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Understanding the consequences of customer steering is a key challenge of multichannel customer

management. Although many firms are faced with the question whether customers should be steered

to the online channel to realize the potential benefits of this channel, little is known about the

circumstances under which customers will be unreceptive to the online channel and displeased if they

are steered. This research addresses this critical gap and examines the impact of customer steering with

assortment modifications on customers’ online migration decisions and overall satisfaction in three

experimental studies. The results highlight the importance of three contingency factors: personal

relationships in the current channel, learning investments into the online channel and attitude toward

the steering firm.

& 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

During the past decade, many firms have implemented online
channels in addition to their traditional channels (Geyskens et al.,
2002; Neslin et al., 2006). Firms benefit from online channels
because online customers are associated with higher levels of
loyalty (Shankar et al., 2003), greater retention rates (Hitt and
Frei, 2002) and a higher financial performance (Wolk and Skiera,
2009) than traditional channel customers. Furthermore, online
channels encourage an increase in the degree of self-servicing by
the customer, leading to a more efficient use of a firm’s resources
and a reduction in customer interaction costs (Falk et al., 2007).
As a result of the potential benefits, many firms try to impair
migration decisions and steer customers to their online channels
(e.g., Ansari et al., 2008; Myers et al., 2004).

One important attribute that determines channel choice is the
assortment of a distinct channel (e.g., Inman et al., 2004; Neslin
et al., 2006; Verhoef and Donkers, 2005). Not surprisingly, firms
use the assortment to steer customers. Apple offers selected
products and special discounts only in their online channel and
does not offer the whole product assortment in other channels.
Many multichannel retailers like Lands’ End reduce breadth and
frequency of their catalogs and promote additional products or
product groups online. However, dysfunctional customer conse-
quences that may result from wrong steering decisions include
ll rights reserved.

: þ41 71 224 2857.
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lower satisfaction, lower loyalty and migration to competitors
(Neslin and Shankar, 2009). In addition, customers may react
differently to the same migration stimuli (Ansari et al., 2008).
Thus, it is important for firms to learn under which circumstances
customers will be unreceptive to the online channel and dis-
pleased if they are steered.

The purpose of this paper is to fill this critical gap in marketing
research by studying how customer steering affects online usage
intentions and satisfaction of customers under different contin-
gency factors. More specifically, assortment enlargements are
used in the online channel and assortment reductions in the
current channel to steer customers. In addition to promoting all
products of traditional channels on the Internet, firms enlarge
their online assortment by offering exclusive components, bene-
fiting from selling a large number of unique products in relatively
small quantities (Anderson, 2008) or clearing traditional channels
of unprofitable products to benefit from lower costs (Broniarczyk
et al., 1998). Furthermore, by modifying the assortment of a
distinct product or product group, firms are able to address a
certain customer segment with these migration factors.

However, several contingency factors may affect the success of
customer steering (Myers et al., 2004). More specifically, we
examine how personal relationships, learning investments and
attitude toward the steering firm moderate the effectiveness of
steering activities. Personal relationships refer to the strength of
personal bonds that develop between customers and employees,
thereby strengthening a customer’s identity and loyalty with
respect to a particular channel and leading to channel lock-in
(Beatty et al., 1996). Learning investments include all efforts from
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customers in using a new channel and result in a lack of cross-
channel synergy (Verhoef et al., 2007). Attitude toward the
steering firm lead to reactions in a consistently favorable or
unfavorable way and affect the appraisal and acceptance of
steering approaches (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1975).

The study makes several novel contributions relevant for
academics and practitioners alike. First, important contingency
factors of migration are examined that determine when customer
steering is desirable for firms. Second, new insights are gained
regarding the impact of encouraged migration on satisfaction.
Third, this study follows the recommendations of Ansari et al.
(2008) to investigate the effects of customer migration with
controlled experiments and therefore allows us to make causal
claims of how customer steering affects online usage intentions
and satisfaction.

This paper is organized as follows. First, an analytical framework
of customer steering with assortment modifications is developed.
We then empirically test the impact of assortment modifications on
online usage intentions and satisfaction and the three contingency
factors. Three studies, including two examining store to online
migration and one examining catalog to online migration, help
further our understanding of customer steering. The paper closes by
summarizing the key findings of the studies, discussing its manage-
rial implications and suggesting directions for future research.
2. Steering customers with assortment modifications

Channel value is affected by different characteristics of alter-
native channels (Neslin et al., 2006). The assortments of specific
channels are of particular importance for customer perceptions of
channel value (e.g., Baker et al., 2002; Skallerud et al., 2009). If the
number of products within an assortment is reduced, perceptions
of the assortment are lowered and vice versa. However, in recent
years the relationship between assortment reduction and lower
perception of assortment received some critique. Contrary to
categories with high involvement (e.g. consumer electronics), in
categories with low involvement (e.g. groceries) more choice
might sometimes be worse (Kuksov and Villas-Boas, 2010). In
addition, effects could vary depending on whether the retailer
starts with a small or a large assortment (Chernev, 2003). There-
fore, we focus in the following on high involvement products and
average size assortments to avoid detrimental effects of assort-
ment modifications (Oppewal and Koelemeijer, 2005).

Montoya-Weiss et al. (2003) found that a higher perceived
value of one channel over another, for example due to a larger
assortment, leads to channel preference. For example, many
multichannel firms enlarge their online assortment by offering
exclusive components or clear traditional channels of unprofita-
ble products to migrate customers online. The preference for a
distinct channel increases the usage of this channel (Venkatesan
et al., 2007). Additionally, assortment modifications lead to
disconfirmation, which is defined as the comparison of perceived
service performance with expectations (Oliver, 1980). Satisfaction
emerges when service performance corresponds with expecta-
tions (i.e., confirmation) or exceeds them (i.e., positive disconfir-
mation). In contrast, customer dissatisfaction arises when service
performance fails to meet expectations (i.e., negative disconfir-
mation). A customer’s overall satisfaction judgment is influenced
by combined experience from multiple channels (Neslin et al.,
2006). Due to a lack of experience, customers often have no
specific expectations regarding a new channel (Montoya-Weiss
et al., 2003). As a result, the current channel constitutes the
reference point for customer evaluations.

