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Abstract: COVID-19 has undeniably impacted the retail industry sectors; we are now witnessing
the emergence of a large body of research on the effects of the pandemic in retailing. However,
few of these studies provide a clear picture of this topic from prior to and after COVID-19. This
research sheds light on whether large retailers have adapted their channels by offering integrated
and digital services amid the new conditions forced on them. This study assesses indicators of
channel integration and digital transformation of all large clothing and apparel retailers in Spain—
before and after COVID-19—and analyzes the differences by means of McNemar’s test and one-way
repeated-measures ANOVA. The analysis suggests that large retailers were moderately prepared
to provide multichannel and omnichannel services and that they focused on integrating quick and
easy-to-implement services, such as omnichannel gift cards, or communicating via WhatsApp for
customer care services. The study also identifies elements in which large clothing brands should
prioritize on after the pandemic to effectively deploy omnichannel strategies.

Keywords: channel integration; digital transformation; multichannel; omnichannel; retail; clothing
and apparel

1. Introduction

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak, caused by severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus-2 (SARS-CoV-2), has changed our lifestyles, including consumer
shopping behaviors. Soft and hard lockdowns across the globe have had an impact on
how people work, socialize, and shop. Due to the pandemic, the use of digital technologies
during shopping experiences has become prevalent. Digital channels are now being
intensively used; companies are rethinking their strategies—they are accelerating their
use of digital strategies, for example, increasing their digital service offerings to remain
competitive [1,2].

COVID-19 has had a substantial impact on Europe in 2020 and 2021. European
countries, in attempt to alleviate the dramatic consequences of the pandemic, adopted
various lockdown measures, ranging from partial to total population confinement [3]. In
Spain, these measures included severe mobility restrictions as well as school and retail
closures (except for supermarkets, pharmacies, and banks) [4]. As cases began to decrease,
Spanish authorities progressively allowed the reopening of businesses, which helped lead to
activity volumes similar to what they were like from before the pandemic. Some European
countries (e.g., Belgium, Germany, France, the Netherlands, Finland, and Sweden) have
already recovered and even surpassed previous activity, whereas in Spain, activity levels
are still 3-5% down compared to pre-pandemic levels [5]. The role of electronic commerce
in preventing further abrupt sales declines is critical for retailers. Even with internet sales
increasing prior to the pandemic, digital channels have grown at faster rates (approximately,
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25% on average) compared to pre-pandemic levels [5,6], with notable increases in clothing
and apparel (63%), furniture (29%), food delivery (28%), computers, and smartphones
(26%) [7].

The post-pandemic acceleration of the pre-pandemic changes seen in consumer be-
haviors (i.e., consumers using physical and online channels freely and at their convenience)
and in companies’ attitudes toward digital channels (that were developing slowly prior to
COVID-19), suggest that “going back to normal” is not a realistic scenario [8] and that we
are now heading into what many are calling “the new normal”. For instance, consumers
who have never used digital channels, or only used them occasionally, have been forced to
change their shopping habits, i.e., they now use online shops and mobile apps to pay for
goods and services; they pay using credit cards or other digital payment systems and the
products are delivered to their homes [9-11].

Therefore, the digital transformation of retail is no longer an option but an obliga-
tion [12]. Retailers were pressured to implement digital technologies, almost overnight,
to survive in the post-pandemic environment. They were forced to adapt their infrastruc-
tures, processes, and even their cultures within a span of a few months; effective digital
transformation took anywhere from three to seven years prior to COVID-19, considering
internal (e.g., back-office, operations, R&D) and external (e.g., interactions with customers,
supply chain) processes [13]. Although this transformation has impacted all industries and
sectors, the depth of this change differ, as consumer goods have been less affected than
other industries, such as healthcare, finance, and banking [13].

The integrated management of physical and digital services in retail, as a fundamental
part of the digital transformation of a company, is essential to maintain a competitive
advantage and ensure the survival of a business [10]. Shopping processes that seamlessly
integrated various sales channels (omnichannel commerce) helped improve customer
satisfaction during the lockdown, when mobility restrictions were implemented [14,15].
While channel integration strategies have gained significant interest among academics
in recent years, regarding consumers (e.g., [16,17]) and retailers (e.g., transformation of
supply chains and logistics [18,19], digital technology strategic implementations [20], and
business model innovations [21]), few studies have adopted intermediate positions or
investigated how consumers perceive the integration of retail service offerings across
different channels (e.g., [22-25]). Although the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
retailing have attracted scholarly interest in the past two years, many questions need to be
answered. For example, will retailers undergo long-term shifts in the balance of online and
offline retailing [10]? How will service organizations recover from challenges created by
lockdowns and quarantines [26]?

