I 
want to buy” (In). The study builds upon the finding by Workman and Studak (2006) that fashion opinion leaders will have a 
want rather than need-based approach to problem recognition. The identification of the inspiration stage highlights the 
importance of technology in providing fashion inspiration for consumers (Alexander and Alvarado, 2014; McCormick and 
Livett, 2012) and agrees with Wolny and Charoensuksai (2014) who identify the orientation/inspiration/horizon-scanning 
stage where consumers are scanning the marketplace.  

The research and comparison stage depicted the point at which shoppers were searching for information and comparing a 
specific type of product. “Then I would say the website searching and the comparison” (In). Shoppers described research 
and comparison activities occurring at the same time and this reflects the influence of technology in making the customer 
decision-making journey more efficient which contrasts the earlier decision-making models by Blackwell et al. (2006). 
Importantly, another reason for the combined research and comparison stage was participants’ desire to check they had 
seen everything available before going to try an item on and evaluate it. Consumers did not feel that their shopping journey 
was complete without using an array of channels to research and compare and to ultimately reach a saturation point: “I like 
to use the multiple channels to check that I have seen everything” (In). This presents a new insight as essentially these high 
involvement consumers experience FOMO (fear of missing out) decision behaviour and traverse channels in an omnichannel 
journey as a means of a risk reduction strategy. The extent of the need to reach saturation connects with empirical findings 
that high-involvement consumers are maximisers and are more sensitive to regret (Cui et al., 2009; Kasper et al., 2010; 
Koller and Salzberger, 2006).  

The evaluation stage emphasised the need for tactile evaluation where consumers would try-on the product. “The next 
stage, it’s go to the shop and try it on” (Fg). The results reinforced the nature of the study’s sample since high-involvement 
female consumers still require the need for tactile input when shopping for fashion review of the product’s physical 
attributes (Cho and Workman, 2011; Citrin et al., 2003) and also concurs with Wolny and Charoensuksai (2014). What the 

results also show is that the omnichannel shopping journey … 

Figure 1 The Omnichannel Customer Decision Journey Framework for Fashion  



 

… is a distinctly social experience. For example, participants would actively seek the opinions of others before purchase by 

sharing images and links of the fashion product. “But this is the final approval, and this is the approval before the purchase [. 
. .]” (In). The strength of social media at this point was to the extent that shoppers would disregard the same product 
following a negative evaluation from peers. “I was in the middle of the shop and thought I would [...] send it to 20 people to 
see if it was a good idea and it wasn’t [...], so I did no’t buy it” (Fg). The findings also correlate with the practitioner literature 
by Shaw and Towers (2015) that identified that millennial consumers would ask for feedback prior to purchase. Hence the 
evaluation stage identifies further risk minimising behaviour by high-involvement consumers and sheds new light on the 
work of Koller and Salzberger (2006) and Koller et al. (2007) on pre-purchase dissonance. The evaluation stage also 
highlighted the digital benefits of shopping for fashion online by using wishlists and basket functions as participants 
indicated this as a way to collate, curate and consider potential items for purchase. “I also use the wishlist tool to add 
products to a list of items I am considering buying” (Bp). Wishlists and baskets were also used by high-involvement shoppers 
to serve as an end point in the fashion shopping journey when users were unable or did not want to purchase the product 
selections at that point. “You’re just scrolling through, creating a basket which you do no’t necessarily buy” (Fg). Hence why 
evaluation rather than pre-purchase evaluation was the label for this stage, since journeys for this segment may not always 
result in a purchase.  

The purchase stage identified the point at which consumers are ready to buy an item. This stage was consistent with the 
empirical literature (Blackwell et al., 2006; Neslin et al., 2006; Wolny and Charoensuksai, 2014). As part of going through the 
purchase process, participants explained that they would search for promotional discounts or offers in order to reduce the 
cost of the item. This demonstrates that omnichannel consumers are empowered seeking the best deal and desires to once 
again minimise the risk of FOMO on a better or cheaper alternative.  

