
Vol.:(0123456789)

Italian Journal of Marketing (2021) 2021:57–81
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43039-021-00021-0

1 3

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Multichannel search patterns and webrooming behaviours 
in the service industries: the case of motor insurance

Tun‑I Hu1 · Andrea Tracogna1 

Received: 27 October 2020 / Accepted: 17 February 2021 / Published online: 8 March 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
This article aims at analysing the empirical categories and the main determinants 
of channel choices in the contractualized individual services category, with particu-
lar reference to multichannel search patterns and webrooming behaviours, whereby 
customers search online but purchase offline (namely, at the service provider’s 
premises). Based on an international survey of motor insurance customers, a set 
of hypotheses on the determinants of customers’ shopping journeys, inclusive of 
search and purchase channel decisions, have been tested with a multinomial logis-
tic regression. Our results show that channel choices—both relative to search and 
to purchase—are significantly influenced by the customer’s preference for personal 
interaction (which typically favours the personal, offline, channels); overall, the 
relevance of channel choice determinants differs in the different shopping phases: 
indeed, while the search patterns (mono vs. multiple; digital vs. personal) are mainly 
determined by the customer need for information and by her/his preference for shop-
ping innovation and enjoyment, the purchase channel choices are mainly driven by 
the customer’s preference for service quality (personal purchase) and by his/her 
price consciousness (digital purchase). In particular, webrooming behaviours occur 
when a less price-conscious customer, after having actively explored multiple chan-
nels to satisfy the appetite for information, eventually prefers to purchase the service 
at the provider’s physical store (i.e. the insurance agent) to satisfy his/her preference 
for personal interaction and service quality. These results shed light on multichannel 
behaviours in service industries and may help providers better inform the retail strat-
egies of contractualized individual services.
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1  Introduction

Multichannel behaviours are today informing the shopping of most goods and ser-
vices, thus originating peculiar research shopping (Verhoef et al. 2007) and web-
rooming (Flavian et  al. 2016; Hu and Tracogna 2020) phenomena, and namely 
the tendency of several customers to use one channel for search and another for 
purchase (research shopping) and their preference for looking at something to buy 
online and eventually purchasing it in a physical store (webrooming). Accord-
ing to the evidence provided by Flavian et  al. (2019), webrooming is today the 
dominant cross-channel combination (the other combination being showrooming, 
i.e., the offline search followed by an online purchase), thus representing the most 
significant form of research shopping behaviour. This article aims at analysing 
the implications of multichannel shopping and webrooming behaviours within 
service industries, and namely for the contractualized individual services, and at 
identifying the most significant channel choice determinants; in doing so, a num-
ber of distinct patterns of customer search are here classified.

A better understanding of multichannel shopping behaviours is important for the 
service providers. Indeed, their huge efforts to widening the available channels and 
offering their customers the access to new digital channels may be often nullified or 
put at risk by the persistent preference, by the customer, to complete the purchase 
in the traditional channels. By leveraging on the actual preferences of their custom-
ers, service providers may better define their channel investments and develop more 
effective multichannel strategies, with the ultimate goal of maximizing the overall 
conversion rates from search to purchase. From an academic standpoint, our paper 
is aimed at filling a pending gap in the multichannel research. Indeed, in spite of 
the rich extant literature on the multichannel construct (of which we give a thor-
ough account in the next Sect. 2), and of a broad understanding of their determinants 
and implications, including the research shopping and channel synergy phenom-
ena, several aspects of customer multichannel behaviours in the service industries 
(as opposed to the shopping of goods) still require further investigation (Liu et al. 
2018), while specific calls have been made for further studies considering channel 
choice decisions in multichannel environments, particularly aimed at investigating 
the interdependencies between the search and the purchase choices (Verhoef et al. 
2007). Compared to previous studies on multichannel shopping, this paper focuses 
specifically on the services industries and introduces a thorough classification of 
search patterns and a comprehensive set of customer behaviour determinants, spe-
cifically at the psychographic level. In particular, this research represents an attempt 
to advance and generalize recent studies on the determinants of service shopping 
journeys in motor insurance (Hu and Tracogna 2020). A number of questions are 
driving this research: what are the factors driving the service customers’ selection of 
search channels and orienting their preference for, either, a monochannel or a mul-
tichannel pattern of search? How do the different search patterns convert into spe-
cific purchase channel decisions? And what factors, in particular, explain customers’ 
webrooming behaviours, i.e., their preference to finalize the purchase offline, e.g., at 
a physical store, despite having searched extensively online?
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This research is focused on the category of contractualized individual services, 
i.e., the services which are procured by individuals (and their families) on a continu-
ous and contractual basis and which are reliant on an ongoing relationship between 
the provider and the customer (Lovelock 1983). Such category includes a broad 
range of services, from personal bank accounts to individual/retail insurance poli-
cies, personal mobile communication services, household electricity supplies and 
other utility services, among others. Our focus is justified in the light of the length 
and complexity of these service’s customer journeys (which encompass several 
phases, from search to purchase and post-purchase) and of the number of service 
features which may favour multichannel and research shopping behaviours, includ-
ing the typical indefinite duration of the service relationship (either because of the 
long-term extension of the contract or as a consequence of the several periodical 
renewals), the extended pre- and post-purchase interactions between the service pro-
vider and the customer (the parties initially get in contact to exchange information, 
and keep interacting to assure an effective administration and execution of the con-
tract), the significant channel synergy effects (i.e., the customer’s past search and 
purchase decisions and the whole service experience affect the successive channel 
decisions), and the significant efforts made by the service providers to escort the 
customer along the several phases of the journey, adopting sophisticated multichan-
nel retail approaches which extend to both physical and digital channels. The above 
features are peculiar of contractualized services and clearly differentiate this unique 
category from the other services and from the shopping of goods.