However, the perceived value of assortment modifications
depends on contingency factors. Personal relationships, learning
investments and attitude toward the steering firm may all affect
the appraisal and acceptance of such steering approaches. Thus,
we first focus on the effects of an assortment enlargement and an
assortment reduction under favorable contingency factors,
namely weak personal relationships, low learning investments
and positive attitude toward the steering firm. Subsequently, we
introduce the three contingency factors. The resulting conceptual
framework of customer steering with assortment modifications is
displayed in Fig. 1.

2.1. The effects of an assortment enlargement

Following the arguments above, adding relevant items in the
online channel increases the service performance of this channel,
which in turn enhances the perceived channel value and even-
tually affects channel preference and channel choice. More
specifically, adding items to an average size assortment of high
involvement products increases the value of this assortment for
customers (Chernev, 2003). Thus, the increase in the perceived
value of the online channel through an assortment enlargement is
accompanied by a positive disconfirmation of customer expecta-
tions regarding the channel (Inman, 2001). Following Montoya-
Weiss et al. (2003), positive disconfirmation increases a custo-
mer’s satisfaction with a channel, which in turn increases overall
satisfaction:

H1. Given that contingency factors are favorable, an assortment
enlargement in the online channel: (a) increases customer usage
intentions for the online channel and; (b) increases overall
satisfaction of customers.

2.2. The effects of an assortment reduction

An assortment reduction in the current channel may motivate
customers to migrate within the multiple channels of a firm
through decreased service performance. More specifically, remov-
ing items from an average size assortment of high involvement
products decreases the value for customers (Chernev, 2003). If this
happens in a distinct channel, then the unsatisfying experience
may cause customers to reassess the channel value and try another
channel (Valentini et al., 2011). Additionally, Montoya-Weiss et al.
(2003) found that perceptions of the service quality provided by
alternative channels influence online channel use. Falk et al. (2007)
provided evidence that offline channel satisfaction reduces the
perceived usefulness of the online channel. Following these results,
a decline in the service quality of the current channel such as an
assortment reduction decreases the perceived value of this chan-
nel, which in turn affects channel preference and choice and
eventually increases online channel use.

Furthermore, an assortment reduction implies a negative dis-
confirmation of the current channel. However, this negative effect
might be at least partially counterbalanced by a positive discon-
firmation of the online channel when performance of this channel
matches customers’ expectations (Montoya-Weiss et al., 2003).
Consequently, Devlin and Yeung (2003) found that customers
accept a service level reduction in one channel as long as they
are able to benefit from the service level in another channel
without difficulties. An example for such a trade-off is provided
by Myers et al. (2004) who state evidence that W.W. Grainger, a
large US supplier of maintenance parts, was able to keep customers
satisfied although the company reduced the service level of the
face-to-face channel to steer customers to the Internet channel.

Importantly, this mechanism is affected by the motives and
channel preferences of customers (Myers et al., 2004). For
example, strong interpersonal relationships may result in a
channel lock-in. If customers are faced with a high lock-in, they
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tend to stick with this particular channel (Verhoef et al., 2007).
Thus, a negative disconfirmation of the current channel will not
be counterbalanced by the online channel. However, with favor-
able contingency factors, an assortment reduction may result
directly in a negative disconfirmation of the current channel and
indirectly in a positive disconfirmation of the online channel, and
we assume:

H2. Given that contingency factors are favorable, an assortment
reduction in the current channel: (a) increases customer usage
intentions for the online channel and; (b) does not decrease
overall satisfaction of customers.
3. The moderating role of personal relationships in the
current channel

Interpersonal relationships are a common reason for channel
lock-in. Personal relationships refers to the strength of personal
bonds that develop between the customers and employees of a
firm (Jones et al., 2000). The contact with a known employee, e.g.,
at the store channel, strengthens a customer’s identification and
loyalty with respect to this particular channel (Beatty et al., 1996).
Personal relationship loss costs arise when these bonds of
identification are disrupted (Burnham et al., 2003). Due to the
personal relationship loss costs, having a personal relationship in
a specific channel results in channel lock-in and discourages
customer migration (Verhoef et al., 2007). Therefore, we assume
that a strong personal relationship in the current channel will
reduce the positive impact of an assortment modification on
online channel usage intention:

H3. The (a) positive effect of assortment enlargement in the
online channel and the (b) positive effect of assortment reduction
in the current channel on customer usage intentions for the
online channel disappear when personal relationships in the
current channel are strong.

Faced with relationship loss costs, customers concentrate on
the current channel and pay less attention to the characteristics of
alternative channels (Burnham et al., 2003). Consequently, they
experience a less positive disconfirmation of the online channel
and overall satisfaction does not increase. Thus, if customers do
not consider migration due to channel lock-in, positive disconfir-
mation of the online channel resulting from an assortment
enlargement does not occur. Furthermore, this also affects assort-
ment reductions. The negative effect is not balanced by a positive
disconfirmation of the online channel. Thus, an assortment
reduction only leads to a negative disconfirmation of the current
channel. Hence, given that personal relationships in the current
channel are strong, we assume that assortment enlargement in
the online channel does not increase satisfaction, while assort-
ment reduction in the current channel decreases satisfaction:

H4. The (a) positive effect from assortment enlargement in the
online channel on overall satisfaction disappears and the
(b) neutral effect from assortment reduction in the current
channel on overall satisfaction becomes negative when personal
relationships in the current channel are strong.
3.1. Design and participants

The purpose of Study 1 was to test the interaction between
personal relationship and assortment modification. The study has
a three (assortment enlargement in the online channel (AE),
assortment reduction in the current channel (AR), control group
(CG))� two (strong personal relationship, weak personal relation-
ship) design. The study was conducted with undergraduate
students during a mandatory lecture. All experimental materials
for this study and the other studies have been deployed in
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German (see Appendix A for a sample scenario). A total of 197 (53
females, 144 males) students participated in the study. Participa-
tion was voluntary and participants were entered into a lottery
for free movie tickets as an incentive. On average, the participants
were 21.6 years old. A fictitious multichannel firm that sold photo
equipment was used in the experiment, and the digital single-lens
reflex (SLR) camera assortment was manipulated.
3.2. Stimuli and procedure

To examine how assortment modification affects channel
usage intention and satisfaction, it was necessary to induce an
initial assortment at the beginning of the study. Prior interviews
with twelve students showed that digital SLR cameras were of
high relevance to participants. More important, digital SLR cam-
eras are high involvement products (Heitmann et al., 2007) and a
variety of comparable options from different brands exist. Based
on six different photo equipment shops, the average number of
digital SLR cameras offered in a low to medium price category
was determined to be 7.67, which we adopted for our original
assortment. We used a 50% enlargement and a 50% reduction
ratio in our scenarios to make participants aware of the assort-
ment advantage in the online channel (Broniarczyk et al., 1998).