This study explores these questions by comparing changes in channel integration
and the digital transformation of customer services across top clothing and apparel firms
in Spain from before and after COVID-19 (note that, while COVID-19 is still considered
a global pandemic by the World Health Organization, in this study, “after COVID-19”
refers to the period after which all restrictions were lifted in Spain regarding the activities
involving clothing and apparel retailers). In this study, we observe the extent to which
the pandemic has accelerated the digital transformation of retailers, and what aspects of
omnichannel retailing have been most affected by the changing conditions imposed by
the COVID-19 outbreak. The study introduces a conceptual framework to analyze the
channel integration and digital transformation of retailing, followed by a review of the main
changes in consumer behaviors and in retail caused by the pandemic. Then, the analysis
compares the changes experienced by clothing and apparel firms during the pandemic.
Finally, the study discusses the results of the analysis and presents the main implications
for theory and practice.
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2. Background
2.1. The Digital Transformation of Retail and Channel Integration
2.1.1. Digital Transformation of Retail

While the definition of digital transformation is multifaceted, it highlights the trans-
forming abilities of digital technologies for businesses, especially large brick-and-mortar
firms [27]. From a customer-centric perspective, digital transformation encompasses the
digitization of sales and communication channels to provide novel ways to effectively
interact and engage with customers [27,28]; it also involves replacing or enhancing the
physical offerings of a firm’s products and services. Digital transformation builds on digi-
tal technologies, such as the Internet of Things (IoT), mobility, cloud-based services, big
data, augmented and virtual reality, blockchain, and social media to improve a company’s
performance and maximize value creation for consumers [29] through enhanced customer
experiences and optimization of commercial and logistics processes [23]. Companies
provide different customer touchpoints (e.g., website, mobile app), build digital services
(e.g., online billing, customer data management), and open new communication channels
(e.g., email, chats, instant messaging, social media) with their customers to adapt to their
needs and establish bidirectional communication. Digitization of these services shows a
company’s inclination to provide consumers with multichannel and omnichannel services.

2.1.2. Channel Integration and Omnichannel Commerce

Channel integration takes the digitization of services one step further by encompassing
marketing and sales processes. Channel integration, or integrated channel management,
refers to the combination of services associated with sales channels, to enhance the shopping
experiences of customers [30]. The main objective of channel integration is to provide
seamless customer experiences across all channels by offering alternative routes to the same
information and products [31], fostering loyalty [30].

While researchers have focused on channel integration in their studies, research on
how to measure channel integration has been greatly neglected thus far, even though it
has gained notable interest in past years [32]. Approaches to measure the levels of chan-
nel integration may involve different aspects, such as retailer—supplier relationships [33],
the analysis of logistics processes [19], customer experiences [34], supply chain perfor-
mances [35], or an analysis of the service offerings across channels [22,24], which is the
perspective we take in this study.

An analysis of service offerings generally identifies elements associated with the dif-
ferent stages of the shopping process (prepurchase, purchase, and post-purchase). For
example, Oh et al. [22] focused on informational elements and differentiated among inte-
grated promotion, integrated transaction information management, integrated product and
pricing information management, integrated information access, integrated order fulfill-
ment, and integrated customer service, an approach also adopted in [36]. Building on [22],
Acquila-Natale and Chaparro-Peldez [37] (later refined in [24]) identified six dimensions,
placing emphasis on (but not limited to) the prepurchase stage: customer touchpoints,
channel consistency, integrated promotion, integrated access to information, integrated
fulfilment, and integrated customer care services.

2.2. Pandemics, COVID-19, and Consumer Behavior

The COVID-19 pandemic was not the first world pandemic of the century (although,
thus far, it was the most lethal and contagious). With severe acute respiratory syndrome-
associated coronavirus (SARS-CoV or SARS-CoV-1), which was first detected in China in
November 2002 and lasted until 2004, there were 8469 cases and 916 deaths (case fatality
rate of 11%) [38]. Middle East respiratory syndrome-related coronavirus (MERS-CoV)
was first detected in 2012 in Saudi Arabia and is still active, with 2468 reported cases and
851 deaths (case fatality rate of 34.5%) confirmed as of September 2019 [39].

While the magnitude of COVID-19 highly surpasses that of SARS and MERS (we
are currently sitting at nearly 400 million cases and almost 6 million deaths [40]), changes
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in consumer behavior caused by the latter two may help better understand the impact
of COVID-19 on shopping behavior. For example, prior research observed that lower
spending in physical channels during the MERS pandemic, due to fear of contagion, was
only partially balanced by an increase in online sales [11,41]. This partial balance was not
uniform across sectors and was highly dependent on the type of product; for example, in
consumer electronics, the increase in online sales was similar to the decrease in physical
sales, while in luxury products, the increase in online sales did not compensate for the drop
in physical sales. Other retail industries, such as groceries, remained largely unaffected,
because individuals were allowed (albeit with some limitations) to shop offline [42].