The empirical focus of this study is motor insurance, which, based on their fea-
tures, truly represent the whole contractualized services category, as it is character-
ized by repetitive purchases (with the customer having periodically, over the renewal 
“window”, the possibility to change the policy elements, the search and purchase 
channel, and even the provider), by a significant post-purchase phase (signed by sev-
eral possible interactions, including the reporting of an accident, the management 
of claims, and other customer-provider interactions) and by channel synergy effects 
(i.e., past channels exert an influence on the successive channel choices). Further, 
recent empirical studies show that the insurance markets significantly display web-
rooming behaviours (Barwitz and Maas 2018; Hu and Tracogna 2020) and a per-
sistent preference, by the customers, to complete the purchase with the insurance 
agent (Insurance Europe 2019; Insurance Information Institute 2020). Thus, a bet-
ter understanding of the determinants of multichannel shopping and webrooming 
behaviours in motor insurance may, on the one side, provide relevant insights for the 
improvement of the retail strategies of service providers and, on the other side, shed 
light on the whole category of contractualized individual services.

The paper has the following structure. In the second section, the studies on 
research shopping and webrooming behaviours are introduced and positioned 
within the larger literature on multi-/omnichannel shopping and retailing constructs. 
In the third section, a classification of customers’ mono- and multiple-search pat-
terns is provided, and our set of hypotheses on their determinants is proposed. In the 
fourth section, the methods, including the sampling and measurement procedures, 
of the empirical research are described. In the fifth section, an account is given of 
the empirical results, including the tests of the hypotheses with a (multinomial) 
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regression model. The sixth section discusses our research findings and derives both 
academic implications and managerial insights for service providers, addressing a 
number of limitations, and providing some possible directions for future research.

2 � Background and literature review

Multichannel search is here defined as the customer’s simultaneous use, within the 
same shopping journey, of multiple channels of the similar type or as the simultane-
ous use of different channel types, with the aim of collecting the needed informa-
tion on a good or service, before finalizing the purchase (Hu and Tracogna 2020). 
This definition, which mostly emphasizes the information search phase, is derived 
from and consistent with the broad extant academic literature on the multichannel 
construct (see Table 1, below). However, scholars haven’t reached an early consen-
sus on this definition: indeed, over the years, multichannel definitions have gradu-
ally shifted their focus from the purchase to the search phase. In the meantime, the 
gradual evolution of customers towards multichannel behaviours and the progressive 
development of new digital channels have broadened the multichannel phenomenon, 
thus opening the door to new constructs, such as those of omnichannel shopping and 
retailing. Overall, multi-/omnichannel shopping and retailing represent two sides of 
the same coin, where the customer triggers full channel interaction with the retailer 
and the retailer, in turn, aims at assuring full channel integration to offer the cus-
tomer a consistent shopping experience (Beck and Rygl 2015). Within this perspec-
tive, search and purchase are not separate and independent, but rather complemen-
tary stages of the shopping journey. In Table 1, below, we provide an account of the 
evolution of the multichannel construct in the academic literature.

The multi-  and omnichannel constructs have the merit to highlight the possi-
bilities, for the customer and the retailer, to leverage on the many available search 
and purchase channels and to generate positive (synergy) effects. Channel syn-
ergy effects, whereby search (or purchase) attitudes on one channel may translate 
into preferences toward search (or purchase) on another channel, have been first 
described by Verhoef et  al. (2007). Synergy effects may occur both contextually 
(same time, different products) and at the temporal level (same product, differ-
ent times), where, in the latter case, the choice of a previous channel increases the 
chances of using that same channel again (Gensler et al. 2012; Piercy 2012). Ver-
hoef et al. (2007) identify a channel lock-in (or spill over) effect—where the chan-
nel chosen in one stage of the shopping journey affects the likelihood of choosing 
that same channel in another shopping stage—and introduce the research shopper 
construct, which describes the propensity of consumers to research the product in 
one channel, and then purchase it through another channel. Within a research shop-
ping framework, the interplay between physical (offline) and digital (online) chan-
nels may generate two opposite effects: “showrooming”, whereby the information is 
collected offline while the purchase occurs online (Bell et al. 2014), with the online 
activities substituting for an experiential shopping in the physical store (Pauwels 
et  al. 2011), and “webrooming” (Bell et  al. 2017), whereby the customer collects 
the information online, but the purchase occurs offline. Several determinants of 
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Table 1   Key definitions of multi- omnichannel shopping and retailing

Author Definition

Multichannel shopper/customer
Schoenbachler and Gordon (2002) Multichannel consumers use the available channels 

according to their preferences, perceived conveni-
ence and product availability, which can be differ-
ent along the shopping phases

Wind and Mahajan (2002) Multichannel shopping behaviour is associated 
with the combination of various channels and 
approaches, such as searching online and buying 
offline, searching offline and buying online and 
everything in between

Kumar and Venkatesan (2005) Multichannel shoppers are those customers who 
have made a purchase in more than one channel 
in an observed period of time

Verhoef et al. (2007) Research shoppers are those customers who 
research the product in one channel and then 
purchase it through another channel

Weinberg et al. (2007), Cho and Workman (2011) Multichannel shoppers utilize a variety of different 
purchasing channels

McGoldrick and Collins (2007) Multichannel customers use a variety of channels 
to research their products, before committing to 
buy them

Zhang et al. (2010) Multichannel shoppers use multiple channels along 
their shopping process

Rippé et al. (2015) Multichannel shoppers are knowledgeable consum-
ers who gain information about the product by 
surfing and switching between channels