Participants first saw a booklet that contained a short descrip-
tion of the fictitious photo equipment specialist that uses a store
channel and an online channel. Participants were asked to search
for a digital SLR camera for a holiday trip and to imagine the
following situation: ‘‘You have completed your studies at the
University and will soon begin a new, well paid job. In order to
reward yourself for all the hard work over the past months, you
would like to treat yourself to a vacation in the Maldives. Of
course, you would like to take photographic evidence of the blue
sea, the white beach and the palm trees. Thus, you decide to
search for a new digital SLR camera. In a stack of newspaper, you
discover an advertisement of a photo equipment firm, which is
about a week old and contains various digital SLR cameras.’’
Subsequently, the advertisement showing the digital SLR camera
assortment of eight different cameras, in both the store and
online channels, was presented. The illustrative presentation
and description of the digital cameras were developed with
respect to the various characteristics particularly relevant for a
purchase decision as identified by seven owners of digital SLR
cameras. A sample assortment is displayed in Fig. 2. After reading
through the description at their own pace, participants rated their
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Fig. 2. Example assortment (o
attitude towards the company, the camera assortment and their
likeliness to visit the offline store of the firm.

Turning to the next page, participants read the statement, ‘‘In
the following, a conversation with an employee of the photo
equipment firm regarding the digital SLR cameras in the store is
described. Please imagine that you actually experience this
situation.’’ In half of the scenarios, the behavior of the employee
was professional and reserved (weak personal relationship). In
the other half, the behavior of the employee was affectionate
(strong personal relationship). Participants saw either an assort-
ment comprised of the same eight cameras (AE, CG) or an
assortment reduced to four cameras (AR). We ensured that there
was at least one reasonable alternative digital SLR camera for
each delisted item within the remaining assortment. The relation-
ship was manipulated through the way in which the employee
acted when the participants entered the store, the way he spoke
and whether or not they had contact before. For example, under
the strong relationship condition, the employee greeted the
participant with his or her first name, whereas under the weak
relationship condition, the employee greeted the customer
politely but in a reserved manner. To avoid confounding effects,
the employee was always described as competent and the
participant always decided to reconsider his buying decision.

After completing some filler tasks regarding the requirements
of the camera on the next page, participants read the statement,
‘‘In the following, the online channel of the photo equipment firm
is described. Please imagine that you actually experience this
situation.’’ The navigation structure of the online channel was
described as intuitively utilizable with the same product groups
as in the store channel. The same illustrative presentation and
description of the cameras as in the store channel was used.
Participants saw either an assortment comprised of the same
eight cameras (AR, CG) or an assortment augmented to twelve
cameras, including the original cameras (AE). After participants
had finished reading the scenario, they rated disconfirmation of
offline channel, disconfirmation of online channel, online channel
usage intention and subsequent satisfaction. Following this, they
responded to several manipulation checks.

3.3. Measures

All multi-item measures are displayed in Appendix A. We used
disconfirmation of the assortment and relationship loss costs as
manipulation checks. To ensure homogeneity across groups, we
tested for significant differences in age, gender, frequency and
12 2 15 1 12 3 15 1
l
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amount of online purchases, assessment of the camera assort-
ment (all measured by single items) and attitude towards the
described retailer.
3.4. Results

Participants in the six conditions did not differ by age (F(5,
188)¼1.81, p4 .11), gender (F(5, 189)o1), general frequency
(F(5, 187)o1) or amount (F(5, 186)o1) of online purchases.
After the initial assortment was introduced, participants evalu-
ated their attitudes towards the company (F(5, 191)o1), the
camera assortment (F(5, 191)¼1.20, p4 .31) and their likeliness
to visit the offline store (F(5, 191)o1). No significant differences
were found between the groups.

The manipulation checks confirmed that all experimental condi-
tions were introduced successfully in Study 1. As expected, a
significant main effect revealed that the personal relationship with
the employee was rated as being stronger under the interpersonal
sales conversation condition than under the anonymous sales
conversation condition (Mstrong_rel¼5.31, Mweak_rel¼3.79, F(1, 193)¼
41.03, po .001). Enlarging the online assortment (MAE¼4.37,
MCG¼3.48, F(1, 131)¼21.90, po .001) as well as reducing the store
assortment (MAR¼4.03, MCG¼3.48, F(1, 127)¼8.55, po .01) are
both associated with positive disconfirmation of expectations
regarding the online channel. Participants in the AR condition
reported a more negative disconfirmation of expectations regarding
the current channel (MAR¼3.71, MCG¼4.16, F(1, 127)¼7.20, po .01).
In addition, all participants believed that the description of the
scenario is credible (M¼4.76 on a five-point scale). This judgment
did not differ between the conditions (F(5, 193)o1).

Online channel usage intention is more strongly affected by
assortment modifications under the weak personal relationship
condition. Two 2�2 ANOVAs revealed significant main effects of
AE (F(1, 131)¼8.84, po .005) and AR (F(1, 127)¼4.28, po .05) on
online channel usage intention. More important, these main effects
were qualified by an AE�personal relationship interaction (F(1,
131)¼4.30, po .05) and an AR�personal relationship interaction,
respectively (F(1, 127)¼3.76, p.06). Following the logic of hypoth-
eses H3a and H3b, planned contrasts were performed (Fig. 3, Panel
A). AE (MAE¼5.47, MCG¼4.13, F(1, 62)¼16.41, po .001) and AR
(MAR¼5.30, MCG¼4.13, F(1, 59)¼8.33, po .005) had an impact on
online channel usage intentions under the weak personal relation-
ship condition. No impact of assortment modifications was found
under the strong personal relationship condition (MAE¼4.32,
MCG¼4.06, F(1, 66)o1; MAR¼4.14, MCG¼4.06, F(1, 66)o1).