There is another differentiating element between COVID-19 and previous pandemics.
There have been significant developments in electronic commerce since the apparition of
SARS and MERS [43], facilitating the transition from physical to online channels [44]. For
example, the number of online shoppers grew from 60% to 73% in Europe in 2017-2021,
with higher growth in the past two years [45]. In Spain, the number of internet users who
shopped online grew from 41.5% to 79.4% in 2020, and 6.8% of online shoppers made their
first purchase online in 2020 [46,47]. These figures are in line with those in other countries;
for instance, internet shopping grew more in the 2019-2020 period (10%) than in the
previous decade [13]. To summarize, the main difference between COVID-19 and previous
pandemics—while they share common elements—involves the digital transformation in
the retail industry, including new services that combine physical and online channels, as
well as in changes in shopping behaviors of newer generations, who are more inclined to
incorporate digital technologies in their lives [48].

2.3. COVID-19 and Retailing

Due to state-mandated lockdowns and subsequent closures of nonessential physical
stores, consumers have shifted to online shopping [11]. As mentioned above, this measure
translated into large sales drops for retailers; in some sectors, retailers were unable to make
up for these losses via online sales. For example, the textile industry had their worst results
in 15 years, with a 40% decrease in sales in the 2019-2020 period [49].

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have generally led to two different situations
for retailers. The first situation involves the temporary (or permanent) closures of physical
stores and, in the worst case scenario, the complete closure of businesses as part of business
restructuring. An example that illustrates the reduction of physical stores (in clothing and
apparel retailing) is that of Fagconnable Spain, which closed all but three of its physical stores.
The second situation encompasses the need for rapid adoption of digital strategies; for
example, food and restaurant industries incorporated store pick-up (BOPIS) and delivery
services as they were unable to open their physical stores during the pandemic [2].

Many brick-and-mortar retailers introduced their own online stores or transformed
their product offerings to remain competitive against digital platforms, such as Amazon
or Alibaba, among others. Retailers were forced to implement solutions that they were
previously reluctant to adopt, changing the ways they conducted their businesses [43]
and providing unique experiences to customers through integrated services across various
channels [2,48]. Such services include contacting store employees (via virtual phone calls
or chats), online product displays in virtual showrooms, timely and secure deliveries,
real-time purchase information, and secure online transactions.

One final consideration regarding channel integration and the digital transformation
of retail involves a shift in the expectations of consumers. Prior to the pandemic, experts
advocated for the need for retailers to go one step beyond digitization by incorporating
omnichannel strategies into their businesses [30,50]. The pandemic has intensified the
societal dependence of online channels, while raising shoppers” expectations about shop-
ping experiences; in this regard, many are speaking about the need to ingrain digital
transformation processes within shopping processes, particularly in channel integration, to
enhance consumer experiences in the post-pandemic “new normal” [8,11,12,48]. Retailers
are “forced” to integrate management of their sales channels to meet these expectations
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through consistent brand experiences, synchronizing product offerings across channels,
unifying purchase histories or discount coupons that could be redeemed on any of the
channels offered [36,51].

Based on the above, it can be argued that the decrease in sales and increased costs
owing to the incorporation of new services have led to lower retail revenues; although
retailers have been forced to adapt to multichannel operations. Therefore, we propose the
following hypotheses, in the context of clothing and apparel retailing:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The number of large clothing and apparel retailers decreased after the COVID-19
pandemic.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The number of large clothing and apparel retailers that have adopted multichan-
nel strategies (e.g., incorporated digital touchpoints) increased after the COVID-19 pandemic.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Large clothing and apparel retailers increased their channel integration levels
after the COVID-19 pandemic.

Regarding digitized services, it is worth considering that, in the last decade, the fast
growth of social media has helped the development of omnichannel operations, initially as
information, communication, and information channels [52]. The use of social networks
has increased from 29% to 54% globally [53-55]. In Spain, 80% of the population have
active accounts on social networking sites, compared to 47% in 2015 [53-55]. However, the
evolutions of various social networks are dissimilar; for example, Facebook, Twitter, and
YouTube seem to have stabilized in the past two years, while other social networking sites,
such as Instagram, continue to experience steady growth (Appendix A.3), particularly due
to the daily use of individuals under 40 years old [56]. Based on this trend, we can propose
the following:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Large clothing and apparel retailers have maintained or augmented their offers
of digitized services for communication purposes to adapt to changes in consumer habits (regarding
social media use).