Omnichannel shopper/customer
Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson (2014) Omnichannel customers move freely between the 

online channels, the mobile devices, and the 
physical store within a single shopping journey

Juaneda-Ayensa et al. (2016) Omnichannel customers use the new technologies 
to search for information, offer opinions, explain 
experiences, make purchases, and “talk to the 
brand”, with the expectation to have a seamless 
experience across channels

Yurova et al. (2017) Omnichannel shoppers are those who shop for 
products and services using more than one retail 
channel, such as brick-and-mortar retailers, cata-
logues, websites, mobile devices

Saghiri et al. (2018) Customer with an omnichannel approach can 
interact with the product and the firm in all ways 
and in all locations, while the borders between 
different channels become fuzzy, and consumers 
seamlessly move between the available chan-
nels, searching for information and making their 
purchase decisions through the channels that best 
optimize their purchase needs
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webrooming behaviours are reported in the literature. Schroder and Zaharia (2008) 
claim that webroomers combine the benefits of information search at online stores 
with low risk buying at physical stores. Chou et al. (2016) posit that the perceived 
risks associated with the purchase make the online search an important precursor to 
webrooming behaviour. Flavian et al. (2016) also argue that the motivation of online 
information search, before purchasing offline, is due to the online accessibility of the 
product reviews, which make consumers feel confident to buy in a physical store. 
The authors also point at the need-for-touch as a direct determinant of webroom-
ing effects. Low switching costs, or the lack of lock-in, typical of online channels, 

Table 1   (continued)

Author Definition

Multi- omnichannel retailing
Stone et al. (2002) Multichannel retail strategy is the management of 

customers in a way that is consistent and coordi-
nated across all the channels used

Rangaswamy and Van Bruggen (2005) Multichannel retailing shall provide consumers 
with information, products, services, support, and 
any kind of combinations through two or more 
synchronized channels

Neslin et al. (2006) Multichannel retailing is the design, development, 
coordination, and evaluation of channels to 
enhance customer value through effective cus-
tomer acquisition, retention, and development

Choi and Park (2006)
Weinberg et al. (2007) Multichannel retailing is a distribution strategy 

to serve customers using more than one selling 
channel or medium

Lee and Kim (2008) Multichannel retail strategy shall enable compa-
nies to offer customer services across different 
channels, thus building strong relationships with 
customers, improving the retention of the existing 
customers, and attracting new ones

Lewis et al. (2014) Multichannel retailing is a model in which retailers 
use a combination of integrated channels to sell 
products and services to customers

Piotrowicz and Cuthbertson (2014) Omnichannel retailing is aimed at delivering a 
seamless customer experience regardless of the 
channel

Verhoef et al. (2015: p.176) Omnichannel retailing is "the synergetic manage-
ment 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”

Frasquet and Miquel (2017), Wollenburg et al. 
(2018)

In multichannel retailing, diverse channels are 
managed so as to offer shoppers a seamless 
experience across all channels. In omnichannel 
retailing, neither the customer nor the retailer 
distinguishes between channels any longer
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could also push webrooming (Fornari et al. 2016). The better service quality offered 
by physical stores also acts as an antecedent to webrooming behaviours (Chiu et al. 
2011).

Although the above studies have significantly advanced our understanding of the 
determinants of customers’ shopping journeys and of multichannel choices, and 
have provided interesting insights on the determinants of research shopping behav-
iours and their implications for retailers and for the retail strategies, we believe 
there is still a need to further investigating the complex interdependencies between 
the search and the purchase channel decisions, with a particular focus on the rela-
tively under investigated category of contractualized services. In so doing, we need 
a specific classification of search patterns and a number of determinants of chan-
nel choices, which we introduce in the next section, where our research model is 
described.

3 � Search pattern classification and hypotheses development

Numerous search channel options are today simultaneously available to custom-
ers of different markets and industries. Due to this variety, any classification of 
channels may be partial and arbitrary. In the light of our research focus (con-
tractualized individual services) and aims (identification of the determinants of 
search patterns), we have resorted not to clustering the search channels into the 
typical online (digital) and offline (physical) categories, but rather to adopt a 
slightly different classification, based on the channel’s intensity of interaction, at 
the personal level, between the service provider and the service customer. Thus, 
we have distinguished between the “digital” channels and the “personal” chan-
nels. This distinction reflects the different features of the channels in allowing for 
a customer interaction with the sales organization (i.e., the service provider) at a 
personal level (i.e., face to face, verbally, via written individual communications) 
rather than impersonally (i.e., through generic interactions with the company, 
usually mediated by digital technologies) (Hu and Tracogna 2020). Indeed, based 
on the relational nature of contractualized services and depending on the custom-
er’s personal preferences and/or situational conditions, individuals may opt for 
the search channels offering more personal interaction—such as the service pro-
vider’s store, the service provider’s call centre and their personal acquaintances 
(family, friends, colleagues, and other close personal contacts)—and/or utilize 
more impersonal (digital) channels, such as the corporate websites, the corporate 
mobile apps, the web aggregators, and the digital social networks (mainly of cor-
porate and independent nature). More specifically, for our classification purposes 
(digital vs personal channels) the “digital social networks” channel refers to the 
online collection of independent information on the product/service, both of cor-
porate and independent origin; while the “friends and other personal contacts” 
channel refers to the personal interactions aimed at exchanging and generating 
product/service information through the customer’s personal contacts, via any 
social relation and/or network. In addition, we observe that, differently than for 
the final purchase decisions, where only one channel will be eventually selected, 
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the number of channels available for information search is virtually unlimited. 
In other words, consumers can search for information from one, two, or more 
channels, of the same or different type, until the needed information has been 
obtained. In sum, based on the preference for channel types (personal or digital) 
and on the number of channels actually utilized, we have identified five distinct 
search patterns of contractualized services:

1.	 Monochannel personal search where, within a specific shopping journey, the 
customer searches for information from only one personal channel.