To examine whether satisfaction had changed after partici-
pants were exposed to different scenarios, post-interaction
Personal relationships interact with assortment modifications to 
affect usage intention of the target channel
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impressions were compared to pre-interaction impressions. These
comparisons were achieved by calculating the differences
between the two sets of measures. Negative values thus indicate
a decrease in satisfaction, whereas positive values indicate an
increase. No significant main effect for AE (F(1, 131)¼1.63,
p4 .20) was found. However, the AE�personal relationship
interaction was significant (F(1, 131)¼11.15, po .001). Further-
more, a significant main effect for AR (F(1, 127)¼7.05, po .01)
and a significant AR�personal relationship interaction (F(1,
127)¼8.21, po .005) were found. AE increased satisfaction when
participants had a reserved sales conversation with the employee
(MAE¼ .47, MCG¼� .31, F(1, 62)¼10.55, po .002) and had no
significant impact when they had an affectionate sales conversa-
tion (MAE¼ .15, MCG¼ .45, F(1, 66)¼1.93, p4 .16) (Fig. 3, Panel B).
AR did not decrease satisfaction under the weak relationship
condition (MAR¼� .26, MCG¼� .31, F(1, 59)o1) but decreased
satisfaction under the strong relationship condition (MAR¼� .45,
MCG¼ .45, F(1, 66)¼16.59, po .001).

The results of Study 1 support the notion that customers can
be motivated to migrate using assortment enlargement in the
online channel (H1a) as well as assortment reduction in the store
channel (H2a). Additionally, personal relationship in the current
channel affected the extent to which both an assortment enlarge-
ment in the online channel as well as an assortment reduction in
the store channel exhibited their intended effect (H3a and H3b).
Moreover, we found the expected effects on satisfaction. Under
the weak relationship condition, enlarging the assortment in the
online channel increases satisfaction (H1b), while reducing
the assortment in the current channel does not affect satisfaction
(H2b). Under the strong relationship condition, enlarging the
assortment does not affect satisfaction (H3b), while reducing the
assortment decreases satisfaction (H4b).
4. The moderating role of learning investments into the
online channel

Learning investments decrease cross-channel synergy and
refer to the time and effort costs of acquiring new skills or
knowledge of how to use a channel effectively (Burnham et al.,
2003). These investments are channel-specific and refer to all
efforts that must be made to adapt to a new channel. As such, a
high learning investment into one channel results in a lack of
cross-channel synergy, decreasing the willingness of customers to
migrate (Verhoef et al., 2007). The navigation structure is a
common reason for perceived ease of use in an online channel
and leads to higher learning investment for customers (Montoya-
Weiss et al., 2003). Prior research has shown that a complex
Personal relationships interact with assortment modifications to 
affect overall satisfaction
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navigation structure affects the amount of shopping effort
required to use the online channel of a firm (Hoque and Lohse,
1999). Thus, we assume that a complex navigation structure,
which results in high learning investments into the online
channel, will reduce the positive impact of assortment modifica-
tions on online channel usage intentions:

H5. The (a) positive effect of assortment enlargement in the
online channel and the (b) positive effect of assortment reduction
in the current channel on customer usage intentions for the
online channel disappear when learning investments into the
online channel are high.

High learning investments decrease cross-channel synergies
and eventually result in a high channel lock-in (Verhoef et al.,
2007). Moreover, learning investments directly reduce the attrac-
tiveness of alternatives and, consequently, customer perceptions
of viable alternative channels (Jones et al., 2000). Thus, if
customers are faced with a high learning investment into the
online channel, they do not experience a positive disconfirmation
of this channel and overall satisfaction will not be increased. In
addition, perceived learning costs resulting from learning invest-
ments are associated with negative evaluations of new channels
(Davis et al., 1989). A negative disconfirmation of the online
channel results in a decrease of satisfaction (Montoya-Weiss
et al., 2003). Thus, given that learning investments for the online
channel are high, we assume that assortment enlargement in the
online channel, as well as assortment reduction in the current
channel, both decrease satisfaction:

H6. The (a) positive effect of assortment enlargement in the
online channel and the (b) neutral effect of assortment reduction
in the current channel on overall satisfaction become negative
when learning investments into the online channel are high.

4.1. Design and participants

The purpose of Study 2 was to test the interaction between
learning investments and assortment modification. The study has a
three (AE, AR, CG)� two (low learning investment, high learning
investment) design. During a mandatory lecture, a total of 192 (46
females, 146 males) undergraduate students with an average age of
21.8 participated in this study. Participants were different from
those of the first study, participation was voluntary and participants
were entered into a lottery for free movie tickets as an incentive.

4.2. Procedure and stimuli

While the procedure was similar to that described in Study 1,
the stimuli in Study 2 were different. We manipulated an
assortment of notebook computers from a fictitious retailer and
conducted eight interviews with notebook users to ensure that
notebooks are high-involvement products and that at least one
reasonable alternative for each delisted notebook remained
within the assortment. The average number of low-to-mid-priced
notebooks offered at four different mass merchandisers in their
stores was 5.75; we adopted this assortment for our scenarios.
We also used a different enlargement ratio (þ66%) and reduction
ratio (�66%) in our scenarios.

Participants saw a booklet that contained a short description
of the fictitious mass merchandiser that uses a store channel and
an online channel and were asked to search for a new notebook
for their studies. It was indicated that the participant has never
experienced or heard anything negative about products or prices
of the merchandiser. Subsequently, an advertisement showing the
assortment of six different notebooks was presented and partici-
pants were asked to rate several control variables.
Turning to the next page, participants experienced a scenario
in which they went to the store to look for a notebook. The
assortment was either still comprised of the same six notebooks
(AE, CG) or reduced to two notebooks (AR). Participants were
presented an interaction between them and an employee of the
mass merchandiser. The behavior of the employee was always
described as competent, professional and reserved. Furthermore,
it was stated that the participant decided to reconsider his buying
decision.