While the formulation of H3 is general, this study will analyze channel integration
as a whole, and will also investigate the individual dimensions and indicators of channel
integration.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Sample

The study included large clothing and apparel brands (with revenues higher than EUR
3 million), excluding specialized brands (e.g., sports, luxury brands). Brands were required
to operate in Spain, regardless of whether they were based in Spain or international brands,
and offer services in two or more channels (e.g., physical, web, mobile).

Data were collected at two different times to test the research hypotheses and analyze
the effects of COVID-19; the first wave of data collections (ty) covered the period between
September and November 2019 (before the COVID-19 pandemic), while the second wave
(t1) extended from November 2021 to January 2022 (during the sixth wave of the pandemic,
months after most restrictions affecting retail had been lifted). For ty, we used the data
sets elaborated by Acquila-Natale et al. [37] and Iglesias-Pradas et al. [24], whereas data
collection in t; followed the systematic procedure outlined in [24]. Figure 1 summarizes
the data collection process:

*  Development of an initial list of candidate brands from the ranks of Spanish companies,
by revenue, from the eInforma database [57], filtered by sector (code 4771, “Retailing
of clothing and apparel in specialized stores”), as well as revenue (more than EUR
3 million). This first search returned 210 (tg) and 222 results (t;), respectively.
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¢  Data purge: after manual inspection of each brand, two independent coders identified
brands that met the criteria for exclusion (retailers that only sold shoes, accessories,
sportswear, specialized children’s clothing, and luxury clothing and apparel). The list
after removal of records included 78 (ty) and 106 (t;) brands, respectively.

to t,
Code 4771 Code 4771
Revenue>3Mé€ Revenue>3M€
N=210 N=222

I I

Specialized” (t,)

N=132

Set (ty) Set (t;) Specialized" (t,)
N=78 N=106 N=116

| |
v

H, (largein t,, t,, or both):
Set (t;) U Set (t;)
N=115

'

N=57 Single channel (N=6)

Not large in t, or t; (N=46)
No data in t, (N=12)

“Shoes, accessories, sportswear, specialized child clothing and luxury clothing and apparel

Figure 1. Data analysis and hypotheses testing procedures.

To test H1, we considered the union of the two data sets resulting from the second step
(i.e., clothing and apparel retailers, excluding specialized and luxury brands, with revenues
higher than EUR 3 million at any of the two data collection periods; Ny; = 115). To test
H2 with comparable sample sets only including large companies, we excluded companies
that were not considered large in either period from the previous data set (N = 46); because
there were no data available in the pre-COVID data set for 12 companies that operated in
single physical locations (i.e., no data points for tj), they were also excluded from the data
set; thus, Npp = 57. Testing of hypotheses H3 and H4 excluded single-channel companies
of the previous data set, to only include those that operated as multichannel retailers

(NH3-p4 = 51).

3.2. Measurement Instrument

The measurement instrument (Appendices A.1 and A.2) used for the research was the
same as the one proposed in [24], comprising the six dimensions of channel integration
detailed in Section 2.1.2 (six dimensions, 27 indicators) and the digital transformation in
Section 2.1.1 (12 indicators, even though the analysis focuses on digital communication
services). Similar to [24], all indicators of channel integration were assigned a value of
1 if the service was offered by the brand, and 0 if not. Regarding indicators of digital
transformation, this study introduced a novelty when assigning value to a brand’s presence
on different social media networks: whereas [24] only considered binary values (1 if the
brand had an official account on a social media networking site, 0 otherwise); this study
offers a more nuanced analysis of these indicators, with values ranging from 0 to 1 to
identify social media network presence as well as frequency of updates; in other words,
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when a brand was present on a social media network but had no activity in the two years
prior to t1, a value of 0.1 was assigned, with values in increments of 0.1 depending on the
date of the last update. The final channel integration level measurement was calculated as
a percentage, assigning equal weights to each indicator. As noted in [24], indicators related
to customer touchpoints, customer service, or digital transformation, although similar, do
not refer to the same observed service (for example, having a website but not selling via
the website, or having a presence on a social network but not using it to provide customer
care service, would render different values in the indicators of channel integration and
digital transformation).

3.3. Data Collection Procedure

The data were collected by two independent coders and revised by a third independent
coder. Data collections included observations of brand information publicly available on
websites or mobile apps and a mystery shopping approach [58]. Mystery shopping involves
investigating the transactions between customers and service providers to measure service
delivery [59]. With mystery shopping, researchers gather data directly from companies and
brands to evaluate the services provided by a company, acting as “mystery shoppers” (i.e.,
not revealing the nature of the research) by visiting the stores (and, in this case, visiting
the web store and mobile app), collecting data using preset scripts. Whenever necessary,
the observed data were completed by interacting with the company via different channels,
such as telephone, chat, e-mail, social networks, and instant messaging platforms. The use
of mystery shopping in this study does not delve into the quality of the services provided;
it was used to confirm whether the brand offered a service from those included in the
measurement instrument, to alleviate subjectivity in data collection [60].