2.	 Monochannel digital search where, within a specific shopping journey, the cus-
tomer searches for information from only one digital channel.

3.	 Multichannel personal search where, within a specific shopping journey, the 
customer searches for information from more than one channel, but only within 
the personal category.

4.	 Multichannel digital search where, within a specific customer journey, the cus-
tomer searches for information from more than one channel, but only within the 
digital category.

5.	 Multichannel mixed search where, within a specific customer journey, the cus-
tomer searches for information from more than one channel, both within the 
personal and the digital category.

The aim of this research is to identify the main determinants of the above 
search patterns and, further, to explain what drives the conversion of a specific 
search pattern into a specific purchase channel decision. In line with these aims, 
and based on the broad stream of academic literature on channel choices in a 
multichannel perspective and on the determinants of shopping behaviours (Arora 
and Sahney 2019; Flavian et al. 2016, 2020; Konus 2008; Venkatesan et al. 2007; 
Verhoef et al. 2007), a set of seven hypotheses on the determinants of customers’ 
patterns of search has been developed. All the psychographic variables we have 
selected refer to the general shopping attitudes of customers and not to their spe-
cific preferences and choices concerning the channels available, which—within 
our research design—represent, instead, our dependent variable.

The first two hypotheses are aimed at explaining a customer’s preference 
towards the personal channels, irrespective of the adoption of a monochannel or 
a multichannel search pattern. Two determinants are here considered: the prefer-
ence for service quality and the preference for personal interaction.

A preference for service quality is expressed by the customer when he/she 
expects to be supported and guided along the different shopping stages by the 
retailer itself (Parasuraman et al. 1988). This construct is related with what Baker 
et al. (2002) label as “interpersonal service quality”, to indicate the quality of the 
interactions between store employees and the customers. Verhoef et  al. (2007), 
in turn, define it as the consumers’ perception of the delivered channel service, 
including the perception of obtaining good support and shopping advice. Based 
on the above definitions of service quality, it is just natural to make some basic 
assumptions on the different capacity of the different channels to satisfy the 
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customer’s preference for service quality. Indeed, although this preference can 
be satisfied through digital channels (Malhotra and Kubowitz-Malhotra 2013), 
we expect that a higher service quality (i.e., a customized service), will be more 
likely obtained through a personal channel, rather than a digital one. Then, the 
following hypothesis is derived:

H1  Customers with a higher preference for service quality will be more likely to 
search on personal channels, either via mono or multiple search patterns.

In the context of service shopping behaviours, the preference for personal inter-
action (Hu and Tracogna 2020) reflects the customer’s desire to interact with the 
sales organization (i.e., the service provider) at a personal level (i.e., face to face, 
verbally, via written individual communications) rather than impersonally (i.e., 
through generic interactions with the company, usually mediated by digital technol-
ogies). The construct is closely aligned to the “need for interaction with a service 
employee” (Dabholkar 1996; Dabholkar and Bagozzi 2002) which has been defined 
as the importance of human interaction to the customer in service encounters. The 
expectation is here that customers showing a higher preference for personal interac-
tion will first and mostly search from the personal channels rather than the digital 
ones (Florenthal and Shoham 2010). Thus, the following hypothesis is derived:

H2  Customers with a high preference for personal interaction will be more likely to 
search on personal channels, either via mono or multiple search patterns.

The next three variables (need for information, price consciousness, shopping 
intensity) are specifically aimed at explaining a customer’s preference for a mono vs. 
a multichannel search pattern.

Need for information. Along their shopping journeys, service customers feel the 
need to collect information on service features, prices, reviews, methods of payment, 
and the available purchase alternatives. The capacity of a channel to provide the 
above information is an important determinant of channel choice (Choudhury and 
Karahanna 2008), i.e., the channels providing information in the right quality, quan-
tity, and accessibility would be preferred by consumers (Alba et al. 1997; Hoque and 
Lohse 1999; Ratchford et al. 2001; Verhoef et al. 2007). Thus, it is argued that—
depending on their need for information—customers will prefer to search from mul-
tiple channels, as opposed to just one single channel. Furthermore, as information 
can be collected from both personal and digital channels, consumers with higher 
needs for information would use any available channels, irrespective of their type. 
The following hypothesis is derived:

H3  Customers with higher needs for information will be more likely to search from 
multiple channels, either of personal, digital or mixed categories.
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Price consciousness has been defined by Lichtenstein et al. (1990) as the consumer’s 
degree of preference for buying at low prices: i.e., the higher the price charged, the 
less likely for a channel to be selected (Balasubtamanian et al. 2005; Gensler et al. 
2012; Konus et al. 2008; Venkatesan et al. 2007; Verhoef et al. 2007). Although this 
preference may more easily be associated with the purchase choices, we here expect 
that, driven by the aim of paying the lowest prices, service customers will prefer 
searching on multiple channels, irrespective of the type, rather than limiting their 
search on just one channel (type). Then, the following hypothesis is derived:

H4  Customers with high price consciousness will be more likely to search from 
multiple channels, either of personal, digital or mixed categories.

Shopping intensity. This variable refers to the customer’s entire shopping activity, 
and is not limited to the specific service at stake, as suggested instead by Chiou and 
Pan (2009). We define it as the customer’s perceived level of intensity in his/her 
overall shopping activities, ranging from low intensity (light shopper) to high inten-
sity (heavy shopper). The expectation is that this intensity (may increase the skills, 
the experience, and the confidence of a customer to use multiple search channels for 
his/her shopping purposes; as such, this variable is expected to be associated with 
multichannel search patterns: i.e., a heavy shopper will likely search for information 
from multiple channels, while a light shopper will likely search just on one or a few 
channels. Thus, the following hypothesis is derived:

H5  Customers with high shopping intensity will be more likely to search from mul-
tiple channels, either of personal, digital or mixed categories.