After completing some filler tasks regarding the requirements
of the notebook, participants read the statement that they
decided to look up the available options in the online channel.
In half of the scenarios, the navigation structure was described as
intuitively utilizable with the same product groups as in the store
channel (low learning investment condition). In the other half, the
navigation structure was described as complex, with different
product groups than the store channel (high learning investment
condition). The assortment in the online channel included the
same six notebooks (AR, CG) or was augmented to ten notebooks,
including the original notebooks (AE). After participants had
finished reading the scenario, they responded to dependent
measures and manipulation checks.

4.3. Measures

We used the same scales as in Study 1. In addition, participants
rated to what extent they would make a learning investment to
use the online channel. In Study 1, participants first rated their
usage intention for the online channel and then their satisfaction
with the retailer. To ensure that the results are not affected by
this particular order, the order of evaluation (i.e. usage intention
first or customer satisfaction first) was randomized in Study 2.

4.4. Results

Age (F(5, 186)o1), gender (F(5, 186)¼1.55, p4 .17), frequency
of online purchases (F(5, 182)¼1.77, p4 .12) and amount of
online purchases (F(5, 182)o1) did not differ significantly across
the six conditions. No significant differences in attitude toward
the company (F(5, 186)¼1.60, p4 .16) and likeliness to visit the
store (F(5, 183)¼1.32, p4 .25) were found after introducing the
initial assortment. Although assessment of the notebook assort-
ment differed across the conditions (F(5, 186)¼2.96, po .02), it
did not significantly correlate with usage intention (r(192)¼ .01,
p4 .90) and overall satisfaction (r(188)¼� .08, p4 .29). An addi-
tional analysis showed no effects for the order of evaluation (F(1,
191)o1 for both dependent variables).

As expected, learning investment was rated as being higher under
the complex navigation structure condition than under the intuitive
navigation structure condition (Mlow_li¼2.04, Mhigh_li¼4.74, F(1,
190)¼21.60, po.001). Enlarging the online assortment (MAE¼4.25,
MCG¼3.54, F(1, 126)¼10.34, po.002) and reducing the store assort-
ment (MAR¼4.00, MCG¼3.54, F(1, 124)¼5.11, po.05) are both
associated with positive disconfirmation of the online channel.
Reducing the store assortment is associated with negative disconfir-
mation of the current channel (MAR¼3.59, MCG¼4.42, F(1,
126)¼26.48 po.001). All described scenarios were perceived as
credible (M¼4.25 on a five-point scale), and judgment did not differ
across the six conditions (F(5, 190)o1).

Online channel usage intentions were only affected by assort-
ment modifications under the low learning investment condition.
No significant main effects for AE (F(1, 126)¼2.63, p4 .11) and AR
(F(1, 122)o1) on online channel usage intention were found.
However, the AE� learning investment interaction (F(1, 127)¼
9.44, po .003) as well as the AR� learning investment interaction
(F(1, 125)¼4.44, po .04) were both significant. The learning
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investment moderated the impact of assortment modifications
(Fig. 4, Panel A). AE (MAE¼6.01, MCG¼4.74, F(1, 63)¼14.37,
po .001) and AR (MAR¼5.52, MCG¼4.74, F(1, 63)¼4.67, po .05)
had an impact on online channel usage intentions when partici-
pants were faced with a low learning investment. No significant
effect from migration factors was found when participants were
faced with a high learning investment (MAE¼3.44, MCG¼3.11, F(1,
61)o1; MAR¼3.22, MCG¼3.11, F(1, 59)o1).

As hypothesized, the effect of assortment modifications on
satisfaction is moderated by the learning investment into the
online channel. The analyses revealed no significant main effect
for AE (F(1, 122)o1), while a significant AE� learning investment
interaction was observed (F(1, 131)¼11.15, po .001). Furthermore,
a significant main effect for AR was found (F(1, 122)¼5.52, po .02).
More important, the AR� learning investment interaction was also
significant (F(1, 123)¼8.83, po .004). Under the low learning
investment condition, AE increased satisfaction (MAEl

¼ .48,
MCG¼� .11, F(1, 61)¼4.29, po .05), while AR did not affect
satisfaction (MAR¼� .08, MCG¼� .11, F(1, 61)o1) (Fig. 4, Panel
B). Under the high learning investment condition, AE (MAE¼�1.11,
MCG¼� .51, F(1, 60)¼4.60, po .04) as well as AR (MAR¼�1.56,
MCG¼� .51, F(1, 59)¼13.82, po .001) decreased satisfaction.

Study 2 supported the moderating role of learning investments
into the online channel. When customers are faced with a high
learning investment, enlarging the assortment in the online
channel as well as reducing the assortment in the current channel
did not affect usage intention (H5a and H5b) and decrease
satisfaction (H6a and H6b). Yet, Studies 1 and 2 only investigated
store to online channel migration. Therefore, we examined
catalog channel to online migration in Study 3 to broaden the
applicability of our customer migration framework.
5. The moderating role of attitude toward the steering firm

Regardless of personal relationships and learning investments,
customers may be turned off by being coerced into using channels
contrary to their preferences (Neslin and Shankar, 2009). More
specifically, due to the role of memory in satisfaction judgments,
the attitude toward the steering firm based on unsatisfying
experiences can have a profound impact on customer migration
(Valentini et al., 2011). Following Mattila (2003), consumers
choose to update their summary evaluations stored in memory
only when faced with a surprise performance. An assortment
enlargement may be perceived as a surprising relation-
ship investment (De Wulf et al., 2001) and motivates customers
to update their summary evaluations, in other words counter-
balance the negative experience. Notably, customers value the
relationship investment even if they do not actually use the
online channel (Montoya-Weiss et al., 2003). Thus, the effect of
an assortment enlargement is not affected by attitude toward the
steering firm. In the following, we focus on the moderating role of
attitude toward the steering firm for an assortment reduction.