3.4. Analysis Technique

Hypotheses testing involves the analysis of matched-pairs data with a binary response;
therefore, we used McNemar’s test to compare marginal proportions [61], which is appro-
priate to determine whether there is a significant change in nominal data before and after
an event, as in this case. Because the sum of the status changes in the contingency tables is
lower than 10, in all cases, we used the mcnemar.exact and mcnemarExactDP functions from
the exact2x2 R package to calculate the exact version of McNemar'’s test. The exact version
is based on the binomial distribution on one of the off-diagonal values conditioned on the
total of both off-diagonal values [62].

H3 may be tested by performing a paired-samples (repeated measures) f-test (or
non-parametric equivalent if t-test assumptions are not met). Because the study only
involved two groups, one-way repeated-measures ANOVA provided the same results
as the f-test. ANOVA was the analysis procedure used in this study, as there were tools
available to provide both numerical and graphical result outputs; in this case, we used the
R function ggwithinstats from the ggstatsplot package [63]. For comparison of each indicator,
we performed McNemar’s test.

For H4, we tested for differences across each digitized communication service (D.1.3
through D.1.10 in Table A2) using ggwithinstats, because variables could be non-binary;
additionally, we tested for differences across the rest of the digital transformation indica-
tors (i.e., mobile app, web page, customer data management, and online billing) using
McNemar’s test to enrich the interpretation of results.

4. Results

Table 1 shows the number of large clothing and apparel retailers found in the data
before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. McNemar’s exact test (p-value < 0.001) shows
significant changes in the number of large retailers before and after the pandemic, but in
the opposite direction of the expected result, which suggests that there were more large
clothing and apparel companies after the pandemic than prior to COVID-19. Therefore, H1
is rejected.
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Table 1. Clothing and apparel retailers classified as large companies.

Post-COVID (t;)
Pre-COVID (tp)

Yes No
Yes 69 9
No 37 0

Table 2 includes the number of large companies that had multichannel operation
before and after COVID-19. Again, McNemar’s exact test (p-value = 1) suggests that,
contrary to H2, single-channel operating retailers did not change their channel strategies in
response to the pandemic. All large retailers maintained their channel strategies during the
pandemic. Of the six retailers that continued to operate in only one channel, five of them
were multilabel retailers that had a digital presence oriented toward driving consumers to
their physical stores; the remaining one (Nekane) was a pure online player (and the only
large clothing and apparel retailer without a physical footprint).

Table 2. Single-channel and multichannel operations of large clothing and apparel retailers before
and after COVID-19.

Post-COVID (1)

Pre-COVID (tg)

Multichannel Single-Channel
Multichannel 51 0
Single-channel 0 6

Figure 2 shows the main results of the channel integration analysis. From Figure 2, we
observe a significant increase of 2.5 points in channel integration levels across large clothing
and apparel retailers, in support of H3. This means that, on average, retailers integrated
one new service in their omnichannel offerings. Figure 2 shows that, despite the global
trend in improving multichannel and omnichannel services, a few retailers decreased their
service offerings; the most notable change was that of Faconnable, mentioned earlier, which
closed most of their physical stores during the pandemic.

McNemar’s test for individual indicators (with option alternative = “greater” as a
parameter in mcnemarExactDP) reveals that the degree of integration of specific services did
not significantly change (p-value > 0.05), except for (a) the availability of cross-channel gift
cards (p-value = 0.008), with seven retailers incorporating this integrated service, and (b)
integrated customer care services offered via WhatsApp (p-value = 0.035), with one retailer
ceasing to offer the service but seven retailers adding it. It is also worth pointing out
that the analysis failed to find significant differences in the services that already had high
integration levels prior to the pandemic, such as cross-channel promotion, online tracking,
or social networks, and that the data show that none of the channel integration services
experienced a decrease on average (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Channel services—integrated and digital services implemented before (ty) and after
(t1) COVID-19.

Finally, the analysis showed significant drops in the use of some social networks, such
as Pinterest and Twitter (Figures 4 and 5), and we observed a significant increase in the use
of WhatsApp. While the formulation of H4 would suggest that an increase in the use of
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Instagram might be expected, the analysis shows no significant differences, but this result is
conditioned by the fact that all companies were already using this communication channel
before the pandemic. Regarding other digital services, McNemar’s test shows a significant
increase in the use of online billing services (p-value = 0.031), a service that 46 retailers
offered before the pandemic, but is now offered by all 51 retailers included in the data set.
We also observed differences in the implementation of WhatsApp as a communication
channel, but its significance is only marginal (p-value < 0.05, one-sided; p-value = 0.07,
two-sided) as no direction of change was proposed.
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Figure 4. Changes in the implementation and use of Twitter.
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Figure 5. Changes in the implementation and use of Pinterest.