The last two hypotheses are aimed at explaining a customer’s preference 
towards the digital vs the personal channels, in association to their preference for 
the multiple channel search patters. Two determinants are here considered: the 
shopping enjoyment and the preference for shopping innovation.

Shopping enjoyment is the fun and excitement that derives to the customer from his/
her peculiar shopping experiences (which may include, for instance, the custom-
ized service design) and from a personally enriching shopping process (Forsythe 
et  al. 2006). Verhoef et  al. (2007) have shown that there is an empirical associa-
tion between this shopping preference and multichannel choices. Konus et al. (2008) 
also pointed at the fact that consumers who enjoy shopping are willing to spend 
more time during the shopping process, including the search for information from 
a variety of channels. Capitalizing on these findings, we here expect that a service 
customer’s preference for shopping enjoyment, other than favouring a multichannel 
approach, can drive to the utilization of digital channels, which may offer customers 
a fun, enriching and exciting search experience. The following hypothesis is derived:
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H6  Customers with a higher preference for shopping enjoyment will be more likely 
to search from digital multiple channels.

Shopping innovation is defined as the customer’s preference to try new and differ-
ent products or channels and, in so doing, seek out new experiences (Midgley and 
Dowling 1978). According to Goldsmith and Hofacker (1991), shopping innova-
tors are the first to know of a new product, to buy it, and to report to others about 
it. Within this research context (service channel choices), we follow Konus et  al. 
(2008) who link shopping innovation to the selection of channels and posit that con-
sumers with a high preference for innovation would search more extensively. Along 
the same line, Juaneda-Ayensa et al. (2016) also maintain that innovative customers 
show a stronger propensity to search on multiple channels. Leveraging on the above 
findings, we also expect that shopping innovation preferences may be better satisfied 
by the digital channels, which today represent-by themselves—an innovative shop-
ping alternative, as compared to the traditional personal channels. The following 
hypothesis is derived:

H7  Customers with a high preference for shopping innovation will be more likely to 
search from digital multiple channels.

In the following Fig. 1 our research model and the hypotheses are visualized.

Fig. 1   Research model
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4 � Data collection and measurements

4.1 � Data collection

Our set of hypotheses have been tested through a web-based survey on a population 
of motor insurance customers. The survey has been carried out in the period Janu-
ary–February 2019. The target population was represented by the Masters’ gradu-
ates of an Italian business school receiving their degrees in the 1991 to 2018 period. 
Respondents were required to self-assess on the set of variables described in the 
previous section. Further, assuming a reduced recall bias—based on the assumption 
that consumers recall past decisions beyond the current shopping choices (Bühler 
et al. 2016; Crosby et al. 1990)—respondents were asked to report both their cur-
rent (T1) and their previous year (T0) search and purchase channels. The question-
naire has been designed, written and delivered in English, as all the respondents 
know English in a recognized level, being their degrees fully taught in this language. 
Based on the nature of the service (motor insurance), a few filter questions were 
aimed at avoiding any non-qualified responses (e.g., when the insured car is not 
owned by the individual, but by the employer who also decides the insurance cov-
erage). Out of a sampling population of 2950 individuals, 554 questionnaires have 
been filled (fully or partially), with a 18.8% gross response rate. After cleaning the 
dataset from the non-qualified and incomplete responses, 338 complete question-
naires could be used for data analysis, representing a net response rate of 11.5%. The 
profiles of the sampling population and of the sample of respondents are compared 
in Table 2.

4.2 � Measurements

The dependent variable of this study are the search channel patterns actually utilized 
by the insurance customers along their service shopping journeys. Respondents 
were allowed to report more than one search channel, including the one selected for 
purchase (and namely, one of the following: insurance agent, corporate call centre, 
corporate website, corporate mobile app, and web aggregator) and also two infor-
mal channels: “digital social networks” (including the corporate social networks, 
the online reviews and other independent contents available online on products/
services) and “Friends and other personal contacts”. For our classification purposes 
(described in Sect. 3 above), agents, corporate call centres and friends and other per-
sonal contacts have been included in the personal channels category, while corporate 

Table 2   Profile of respondents Sampling population Respondents

N 2950 338
Male 1790 (60.7%) 238 (70.4%)
Female 1160 (39.3%) 100 (29.6%)
Average age 38 40
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websites, corporate mobile apps, web aggregators and digital social networks have 
been included in the digital channels category. Respondents had also the option to 
report another channel category (“Other”) to include any other (or doubtful) expe-
rienced case. The few cases of use of this residual option have been carefully con-
sidered and reclassified, one by one, and included, in most cases, in the previous 
channels.

With reference to the independent variables, our multi-item scales have been 
derived from previous empirical studies on the multichannel search construct 
(Konus et al. 2008; Verhoef et al. 2007). With reference to the new constructs, the 
preference for personal interaction was measured through a multi-item scale com-
posed of the following propositions: When shopping, I like to deal with a human. 
When shopping, I like to have a personal interaction with the seller. When shopping, 
I like to interact face to face. Shopping intensity has been measured with a one item 
scale, with the answers ranging from 1 (“I am a light shopper”) to 5 (“I am a heavy 
shopper”).