Myers et al. (2004) use the example of Charles Schwab, an
American brokerage and banking company who steered custo-
mers from branches to the Internet to point out the importance of
customers’ positive attitude toward the steering firm when the
service level of the current channel is reduced. Additionally, the
authors advise against service level reduction in the current
channel when attitude is negative because of dysfunctional
consequences. Customers with a negative attitude toward the
steering firm might perceive a reduction in the service level of the
current channel as a confirmation of their negative experience
(Mattila, 2003). This strengthens the reliance on the prior judg-
ment and the negative attitude further influence the perceived
discrepancy with respect to expectations congruency (Oliver,
1980). Thus, customers will focus on the negative disconfirmation
resulting from assortment reduction in the current channel.
Moreover, there will be no trade-off through the unchanged
assortment in the online channel due to the lack of surprisingly
improved performance (Mattila, 2003). Thus, if customers have a
negative attitude toward the steering firm, a service reduction
may provoke feelings of being forced into another channel and
result in reluctance towards the target channel and lower satis-
faction (Neslin and Shankar, 2009). We therefore assume that a
negative attitude will affect the impact of an assortment reduc-
tion on online channel usage intentions and overall satisfaction:

H7. The positive effect of assortment reduction in the current
channel on customer usage intentions for the online channel
disappears when a customer’s attitude toward the steering firm is
negative.

H8. The neutral effect of assortment reduction in the current
channel on overall satisfaction turns negative when a customer’s
attitude toward the steering firm is negative.

5.1. Design and participants

The purpose of Study 3 was to test the interaction between
customer’s attitude toward the steering firm and assortment
modification. The study has a three (AE, AR, CG)� two (positive
attitude, negative attitude) design. We used the online channel as
the target channel and the catalog channel as the current channel
and manipulated attitude toward a fictitious mail-order firm with
different scenarios. Participants are traditional mail-order
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customers that typically conduct a majority of their orders from
the catalog. As such customers are only partly reachable via the
Internet, we decided to conduct a postal survey. Overall, 1610
customers with an interest in electronic products were selected
from a mail-order firm’s database and contacted via postal mail.
Participants received gift certificates and were entered into a
lottery for a wellness weekend in a high-class hotel as incentives.
Within four weeks, 293 usable questionnaires were returned. The
age of the participants ranged from 16 to 84 years old, with an
average age of 46.5 years; 178 were female and 115 were male.

5.2. Stimuli and procedure

The procedure of Study 3 was comparable to those described in
the previous studies. A fictitious mail-order company that uses a
catalog channel and an online channel was described. Participants
were asked to search for a new digital camera for an upcoming
holiday, a high involvement product (Heitmann et al., 2007). The
attitude toward the steering firm was manipulated through the
past experience of the participants. In general, past experience
leads to a learned disposition that responds to an object in a
consistently favorable or unfavorable way (Ajzen and Fishbein,
1975). This disposition becomes manifest in the attitude, and
participants respond to any steering attempts in a consistently
favorable or unfavorable way. Within the mail-order business,
complete and accurate deliveries determine the quality experience
of the physical distribution. Thus, we described either incorrect
past deliveries under the negative attitude condition or only
correct past deliveries under the positive attitude condition. Based
on the main catalogs of five universal mail-order companies, the
average number of medium-price digital cameras offered in each
catalog was 6.2. We adapted this number and presented the
attributes of the digital cameras in an abbreviated format. Partici-
pants read the statement, ‘‘The catalog includes a total of six digital
cameras which are all very different in terms of their brand names,
their technical features and their prices. Since you have already
looked at other catalogs, you know that this offer is pretty standard
for a mail-order company that mainly sells clothing. The mail-
order retailer also points out in the catalog that six digital cameras
are also offered on his internet site. The cameras are identical to
those in the catalog.’’ We then measured attitudes toward the firm,
satisfaction and usage intention for the online channel.

After completing some filler tasks on the next pages, the
updated assortment of the catalog and the online channel were
presented. It was stated either that ‘‘the new catalog is half as
thick as the old one and only includes three digital cameras. The
range of digital cameras has therefore been halved in the new
catalog (AR)’’, or ‘‘the new catalog is just as thick as the old one
and includes six digital cameras again. The assortment is there-
fore the same as in the old catalog and as on the old internet page
(AE, CG)’’. In all scenarios, numerous referrals to an updated
internet site were described, and the assortment of this internet
site was presented. The online assortment included either the
same six cameras (AR, CG) or was enlarged to nine cameras (AE),
including the original cameras. We ensured that there was at least
one reasonable alternative camera for each delisted item within
the remaining assortment. On the next page, participants were
asked to rate updated online channel usage intentions, updated
satisfaction and several manipulation checks.

5.3. Measures

Contrary to the students in Studies 1 and 2, participants in Study
3 are traditional mail-order customers and may have little experience
with the Internet. Thus, we also checked their ability and experience
with the Internet (single item). Additionally, we measured online
channel usage intentions before and after participants were exposed
to the scenarios. Hence, we were able to analyze the usage intention
difference resulting from the assortment modifications.
5.4. Results

Participants across the conditions did not differ with respect to
age, gender, experience with the Internet or frequency and
amount of online purchases (for all: F(5, 287)o1). No significant
difference was found between the groups in the assessment of the
initial assortment (F(5, 287)¼1.09, p4 .36). An analysis of non-
response bias revealed no significant differences between early
and late respondents on any survey item.

Participants considered their attitudes towards the firm to be less
positive under the condition with incorrect and incomplete past
deliveries (Munfavorable¼5.60, Mfavorable¼2.26, F(1, 291)¼576.22,
po .001). Enlarging the online assortment (MAE¼4.43, MCG¼3.08,
F(1, 190)¼44.41, po .001,) and reducing the catalog assortment
(MAR¼4.03, MCG¼3.08, F(1, 193)¼20.73, po .001) are both asso-
ciated with positive disconfirmation of the online channel and
reducing the catalog assortment is associated with more negative
disconfirmation of the catalog channel (MAR¼2.41, MCG¼3.11, F(1,
195)¼12.64 po .001). Participants believed that the description of
the scenario is credible (M¼4.01 on a five-point scale); this
judgment did not differ across the conditions (F(5, 292)¼1.31,
p4 .26).