4.3.2 Post–purchase. The data collection revealed rich insight about post–purchase decision-making. The current findings 
build upon the multichannel customer management framework of Neslin et al. (2006) and beyond to mark out a complex 
post–purchase decision journey featuring the stages of: delivery; returns; show and share. At delivery, shoppers recounted 
decisions around the most optimum delivery method and discussed the lag between ordering and receiving the item along 
with a lack of communication during this time. “Well I paid for it to be there by 1p.m. the next day [. . .] they were supposed 
to email me when it was ready to collect, and they didn’t.” (Fg). The research therefore extends decision-making further by 
marking out distinct post–purchase stages to reflect digital developments in remote shopping channels and the complexity 
this adds to consumer purchase decision- making. A new returns stage highlighted product-related issues for shoppers 
regarding size and fit. In such instances, participants demonstrated further FOMO-driven, risk-reduction strategies by over-
order multiples of the same product to find the correct size, with a view to returning some. “I often find myself ordering two 
sizes and sending one of them back” (BP). “If I feel a bit wobbly about then I’ll buy it and keep in mind that I might have to 
return it” (In). The current work supports Bernon et al. (2016) assertion that returns are a major challenge in current 
omnichannel processes. The findings of the returns stage also depict a fundamental shift in shopping behaviour, suggesting 
that high-involvement omnichannel fashion consumers experience delayed decision-commitment towards purchasing 



fashion. Consequently, the influence of remote digital channels needs to be accounted for in contemporary customer 
decision journey frameworks.  

Show and share stage was one of the most consistent and richly defined decision stages of the omnichannel journey for 
fashion and responds to the call by Mirsch et al. (2016) for more understanding on the role of social media in the 
omnichannel environment. Consumers were motivated to “show-off” new purchases. For example, “You want to show the 
world, you’d take a photo and Instagram it“ (Fg). Furthermore, it was about validation of purchase decisions “[. . .] Validating 
you bought something good I suppose [. . .] validating what you are doing.” (In). The stage highlights how high-involvement 
fashion consumers want to reinforce their fashion opinion leadership publicly. The results also agree with gender studies 
that state high self-monitoring females tend to be fashion opinion leaders and use apparel for social approval (Auty and 
Elliott, 1998; Browne and Kaldenberg, 1997; Carey et al., 2014). Meanwhile the share component recognises the how 
fashion consumption is now intertwined with technology and recognises the desire for brand engagement as shoppers 
communicated their appreciation for brands. “I felt it was important to tag the retailers [. . .] I had bought my new clothes 
from to show appreciation and let others know where they could find these great pieces” (Bp). The show and share was the 
final stage discussed by participants and closes the loop in the omnichannel journey because one individual’s decision 
journey can serve as inspiration for another. “It kind of links it back to the beginning, I guess. You’re like you are serving as [. 
. .] inspiration for someone else” (In). These results provide further support for Carvalho and Campomar (2014) whereby 
consumers who interact within an omnichannel environment are more disposed to influencing others.  

4.4 Channel and device usage  

What the findings reveal is that each stage of the journey requires a different constellation of channels to provide different 
functions and benefits for the fashion consumer. The findings respond to calls within the omnichannel literature that the 
consumer’s choice of method for interaction is important (Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson, 2014) and that devices should be 
considered as part of the a seamless shopping experience (Verhoef et al., 2015).  

4.4.1 Channels. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) call for the need to understand the customer perspective of the purchase 
journey and to identify the specific touchpoints used. Figure 1 provides first findings and a holistic view as to how channels 
and devices are used across a decision-journey for fashion. For example, the emphasis of the social media channel during 
the inspiration, evaluation along with the show and share stages signifies the omnichannel fashion consumers’ journey as a 
highly social experience. “I would only ever use the social media for [...] the purpose of being inspired or at the end of my 
shopping journey, showcasing what I’ve bought” (In). The use of online websites was recounted by participants as being 
used for both the hedonic inspiration stage but importantly for utilitarian research and comparison activities, prior to visiting 
the store. “Then I would say the website searching and the comparison” (In). Meanwhile, the use of the store channel was 
necessary for more complex, physical and utilitarian tasks during the fashion journey and during the stages of evaluation, 
purchase, delivery and return. “[. . .] If it does n’t look like it will really fit then the convenience of going in-store takes over, 
to be honest. I won’t do it online” (Fg). The results highlighted a unique insight about omnichannel retailing whereby 
consumers engaged in simultaneous channel usage to enhance their shopping journey, for example using mobile app and 
store channels together. “[. . .] If you are in store you can just go on the app and double check the price in another store [. . 
.]” (In).  