To validate the scales for all the independent variables, a principal-components 
analysis was carried out to examine if items are grouped to the corresponding varia-
bles and if the number of components is the same as the variables. 26 items from the 
6 multi-item variables were considered for validation. Principal components have 
been extracted based on eigenvalues greater than 1. In total, as expected, 6 com-
ponents were obtained, with a total variance explained of 68%. To avoid or reduce 
collinearity between variables, components were rotated orthogonally through a 
Varimax method with Kaiser normalization. Composite reliability value (CR) and 
average variance extracted (AVE) were also calculated (Hair et  al. 2016). Factor 
loadings above 0.5, Cronbach’s Alphas exceeding 0.7, AVE above 0.5 and CR val-
ues above 0.7 have been recorded (Fornell and Larcker 1981; Nunnally and Bern-
stein 1994). Table 3 shows the correlation matrix for the above described construct 
validity tests.

Five control variables, aimed at capturing the whole channel experience of 
motor insurance customers along their last completed shopping journey (T0), were 
included in the dataset. These variables are the “cost of the insurance policy at the 
previous period (T0)” (namely, its natural logarithm), the “reporting of an accident” 
(a binary variable reporting when the insured car was subject to a damage claim 
in the previous period), the “change of the insured car” (a binary variable reflect-
ing the case that the insured car has been changed from the previous to the current 
period). Age and gender have also been included, as control variables, in the regres-
sion models.

5 � Results

Table 4, below, shows motor insurance policyholders’ channel preferences (search 
and purchase) in the current insurance period (T1).

The table shows that the motor insurance is mainly purchased from an insurance 
agent, with percentages above 54%, followed by corporate websites, online aggre-
gators and providers’ call centres (22.8%, 13.3% and 8.6%, respectively). As far as 
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search channels are concerned, the data show two interesting features: on the one 
side, the tendency of most customers to use multiple search channels (overall, an 
average of 2.63 types of channels and more than 4 distinct channels have been used, 
for information search), and, on the other side, the different attitudes of the search 
channels to drive the purchase channel choices. Indeed, conversion rates from search 
to purchase significantly differ in the different channels, with some channels only 
used for search (such as friends/personal contacts, and online independent contents), 
others displaying a low conversion rate (such as the web aggregators and the mobile 
apps), and a few offline channels (namely, the insurance agencies) showing impres-
sively high conversion rates (above 80%), thus highlighting a peculiar webrooming 
effect.

Table  5, below, classifies the collected cases in one of the five search patterns 
introduced in Sect. 3.

A majority of customers are adopting a multiple search behaviour (277 out of 
338, i.e., 82%), while most of the multiple search customers adopt a mixed search 
pattern (more than 53% of the total cases).

Our seven hypotheses on the determinants of search behaviours have been put 
at test through a multinomial logistic regression, using the search patterns as the 
dependent variable, and the monochannel search patter as the reference category. 
The results of the regression are displayed in Table 6, below.

In testing our hypotheses, we have considered both the significance of the regres-
sion coefficients and the direction of the association (as reflected in the Exp (B) 

Table 4   Search and purchase channels at T1 and search-to-purchase conversion rates (N = 338)

Agent Corporate 
call centre

Corporate 
website

Corporate 
mobile 
app

Web 
aggrega-
tor

Digital 
social 
networks

Friends 
and other 
personal 
contacts

N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Search channel 217 64.2 61 18.1 200 59.2 45 13.3 201 59.5 36 10.7 128 37.9
Purchase channel 183 54.1 29 8.6 77 22.8 4 1.2 45 13.3
Conversion rate 84.3 47.5 38.5 8.9 22.4

Table 5   Channel search categories

N Percent

Monochannel search 61 18.0%
Monochannel personal search 45 13.3%
Monochannel digital search 16 4.7%

Multichannel search 277 82.0%
Multichannel personal search 36 10.6%
Multichannel digital search 60 17.8%
Multichannel mixed search 181 53.6%
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coefficients: below or above 1.00). We observe that no significant associations have 
been reported between the search patterns, the need for service quality and the level 
of price consciousness. In other words, these variables seem not to produce an effect 
on the customers’ preferred search patterns. Thus, H1 and H4 are not supported by 
our data. In relation to a monochannel personal search (the reference category of our 
regression model), our results show that any increase in the preference for personal 
interaction is significantly and positively associated with a multichannel personal 
search, and negatively linked to a multichannel digital search. This is supporting 
H2 (i.e., customers with a high preference for personal interaction are expected to 
search from personal channels). Further, our results show that the need for informa-
tion is positively associated with multichannel digital search and with multichan-
nel mixed search, and negatively associated with a monochannel digital search, thus 
supporting H3 (i.e., customers with higher needs for information are expected to 
search from multiple channels). Furthermore, a positive association of shopping 
intensity with the multichannel mixed search pattern has been detected, thus sup-
porting H5 (i.e., customers with high shopping intensity are expected to adopt mul-
tiple, rather than mono, search patterns). Our results also show that any increase in 
the need for shopping enjoyment is positively associated with a multichannel digital 
search behaviour. This is supporting H6, as customers driven by the need for shop-
ping enjoyment would rather prefer to use multiple digital channels, as opposed to 

Table 6   Channel search patterns and their determinants: multinomial logistic regression (N = 338)

Reference category: Monochannel personal search (N = 45),  − 2Log Likelihood = 769.955, Chi-
Square = 103.911, Sig. = 0.000
*Coefficient is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). **Coefficient is significant at the 0.05 level 
(2-tailed). ***Coefficient is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Monochannel 
Digital search 
(N = 16)

Multichannel 
Personal search 
(N = 36)

Multichannel Digi-
tal search (N = 60)

Multichannel 
Mixed search 
(N = 181)

Sig. Exp (B) Sig. Exp (B) Sig. Exp (B) Sig. Exp (B)