Contrary to Studies 1 and 2, the differences between the two
sets of online channel usage intention measures were calculated.
While negative values indicate a decrease in usage intentions,
positive values indicate an increase. Significant main effects were
found for AE (F(1, 190)¼60.49, po .001) and AR (F(1, 193)¼9.86,
po .002). Moreover, the AE� attitude interaction (F(1, 191)o1)
was insignificant, while the AR� attitude interaction (F(1,
194)¼3.54, po .07) was significant. Attitude moderated the
impact of AR (Fig. 5, Panel A). AE (MAE¼1.07, MCG¼� .90, F(1,
96)¼30.19, po .001) and AR (MAR¼ .42, MCG¼� .90, F(1,
90)¼39.01, po .001) both had an impact on online channel usage
intentions under the positive attitude condition. No significant
impact of AR was found when participants had a negative attitude
toward the firm (MAR¼� .78, MCG¼�1.15, F(1, 101)o1); how-
ever, AE still had an impact on online channel usage intentions in
this condition (MAE¼ .76, MCG¼�1.15, F(1, 92)¼28.77, po .001).

The analyses revealed a significant positive main effect for AE
on satisfaction (F(1, 190)¼6.45, po .02) but no significant
AE� attitude interaction (F(1, 191)o1). AE increased satisfaction
under the positive attitude condition (MAE¼� .19, MCG¼� .72, F(1,
96)¼3.90, po .07) and under the negative attitude condition
(MAE¼� .02, MCG¼� .49, F(1, 92)¼3.15, po .08) (Fig. 5, Panel B).
AR had a significant negative main effect on satisfaction (F(1,
193)¼5.88, po .02). Contrary to our expectations, the
AR� attitude interaction was not significant (F(1, 194)¼2.49,
p4 .11). However, AR did not significantly affect satisfaction under
the positive attitude condition (MAR¼� .87, MCG¼� .72, F(1,
90)o1), while it decreased satisfaction under the negative attitude
condition (MAR¼�1.27, MCG¼� .49, F(1, 101)¼7.24, po .009).

Study 3 demonstrated that customers can also be motivated to
migrate from the catalog to the online channel with assortment
modifications. Moreover this study supported the moderating role
of attitude toward the steering firm. An assortment reduction in
the current channel does not increase usage intention (H7) and
decreases satisfaction (H8) when the attitude of the customer is
negative. However, even under this condition an assortment
enlargement in the online channel still increases usage intention
and satisfaction.
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6. Discussion

6.1. Implications of the results

In many multichannel firms, marketing professionals are faced
with the question whether customers should be steered to the
online channel to realize the potential benefits of this channel.
We tested the effectiveness of customer steering under three
contingency factors: personal relationships, learning investments
and attitude toward a firm. Following our results, firms may
enlarge the assortment of the online channel or reduce the
assortment of the current channel to stimulate channel migration
as long as contingency factors are favorable. It is important to
note that we controlled for reasonable alternatives for each
delisted item in all three studies. To avoid displacing customers
to competitors, managers need to ensure this prerequisite for
assortment reductions (e.g., Broniarczyk et al., 1998; Sloot et al.,
2006). If personal relationships in the current channel are strong
or learning investments into the online channel are high, all
steering activities are ineffective in increasing the usage intention
of the online channel. We found the same ineffectiveness for
assortment reductions if customers have a negative attitude
toward the steering firm, although they may still be encouraged
to migrate as long as they perceive a relationship investment with
an assortment enlargement.

When contingency factors are favorable, enlarging the assort-
ment increases overall satisfaction, while an assortment reduc-
tion does not necessarily lead to lower satisfaction. However, both
assortment modifications decrease satisfaction when learning
investments are high, and reducing the assortment in the current
channel decreases satisfaction when personal relationship in the
current channel is strong or customers have a negative attitude
toward the steering company. Under these conditions, we suggest
that managers should stay away from steering activities. We
surveyed the participants’ intentions to switch to a competitor in
Study 1 and Study 2 and ran additional analyses to underline the
threat of dysfunctional steering consequences. In all groups
where satisfaction decreased, competitor switching intention
increased, whereas it had no significant differences in other
groups. If managers insist on customer steering under the
unfavorable contingency conditions, they first should actively
reduce relationship loss costs, reduce learning costs, or improve
customers’ attitude toward their firm.

The contingency factors also provide some indications of
appropriate firms and customer segments for steering activities.
Low online learning costs call for synergies between channels and
weak personal relationships for self-explanatory products and
services. Industries that combine these characteristics include,
among others, mail-order companies, transport companies and
direct banking. Successful examples like flight bookings empha-
size the potential of online migration. Customer steering strate-
gies appear less appropriate for industries characterized by strong
relationships and high channel learning costs. Business models
that require extensive customer services or lack of channel
synergies should therefore refrain from customer steering. In
addition, contingency factors in channel migration also arise on
the customer side (Ansari et al., 2008). Customer segments that
appear promising for steering have to combine a low channel
lock-in and low online channel switching costs. For example,
product experts tend to rely less on personal support from
employees and technology-savvy customers tend to have lower
online learning costs. These customer segments should be pri-
marily targeted if managers commence steering activities.

6.2. Limitations and future research

Although this research contributes to knowledge on customer
steering, it also has some limitations that might affect our results
and call for future research. In line with all controlled experi-
ments, the current study implies some compromise of external
validity. We tried to address this issue and increase the external
validity by choosing an event (that is, migrating to the online
channel) typical for multichannel customers and modifying
migration factors in line with the real assortment of different
types of retailers. Moreover, our findings were robust across
different assortment manipulation ratios (50% and 66%), products
(digital cameras and notebooks) and store types (photo equip-
ment shop, mass merchandiser and mail-order company).
Another limitation relates to the moderators which we intro-
duced. Motives and channel preferences of customers may result
from additional factors than personal relationships, learning
investments and attitude toward the steering firm. Thus, char-
acteristics such as buying patterns and attribute-based decision-
making should be addressed in future customer steering studies.
In addition, we focused only on high involvement products and
modifications of average size assortments as migration factors in
our experiments. Under such conditions, adding items to an
assortment provides a benefit for customers (Chernev, 2003).
Adding additional items may lead to contrary results in different
conditions, like increasing consumer confusion if original assort-
ment is large (Kuksov and Villas-Boas, 2010). Furthermore,
common method problems may have occurred. Although we used
written scenarios, including images and illustrations, participants
read about the different assortments instead of directly
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experiencing them in a multisensory manner (e.g. in an actual
store, catalog or website) and our measure for the intention to use
the online channel is self-reported.