4.4.2 Devices. The analysis of device usage provides insight for fashion retailers to ensure that their devices are optimised 
for the appropriate stages of fashion shopping. There was a clear preference for mobile phone usage across the journey and 
consequently retailers need to prioritise mobile for delivering an optimum customer-brand experience for a high 
involvement fashion audience. The usage of mobile phones specifically demonstrates that fashion consumers are also 
engaging in a customer decision-making journey more ubiquitously. For example, “[. . .] That’s something I use a lot more 
when I am on the go” (Fg). The findings also assert that omnichannel fashion consumers in-effect have the brand in their 
pocket and so this accessibility feeds high-involvement consumers’ needs for continual information seeking as consumers 
can continuously engage with brands and the brand experience whenever they wish and while on-the-go. “I follow their PR 
which sort shows me behind the scenes on their photo shoots” (Fg). Finally, the use of laptop computers was complimentary 
to mobile usage across the journey with participants opting to use these for more task-related stages for example, research 
and comparison along with returns. For example, “That’s for a bit more serious research it’s bigger and quicker and less 
fiddly so I’d use that.” (In).  

4.5 Emotion  

The study builds on the discussion of Wolny and Charoensuksai (2014) who suggest emotional responses are a key feature of 
customer decision journeys as the current work pinpoints the emotions that occur at each stage of a fashion decision 
journey and is one of the earliest studies to do so. The findings discovered that these fashion consumers experience an 
emotional rollercoaster of positive and negative feelings throughout their omnichannel experience. The emotions identified 
in the data collection were classed as either positive or negative based upon the work of Laros and Steenkamp (2005) 



Saraneva and S€a€aksj€arvi (2008). The results shed light on potentially weak stages of the omnichannel customer decision-
making journey as priority areas for retailer improvement and correlate with operations literature on omnichannel.  

Excitement was expressed at the outset of the inspiration stage with shoppers commencing their omnichannel journey with 
thoughts of seeking out “newness” and feeling open to new ideas and being in an exploratory frame of mind. “I think I’m 
quite excited and quite exploratory. Like I’m quite open to lots of ideas” (In). This finding was supported by the literature 
that suggests fashion information can stimulate excitement (McCormick and Livett, 2012; Rowley, 2009). The research and 
comparison stage, meanwhile, was filled with mixed emotions which were weighted towards the negative. Positive emotions 
included love and enjoyment reinforced the passion high-involvement customers possess towards fashion. “Yeah that’s just 
what I enjoy doing. I enjoy the information as well. I wouldn’t really see that as like searching for information I would see 
that more as enjoyment” (In). Negative affective experiences included: stress, annoyance, disappointment and fatigue 
among others. The feelings of fatigue correlate with Hollebeek (2011) who discussed that excessive brand engagement 
levels can lead to consumer fatigue. As journey progressed towards evaluation emotions were found to be more balanced as 
a result of shoppers finding a desired item with feelings of positivity and happiness. “When I went in store, found this one 
and tried it on I fell in love with it straight away and so it made me feel positive” (In). But disappointment and stress would 
also occur as a result of trying-on and evaluating garments in the store channel. Therefore, reflecting the reality of shopping 
when expectations were not met. Purchase was a an experience whereby participants recounted feelings of positivity, 
gratification and happiness at making a purchase. “I think I just like the instant gratification. It’s done, I’ve got it” (Fg).  

The delivery stage was filled with emotional highs and lows as participants noted the lag experienced between purchasing 
and receiving a product, therefore highlighting the lack of immediate gratification which this segment of consumers so 
craves. Initially, participants recounted positive emotions such as feeling happy; however, feelings of happiness were 
attributed to the evaluation of the product rather than the delivery itself. Likewise, participants explained that they were 
excited “You can see it coming to you a bit and it gives you that excitement” (Fg). Yet these feelings wore off and discussion 
was focused on feelings of annoyance and frustration with the delivery experience. However, it was the returns experience 
which created the most angst among all the journey stages. Customers experienced annoyance, stress and even hate. These 
negative feelings were associated with  

the hassle of the returns process, the potential of having to pay for a return and the process of receiving a refund which was 
often delayed. “Em I think it’s just, I hate sending things back and I always try to avoid returning things” (In). Thus, for 
fashion brands the delivery and returns stages present a priority area for improvement in the overall brand experience.  