Intercept 0.749 0.486 0.206 0.015
Age 0.670 0.462 0.252 0.224 0.367 0.331 0.009*** 0.069
Gender 0.034** 5.358 0.569 1.339 0.003*** 4.446 0.070* 2.048
Service quality 0.448 0.776 0.719 0.923 0.109 0.709 0.474 0.880
Personal interaction 0.160 0.634 0.044** 1.632 0.029** 0.614 0.498 0.883
Need for information 0.093* 0.580 0.809 1.058 0.091* 1.453 0.026** 1.491
Price consciousness 0.710 0.891 0.420 1.215 0.227 1.301 0.897 1.024
Shopping intensity 0.566 1.288 0.942 1.024 0.774 0.916 0.055* 1.636
Shopping enjoyment 0.990 1.005 0.141 1.524 0.057* 1.652 0.118 1.409
Shopping innovation 0.039** 1.902 0.761 1.081 0.510 1.159 0.139 1.326
Purchasing cost at T0 0.286 0.673 0.540 1.271 0.225 0.705 0.953 0.984
Change of car from 

T0 to T1
0.813 1.246 0.845 1.134 0.374 1.673 0.643 1.259

Reporting of an 
accident at T0

0.090* 0.148 0.705 0.815 0.048** 0.331 0.781 0.892
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multiple personal channels. Finally, the data shows that the preference for shopping 
innovation is positively associated with a monochannel digital search (as opposed to 
monochannel personal search). Thus, H7 is also supported, although partially, as we 
couldn’t detect a significant positive association with the multichannel digital search 
patterns. With reference to the control variables, our regression results show a nega-
tive association of the reporting of an accident in the previous period (T0) with both 
the mono- and the multichannel digital search. Further, results show a significant 
and negative association between age and multichannel mixed search and a strong 
association of digital search with gender (male customers show a higher tendency to 
search on digital channels). In sum, hypotheses H2, H3, H5, H6, H7 are supported 
by the data—although some significance levels fall between 5 and 10% (2-tails)—
while H1 and H4 (on service quality and price consciousness, respectively) do not 
find support.

The last part of this study was aimed at identifying the factors which determine 
the customers’ decisions where to finalize the purchase. It is at this stage, indeed, 
that a peculiar webrooming behaviour is displayed in the motor insurance markets. 
As can be observed from Table 7, 71.8% (130 out of 181) of mixed search multi-
channel customers (those customers who simultaneously search on the digital and 
personal channels) finalize their purchase on the personal channels (agents and 
corporate call centres). This peculiar webrooming effect is significantly more pro-
nounced than the opposite showrooming behaviour (28.2%). The customers’ pref-
erence for purchasing on the personal channels is clear and uncontroversial: after 
having searched through several different channels, and even after resorting to uti-
lize a variety of sophisticated digital channels, most insurance customers prefer buy-
ing motor policies from the traditional personal channels (and namely from their 
agents).

To further investigating this webrooming tendency and to identifying the possi-
ble determinants of these peculiar behaviours, the sample of insurance customers 
has been split into two clusters: the first (211 cases, 62,4%) is represented by those 
customers that—in the last observed period (T1)—have purchased their motor pol-
icy on a personal channel (agent, call centre) and the second (127 cases, 37,6%) 
by those customers that in T1 have purchased, instead, through a digital channel 
(corporate web site, web aggregator, mobile app). Our aim was to identify the main 

Table 7   Search and purchase patterns at T1

Purchase channel at T1

Personal purchase Digital purchase Total

Monochannel digital search 0 16 16 (4.7%)
Monochannel personal search 45 0 45 (13.3%)
Multichannel personal search 36 0 36 (10.7%)
Multichannel digital search 0 60 60 (17.8%)
Multichannel mixed search 130 51 181 (53.5%)
Total 211 (62.4%) 127 (37.6%) 338 (100%)
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determinants of purchase channel choices and to compare them with the determi-
nants of the search patterns. A series of t-tests on the mean values of the covariates 
have been run, including the control variables and the purchase channel families at 
the previous period (T0). The results are reported in Table 8, below.

Results show that the finalization of the purchase within a personal channel is 
mostly associated with the customer’s preference for personal interaction and for 
service quality, while the customers’ price consciousness is associated with a digi-
tal finalization of the purchase. In sum: it is the combination of the preference for 
personal interaction and for service quality and the customer’s low levels of price 
consciousness which ultimately determine the peculiar webrooming behaviours 
observed in the motor insurance markets. In particular, webrooming behaviours 
occur when a less price-conscious customer, after having actively explored multi-
ple channels to satisfy the appetite for information, eventually prefers to purchase 
the service at the provider’s physical store (i.e. the insurance agent) to satisfy his/
her preference for personal interaction and service quality. These findings high-
light a fundamental difference in the determinants of search and purchase channel 
choices. Indeed, despite their significance for the search channel decisions, the need 
for information and the preference for shopping enjoyment don’t show a significant 
and sizeable effect on the purchase channel selection. In other words, it is mostly at 
the search level that the need for information and the preference for shopping enjoy-
ment are satisfied, while the purchase decisions are mostly driven by the customer’s 
desire to receive a high service quality and to engage in a rich personal interaction. 
As regards the control variables, it is also to be noted that the selection of a personal 
purchase channel, differently than for the search channels, is positively associated 
with the reporting of an accident in T0 (which has been traditionally managed by an 
insurance agent) and with a higher cost of the policy at T0. However, the most sig-
nificant determinant of purchase channel decisions at T1 is represented by the pur-
chase channel (digital vs. personal) at T0, which highlights a very strong purchase 
channel synergy at the temporal level (from T0 to T1).