5. Discussion
5.1. Large Clothing and Apparel Retailers and the COVID-19 Pandemic

In light of the results, the study shows that the number of large clothing and apparel
retailers did not decrease during the pandemic, as expected, but rather experienced a
significant increase. A total of 9 out of 78 companies (11.5%) had to be excluded from the
list of large clothing and apparel retailers based on the criteria detailed in Section 3.1; of
these, 5 saw their revenues fall below EUR 3 million, 2 were in liquidation, and 2 changed
their main sectors of activity. Furthermore, a total of 37 companies that did not reach EUR
3 million in revenue prior to COVID-19 increased their sales over this figure during the
pandemic.

This finding is contrary to our hypothesis and suggests that the pandemic struck
SMEs more heavily (especially the smallest of them, such as mom-and-pop stores). Indeed,
additional data also confirm that, while the number of clothing and apparel retailers
decreased 11% in the past two years, the national market of clothing and apparel retailing
stores in Spain increased by 12% [57]. It is likely that large multichannel retailers have
seized a large market share that was filled by smaller retailers before the pandemic, as
the latter struggled to compete in a multichannel context. The results then point to the
existence of a gap between large and small retailers, in line with Chaparro-Peldez et al.’s [64]
analysis of the retail electricity market, highlighting that large retailers are better prepared
for transitions to digital customer-centric strategies and omnichannel retailing.

The analysis supports the idea that large clothing and apparel retailers did not suffer
from the devastating effects of the pandemic that affected other sectors, such as tourism
and hospitality [65], likely due to their high e-commerce readiness and multichannel
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development before the outbreak, compared to other retailing industries [24]. Recent
reports back the idea that clothing and apparel retailers have managed to offset the losses
in physical sales during the pandemic with internet sales: clothing was the area of activity
with the highest percentage of e-commerce turnover in 2021 in Spain, especially due to
transactions from foreign locations, and the market value of internet clothing and apparel
retail in Spain experienced an increase of 48% in 2020 [66].

Regarding the effects of COVID-19 on the implementation of multichannel strategies
across large clothing and apparel retailers—the analysis revealed that the large retailers
did not change their strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic. While we expected that all
51 retailers that already had multichannel strategies in place before the pandemic would
continue their strategies, it came as a surprise that the remaining 6 large retailers that
operated in a single-channel before the pandemic did not embrace multichannel operations
to overcome the restrictions (e.g., lack of activity in physical stores due to the lockdown) to
remain competitive. While the result merits further scrutiny, one possible explanation is
that the impact of the pandemic was severe only during the lockdown phase (two months,
from March to May 2020) and that there was a recovery stage in May—July, after which,
sales were stabilized—an approximate 20% decrease in the “new normal” [67]. Physical
single-channel retailers may have endured the lockdown stage with heavy losses, focusing
on strengthening their physical channels during the recovery stage, but not being able to
invest further in multichannel operations due to financial stress.

5.2. Channel Integration and Digital Transformation of Clothing and Apparel Retail in Spain

The results offer interesting insights into the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, con-
cerning how large clothing and apparel retailers reacted to overcome the imposed restric-
tions (e.g., a complete lockdown in Spain). The analysis shows that most large retailers
already had multichannel strategies in place, especially regarding digital presence (all re-
tailers had previously implemented web stores, social network accounts, and cross-channel
promotion strategies), as well as some outbound logistics processes (e.g., online tracking).

The analysis also suggests that during the pandemic retailers prioritized easy-to-
implement, low-cost, short-term, and high-return solutions, such as redeemable gift cards
valid on any channel (omnichannel gift cards), which increase customer dissatisfaction
with the service when not properly integrated [68]. This decision makes sense when
observing other services with low overall degrees of integration across brands that refer to
the digitalization of a physical store (e.g., product scanning, interactive kiosks, or free Wi-Fi),
have non-negligible costs (e.g., integrated stock), pivot around the physical stores, and are
largely limited by restrictions (e.g., buy-online-pickup-in-store, buy-online-return-in-store,
reserve-online-pay-offline, shop-offline-home-delivery). Nonetheless, a few brands did
integrate these services, and it is expected that they will be given higher priority when the
virus may no longer be considered a problem.