However, shopping journeys often ended on a high with the show and share stage as one of the most positive encounters 
during the journey. The sample described feeling confident, happy, good and even to the extent of feeling love. Participants 
felt confident in their fashion choices. Love within the show and share stage was attributed to consumers who were so 
motivated by this feeling that they opted to take further action related to their purchase, such as sharing across social media 
and endorsing brands. “It’s kind of like because you tag the brand in it, it’s sort of. . .it’s not really advertising for them but 
it’s sort of. It’s almost like thanking them . . . this is what I bought I love it kind of thing.” (In). These analyses build upon the 
work of Hansen and Sia (2015) that using a brand hashtag is a tool for engagement.  

4.6 High-Involvement Fashion Consumer  

The research objectives sought to analyse how the shopping behaviour of involvement female fashion consumers has 
changed and the impact this has on decision-making. The data collection uncovers that the decision journey for high-
involvement consumers is one that is predicated on risk and that brand experience becomes very powerful in the 
omnichannel context.  

4.6.1 A fashion decision journey predicated on risk. Fashion for this audience is a high-risk product category and a high 
stakes decision situation and therefore high involvement consumers are more vulnerable to risk and dissonance. To 
compensate, high-involvement consumers employ strategies to reduce risks throughout their journey. As the findings 
discussed, the research and comparison stage saw participants utilise an array of channels to research a product until they 
reach a point of saturation. “Which is probably why I feel like I have to use each of them [channels] because without one 
then my shopping journey is not complete” (In). This vulnerability and sensitivity to risk was also epitomised by participants 
who expressed a fear of missing out (FOMO). “I guess I want to see if there is anything that I am missing out [. . .]” (In). At 
the evaluation stage, shoppers also reduced risk by utilising wishlists and baskets to curate and contemplate items and 
recounted consulting peers. A journey predicated on risk is also compounded by the fact that the retail environment now 
transcends both physical and digital channels. For example, the extensive amount information and opinions available to 
consumers both from channels and through the journey being a social experience can hinder and fatigue as well as help 
consumers.  



What remains constant is that this consumer group still place high value on the store channel as part of their risk reduction 
strategy because of issues with fashion garment fit and sizing. At the purchase stage, participants recounted using channels 
to reduce risk. For instance, financial loss is minimised by shoppers seeking discount codes online channels and reviewing 
returns policies. The delivery stage evidenced further risk-averse behaviour and desire for immediate gratification by using 
facilities such as click and collect and expecting free delivery to reduce the risk of wasted time and cost. At the returns stage, 
consumers demonstrated the full extent of their risk and post–purchase dissonance reduction by returning of products as a 
result of over-ordering to reduce the potential of missing out on an item when re-ordering. At the show and share stage high 
involvement consumers would share images of their products including tagging brands via social networks as a validation 
strategy.  

The data collection demonstrates that even at the outset of the journey risk-reduction strategies are at play. In this case 
brands serve as an important decision heuristic in the omnichannel journey as customers rely on their past experience with 
brands to aid them in their decision journey. A further finding was that the expectations that consumers possess of their 
omnichannel journey highlights ways in which consumers are actively seeking reassurance from fashion brands. Figure 1 
provides a clear understanding of how risk can be managed as the findings recognise that consumers hold expectations of a 
seamless and consistent experience. However, it is important to recognise that the omnichannel context can also stimulate 
risks by empowering consumers with more channels and information than ever before which is a challenge of this new 
retailing era. Brands therefore need to be aware that high-involvement consumers possess a highly risk-averse mindset 
towards their shopping journey for fashion and marketing strategies must be designed to both reassure and mitigate risk as 
shoppers proceed along a decision path.  

4.6.2 Brand experience. High involvement fashion consumers are those who are seeking brand experiences, who want to 
feel part of, connected to and immersed in, the brand through a stronger overall brand experience. This finding agrees with 
Jones and Runyan (2013) that positive brand experiences intensify the overall attitude towards the brand and supports the 
argument by Peltola et al. (2015) that omnichannel provides greater opportunities for brand engagement. High-involvement 
consumers are channel agnostic who perceive that omnichannel interactions lie not with each individual channel but instead 
form a cumulative brand experience in the consumer’s mind. For example, “the idea of merging all of the channels into one 
so that they are one overall experience” (In). The finding supports Bhalla (2014) as omnichannel encompasses, “the full 
spectrum of channels”. Therefore, the brand experience provides distinguishing feature of omnichannel versus multichannel 
since omnichannel retail should feature a specific mandate to manage the cross-channel brand experience. Ultimately, 
brand management in omnichannel fashion retail is about projecting a strong and a clear brand to reduce risk.  