6 � Discussion and conclusions

This research was aimed at shedding further light on multi- (and mono-) chan-
nel search patterns and their determinants in the service industries, and at ana-
lysing the relatively under-investigated webrooming behaviours in these markets. 
Our findings provide clear evidence that most service customers utilize multiple 
search channels, either digital or personal (or both), before making their purchase 
decisions. At the same time, our collected evidence also highlights that a non-
negligible fraction of insurance customers still adopt monochannel search pat-
terns. Following our classification, these behaviours fall into one of five different 
patterns, which in turn have different determinants. Based on the tests carried out 
on our set of hypotheses, the selected search patterns (either personal or digital; 
mono or multiple, or hybrid) reflect the customer preference for personal inter-
action with the seller, the need for information, his/her preference for shopping 
enjoyment and for shopping innovation, and his/her overall shopping intensity. 
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In turn, search patterns are not significantly affected by the customers’ need for 
service quality and by price consciousness. The first lack of association (with ser-
vice quality) isn’t reflecting a low absolute importance of service quality, but—
rather—the generalized expectation of customers to receive a high service quality 
on each and every channel, be it personal or digital. Instead, the lack of associa-
tion of search patterns with price consciousness levels, underlines this variable’s 
key role in orienting the purchase channel choices, rather than the search patterns. 
In other words, a price-conscious customer may actively search through multi-
ple channels so to obtain the needed information, but will eventually purchase 
on the channel that better matches its price targets. When combining the search 
and the purchase patterns, our results shed further light on the service industry’s 
peculiar webrooming effects: based on the collected evidence, these behaviours 
appear to be significantly associated with the customers’ preference for service 
quality and for personal interaction (which can mostly be satisfied on the offline, 
personal channels). Furthermore, our results show that a significant explanatory 
variable of the purchase channel decisions is also represented by the purchase 
channel choices made in the previous period (T0), thus highlighting a very strong 
purchase channel synergy at the temporal level.

The above findings confirm and advance the previous studies on multiple chan-
nel search (Verhoef et al. 2007) and webrooming effects (Flavian et al. 2016), and 
enlarge our knowledge of the determinants of the multi- and monochannel search 
behaviours, particularly at the psychographic level. More in general, these results 
shed further light on our understanding of channel choices of contractualized 
individual services. Due to the length and complexity of these services’ customer 
journeys (encompassing several phases, from information search to purchase and 
after-purchase interactions), their typical indefinite duration (as a consequence of 
periodical renewals), the extended pre- and post-purchase interactions, and the sig-
nificant channel synergy effects, this research confirms that a variety of determinants 
will eventually exert an influence on customer behaviours and channel choices.

Our results have significant implications for contractualized service providers’ 
strategies: instead of just focusing on the channels where most of the purchases are 
finalized (i.e., the traditional offline channels), to align with customer’s expectations, 
providers shall offer their customers broad search and purchasing options, leverag-
ing on all the channels available, and seamless channel transition opportunities, so 
to exploit all the available synergies along the service relationships. In sum, retailers 
shall provide customers with an integrated shopping journey, where channel deci-
sions are aligned to the provider’s retail strategies, the customers’ experience and the 
expected shopping performance, and not left to the individual initiative of customers 
(Homburg et  al. 2017). Our findings also show the possibility for contractualized 
service providers to rethink the way they profile and segment their customers, based 
on our classification of search patterns and determinants. Further, in an attempt to 
optimize their multichannel strategy, providers shall intervene on the channel own-
ership structure, the channel branding, the information available, the assortment of 
services and the customer service level on each channel. In particular, they shall 
encourage their offline stores in developing positive synergies with the digital chan-
nels (Hu and Tracogna 2020).
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As most research, this too suffers from some limitations, starting from our 
convenience sample (composed of Masters’ and MBA graduates), which doesn’t 
reflect the general population profile of service users, due to the different levels 
of education, age range, disposable income and knowledge of the service (a num-
ber of interviewees hold a degree in insurance). A further specific limitation of 
the sample refers to the different nationalities and countries of residence of the 
interviewed customers. Indeed, while we can expect that such dimensions may 
have a relevant impact on the search patterns and on the channel choices (because 
of the different cultural habits and levels of channel evolution in different coun-
tries), unfortunately we could not explore this matter due to the limited number of 
sampled customers and the sample’s unbalanced geographic stratification. Further 
limitations pertain to the empirical field of study (motor insurance) which may 
be only partially representative of the whole contractualized individual services 
category, thus limiting the generalizability of our results. Additionally, our study 
mostly focuses on two phases of the service shopping journey: the pre-purchase 
information search and the purchase decision. Although we have considered two 
successive periods (T0 and T1) and have included, as control variables, a num-
ber of conditions pertaining to the post-purchase phase in T0 (e.g., the report-
ing of a car accident), a more integrated analysis of the whole service relation-
ship, including a focus on the channels where the post-purchase interactions take 
place, should be included in future research. This also leads to another limitation, 
pertaining to the methodology utilized: compared to this cross-sectional study, a 
panel-based study would be better aligned to the relational and processual nature 
of the contractualized services’ shopping journeys, although at the cost of a more 
difficult implementation. Another limitation refers to our channel classification 
(personal and digital) and to the difficul application of such classification to the 
digital social networks channel. This may be potentially problematic for other 
research purposes, and we are aware the matter shall be approached with a lot of 
attention in future research, also by distinguishing the different types of digital 
social networks and their different attitudes in supporting the customers’ shop-
ping journeys. As a last limitation, it is to be noted that this research was aimed 
at describing the patterns and determinants of multichannel search and purchase 
choices (with a focus on webrooming behaviours) and not to assess the impact of 
such choices and behaviours on the service provider’s financial performance and 
on the service customer loyalty. Future research could further explore the mat-
ter, also in reference to the different services within the contractualized services 
category.
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