Figure 3 shows an increase in the implementation of mobile store applications. While
the change in the number of brands incorporating mobile store apps was not significant,
we expect that this trend will generalize in the near future, as most retailers are leveraging
the capabilities of mobile apps [69]. Brands should be aware about the potential of mobile
apps to foster consumers’ intention to engage in purchasing [70] and for value creation,
for both shoppers and the companies: companies may obtain enriched and fine-grained
data about their customers, and in turn, they can provide personalized services, offers, and
recommendations [24,70].

There is a significant change in the implementation of WhatsApp for customer care
services. There may be two fundamental reasons for this change, which may be highly
specific to Spain, although it may be extrapolated to other instant messaging applications
in other countries. First, WhatsApp is the most used digital communication application
in Spain: nine out of ten people use it daily (Table A3); second, the mobile version of
WhatsApp for businesses (https://www.whatsapp.com/business (accessed on 15 February
2022)) makes it easier for retailers to integrate different services (e.g., online chat, product
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catalog, or automated messages) at a central point, and provides integration with the
digital touchpoints (e.g., websites, mobile applications) and other systems (e.g., customer
relationship management software).

Finally, we observed a shift in how brands manage their digital services that deserves
further investigation. On the one hand, the pandemic seems to have forced all retailers
to introduce online billing systems (all brands that did not offer this service prior to the
pandemic now do). On the other hand, brands have started to decrease their presence
on social networks; while the use of Instagram and Facebook (the leading social plat-
forms) is generalized, some brands are moving away from social networking sites that
have reached a plateau in the number of total users or that are in decline (e.g., Twitter,
Pinterest), and from those that are more resource-intensive, such as YouTube. This finding
seems to confirm that clothing and apparel brands—pioneers in embracing social media
as marketing communication channels [71]—react rather quickly to changes in consumer
trends and behaviors.

5.3. Implications for Practice

The managerial implications derived from this study are manifold. First, the study
highlights the relevance of digital transformation for retailers to be competitive. As the
results show, large clothing and apparel retailers were able to endure the hardships associ-
ated with the pandemic and lockdown because they were already well prepared to provide
multichannel services. In this sense, the results also hint at the existence of a digital breach
between large and SME retailers. Same as electricity retailers, small clothing and apparel
retailers face additional barriers regarding digital transformation, especially those related
to limited capital availability [64]. The effects of the pandemic may have broadened this
gap, as the results suggest that the decrease in sales has had more of an impact on smaller
retailers, and may be a wake-up call for national policy makers to focus on plans that help
small retailers implement their digital transformation. However, this interpretation must
be investigated in more detail with accurate data from small and medium-sized retailers,
which were not captured by this study.

Second, the analysis seems to confirm that omnichannel operation strategies are being
implemented in different phases. Iglesias-Pradas et al. [24] suggest that retailers adapt
their day-to-day operations to multiple channel configurations and then implement IT-
supported services to improve customer shopping experiences, as seen in this study (e.g.,
relatively slow levels of integrated stock and shopping history services). However, the
study shows that the implementation of some services may have been disrupted by the
pandemic; for example, there was a trend in retailing to provide a wider range of fulfilment
options before the pandemic, but companies have mostly maintained their delivery and
return options; this is largely due to the decrease in activity in physical stores, which made
it risky to invest in these services (e.g., BORIS, BOPIS) at the time, despite these services
being well-received and extensively used by shoppers [72].

Third, and related to the previous point, the logical next step for large retailers in
the “new normal” is to take advantage of the physical store to provide unique shopper
experiences [73,74]. Our analysis identifies many areas of improvement that could be
attended to, in order to fully grasp the potential benefits of omnichannel operations, such
as the use of electronic devices by sales associates [17], product scanning, integrated loyalty
programs, or even some aspects that were not included in this study due to their relative
novelty, such as augmented reality systems.

Fourth, the study highlights the importance of having multichannel operations (only
5 of the 57 large retailers operate solely as traditional retailers) and of the physical channel
(only 1 brand operates solely online). This result seems to confirm that retailers that do not
incorporate both online and offline channels are at peril [75].

Finally, the research focuses on three sales channels for multichannel and omnichannel
operations (physical, web store, and mobile app store). While social media has traditionally
been seen as a communication and marketing channel, social networking sites are now
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extending their functionalities to provide shopping options for users (e.g., Instagram
Shopping) [76]. In future studies on channel integration using the conceptual framework
analyzed in this study, researchers might want to expand our classification to include these
new sales channels.