Beyond these limitations, additional fruitful research directions
have emerged from our investigation. First, there are many other
ways to migrate customers, e.g. through price discounts, free items
or faster services in the online channel as well as extra charges, high
fees or reduced services in the current channel. Future research
should therefore use our framework to test the impact of other
migration measures. Second, customers may use multiple channels
in their buying process, e.g. store, catalog and call center simulta-
neously. The question as to how the presence of other channels
affects the success of customer steering provides an interesting area
for future studies. Third, although we have incorporated intention to
switch to competitors in our experiments, examining how the
assortment and the reaction of competitors affect customer steering
is an interesting field for further research.

Understanding how channel choice may be influenced with-
out alienating customers will become more and more impor-
tant for multichannel firms looking to leverage strengths and
Table B1
.

Construct and items

Online channel usage intention (written for this study)

Will you use the website of the company for future information and purchases? (7-p

1. Likely/unlikely

2. No chance/certain

3. Definitely yes/definitely no

Customer satisfaction (Lam et al., 2004; scale anchors 1¼strongly disagree, 7¼stron

1. Overall, I am very satisfied with the assortment and service of the company.

2. Altogether I like the assortment and service very much.

3. All in all the assortment and service accommodate me very well.

4. In sum the assortment and service come up to my expectations.

5. The assortment and service of the company are poor (reversed).

Relationship loss costs (Burnham et al., 2003; scale anchors 1¼strongly disagree, 7¼

1. I would miss the help from the people at the store channel if I switched to the on

2. I am comfortable interacting with the people at the store channel.

3. The people at the store channel matter to me.

Learning investment for the online channel (Burnham et al., 2003; scale anchors 1

1. Learning to use the online channel would take time.

2. There is not much involved in understanding the online channel (reversed).

3. I need to consider a certain amount of time to orient myself in the online channe

Channel assortment disconfirmation (written for this study; scale anchors 1¼wors

expected)

1. Breadth

2. Versatility

3. Diversity

Attitude toward the steering firm (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1975; 7-point Likert scale)

1. Good/bad

2. Unpleasant/pleasant

3. Harmful/beneficial

4. Favorable/unfavorable

Competitor switching intention (written for this study)

Will you switch to a competitor for future information and purchases? (7-point Liker

1. Likely/unlikely

2. No chance/certain

3. Definitely yes/definitely no
counterbalance weaknesses of different channels. We suggest
that managers should be mindful of the situational differences
that result from contingency factors when deriving customer
steering strategies.
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Appendix A

A1. Sample scenario for Study 1: assortment enlargement, weak

personal relationship (original scenario in German)

Please read the following text very carefully and imagine that
you actually experience this situation: You have completed your
a Study 1 a Study 2 a Study 3
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studies at the University and will soon begin a new, well paid
job. In order to reward yourself for all the hard work over the
past months, you would like to treat yourself to a vacation in the
Maldives. Of course, you would like to take photographic
evidence of the blue sea, the white beach and the palm trees.
Thus, you decide to search for a new digital SLR camera. In a
stack of newspaper, you discover an advertisement of a photo
equipment firm, which is about a week old and contains various
digital SLR cameras. The 8 different digital SLR cameras from the
advertisement are shown in the picture below (see Fig. 2). It is
stated in the advertisement that all cameras are available in
stores and online alike. So far you have not experienced or heard
anything negative about products, prices or services of the photo
equipment firm. The store of this firm is located downtown and
easily accessible by public transport.

(Controls regarding attitude, assortment and likeliness to visit the

store)
In the following, a conversation with an employee of the photo

equipment firm regarding the digital SLR cameras in the store is
described. Please imagine that you actually experience this
situation: Because the cameras from the advertisement appear
interesting for you, you decide to visit the store. In the depart-
ment with the digital SLR cameras you find the following 8 alter-
natives to choose from, all of them have already been shown in
the advertisement. A sales employee, to whom you never had
contact before, comes into sight and greets you kindly, ‘‘Good day,
how can I help you?’’ After having explained him your interest for
a digital SLR camera, he asks how you want to use the camera. He
then presents the pros and cons of various camera models related
to their features such as maximum resolution, optical zoom,
continuous shooting and size of the display. He concludes that,
‘‘All 8 cameras are good value for money!’’ You immerse yourself
in the various cameras and consider which one would be best
suited for your vacation. After a while the sales person asks you
kindly, ‘‘Can I still help you with anything?’’ You negate and he
politely thanks you for your interest in the digital SLR cameras
and says goodbye. Since you do not want to directly decide on a
camera, you consider rethinking your requirements and leaving
the store.

(Filler tasks regarding the requirements of the camera)
In the following, the online channel of the photo equipment

firm is described. Please imagine that you actually experience
this situation: After reconsidering the requirements of the
camera you decide to look up the digital SLR cameras online to
compare the available options. The website of the photo
equipment store is arranged user-friendly, including a clear
menu system and a comprehensible classification of the
various product groups. Due to the easy navigation you have
no problem to find the page with the digital SLR cameras. You
find 12 different models online, including the same 8 digital
SLR cameras you have already seen in the advertisement and
the store and 4 additional digital SLR cameras. The entire
range is shown below. On the website the different digital SLR
cameras are compared, so you can weigh the pros and cons of
each model easily.

(Questions regarding disconfirmation, usage intention, satisfac-

tion and manipulation checks)
Appendix B

Construct measures and Cronbach’s alpha (original items in
German)

See Table B1.
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