As discussed in this study, shoppers for fashion are now able to access the brand ubiquitously and have access to the brand 
“in their pocket”. Omnichannel retail therefore facilitates high involvement behaviour among consumers, enabling them to 
feed their continual desire for fashion brand engagement. Taking a step further, omnichannel fashion retail experiences 
facilitate the “humanization” of brands as participants reported viewing the fashion brands as “friends” rather than simply as 
a retailer. The anthropomorphic quality of an omnichannel fashion brand manifested in the results, as brands having their 
own individual identity and style which serves as inspiration for consumers. For one participant, the human-like quality of a 
brand was highly evident as they spoke of Topshop, not as a brand, but as the “Topshop girl” and that the different channels 
reflected this “The Topshop girl and she is the girl you want to be. And the Instagram accounts are maybe what the Topshop 
girl would like. [. . .] think it’s all about the brand [. . .]” (FIn). Anthropomorphism has been previously discussed in marketing 
as per Aaker et al. (2004) and Fugate, (2007). Now, omnichannel makes anthropomorphism even more real for consumers.  

5. Conclusion implications and limitations  

In terms of the empirical contribution high-involvement fashion consumers now engage in complex decision-making 
journeys and are accustomed to engaging with an array of channels. Despite such developments, the intrinsic nature of 
customer decision theory has remained relatively unchallenged. The consumer behaviour-based journey model presented 
extends the original consumer decision process to reflect fashion shoppers’ interactions with the omnichannel retail 
environment. Furthermore, the paper brings together a unique constellation research themes of which have been discussed 
in the literature review to present an updated picture of decision-making journey for fashion. The paper asserts that the 
consumer decision process should not be discarded but revised and updated to reflect the influence of technology and 
fashion consumer preferences for shopping across channels.  

Based upon an in-depth multi-method and qualitative approach, the research also finds that the contemporary decision-
making for fashion features a complex and rich journey of not only stages both existing and new, but also channels, devices 
and affective experiences which combine to create a brand experience which customers can access whenever and however 
they choose. Therefore, the findings have contributed not only an understanding of omnichannel decision-making but 
brought the focus to fashion which is an emerging area of omnichannel research. The study finds that the omnichannel 
decision-making journey for high-involvement fashion consumers one predicated on risk and the findings and analysis 



highlight the strategies female fashion consumers use in order to mitigate decision-making risk which is useful to both 
researchers and practitioners alike.  

The research suggests implications for practitioners by asserting that any fashion retailer is only as good as the weakest 
point in its customer journey. By using the customer decision journey retail marketers can uncover the cognitive paths of 
their customer audience and reveal clues why business performance may be not as desired. Practitioners can use the 
decision-making journey tool to evaluate a brand experience by looking at customers emotional experiences over the course 
of the journey in order to close the gap between actual and desired brand experience. Looking to key stages of the journey, 
the research identifies that the post–purchase phase of the decision journey is more extensive than first expected. The 
findings reveal a need for retailers to prioritise the delivery and returns stages as they represent major stress points for 
consumers. The framework also identifies which channels and devices are used during each stage journey. This 
understanding will enable retail staff and marketing teams to gauge what stage a consumer is at in their decision-making 
journey and optimise channels and devices to better fit customer needs at each decision stage. In doing so, marketers will 
be able tailor automated campaign strategies in a more sophisticated manner based upon the customer journey stages. The 
decision-making journey is a method by which to move a fashion retail brand further towards an omnichannel strategy and 
while it can be applied to large scale retailers this is also a useful and cost-effective tool for fashion retail SMEs to examine 
their current retail marketing strategy.  

The limitations of this research include the small sample size, specific high-involvement fashion consumer segment type and 
geographical location. It is suggested that future research on this area investigates whether larger samples of high-
involvement female fashion consumers demonstrate a similar decision-making journey. There is also scope for further 
investigation into how concepts such as customer-brand engagement manifest across each channel.  
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