6. Conclusions

This study analyzed the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the multichannel and
omnichannel strategies of large clothing and apparel retailers in Spain, focusing on service
channel integration and implementation of digital communication and customer service.
The study complements current research on the changing habits of shopping behaviors
owing to the COVID-19 pandemic, with customer-oriented perspectives (e.g., [77]), by
analyzing retailers’ response to the pandemic regarding their multichannel services offering.
Therefore, the research contributes toward further understanding of channel integration,
the most promising area for future research in the omnichannel domain [78], in the context
of changes caused by the pandemic. Channel integration connects both the consumer and
company perspectives and is key to seamlessness, superior customer value and creation of
long-term sustainable business models [78].

From an academic perspective, the study sets apart from cross-sectional studies on the
impacts of the pandemic; it offers a longitudinal view that facilitates the assessment of its
effects and helps contextualize the results of the analysis. Even though we may assume that
the results are similar to those in other European countries, the findings of the research may
not be generalized to other sectors or countries and, therefore, this research calls for further
confirmation (or highlighting of differences) in different cultural contexts and industries.
The application of the conceptual framework for the assessment of channel integration
and digitalization of services also addresses the issues related to research design and data
collection due to omnichannel complexities [78].

From a practitioner view, the study is a diagnostic tool that provides a clearer picture
of the current state of multichannel and omnichannel clothing and apparel retailing, as well
as of the effects of COVID-19 in the industry. The analysis suggests that large brands in the
sector are steadily progressing towards achieving omnichannel status and, thus, increasing
their resilience. However, when confronting the results with industry reports, while large
retailers seem to have managed to ‘ride the wave’ and survive (or even grow) during the
pandemic, small traditional brick-and-mortar retailers (less prepared to transition toward
multichannel operations) have taken a hit that has threatened their own survival; failing to
embrace the digital transformation will, in most cases, lead to their disappearance.

The analysis found areas of improvement that companies have failed to address so
far, such as offering a complete variety of purchasing, delivery and return options, and the
integration of digital services in physical stores to appeal to omnichannel consumers and
improve overall shopping experiences. Additionally, the data suggest that digital presence
strategies in social networking sites are experiencing a ‘reset’ process, whereby brands are
abandoning their ideas of being active in all possible platforms (which is time and resource
consuming) and instead are carefully planning their social network marketing strategies to
adapt to new consumer habits.

To conclude, we would like to address a shortcoming of this study regarding the finan-
cial information on companies used for classification as large retailers. Only financial data
up until 2020 were available for the study, as the period for reporting the companies’ results
in 2021 was not complete by the time the study ended. Even though the overwhelming
evidence of the analysis suggests otherwise, this limitation might introduce a slight bias in
singular cases that might affect the testing of H1.
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Appendix A

Appendix A.1. Channel Integration

Table Al. Dimensions and indicators of channel integration.

Dimension

Description

Indicators

1. Customer touchpoints

Channels available for

company—consumer interaction

1.1. Physical store
1.2 Web store
1.3. Mobile app

2. Channel consistency

Consistency of brand image,
products, and prices
across channels

2.1. Uniform branding
2.2. Synchronized price and
promotions
2.3. Synchronized products

3. Integrated promotion

Existence or absence of
cross-channel promotion

3.1. On-off promotion
3.2. Off-on promotion

4. Integrated access
to information

Consistent access to data
and information
across channels

4.1. Integrated stock
4.2. Product scanning
4.3. Interactive kiosks
4.4. Electronic devices

4.5. Free Wi-Fi
4.6. Transfer shopping cart
4.7. Order tracking
4.8. Integrated loyalty
programs
4.9. Shopping history

5. Integrated fulfilment

Synchronized outbound
logistics processes across
channels (e.g., delivery and
return options)

5.1. Buy Online, Pick-up In
Store (BOPIS)

5.2. Buy Online, Return In
Store (BORIS)

5.3. Shop offline and home

delivery
5.4. Reserve online and pay
offline

5.5. Gift cards

6. Integrated customer service

Integrated communication
channels during
purchasing process

6.1. Telephone
6.2. E-mail
6.3. Chat
6.4. Social networks
6.5. WhatsApp




J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2022, 17 454

Appendix A.2. Digital Services

Table A2. Dimensions and indicators of digital services.

Dimension Indicators

D1.1. D-Mobile app
D1.2. Web page
D1.3. E-mail
D1.4. Chat
D1.5. Facebook
D1.6. Twitter
D1.7. Instagram
D1.8. YouTube
D1.9. Pinterest
D1.10. WhatsApp
D1.11. Customer data management
D1.12. Online billing

D.1. Digital transformation

Appendix A.3. Evolution of Social Network Use in Spain

Table A3. Evolution of the use of social networking sites in Spain, as a percentage of the popula-

tion [79].
Social 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
Network
Facebook 33.0% 44.0% 71.0% 69.0% 82.0% 79.0% 79.2%
Twitter 17.0% 24.0% 44.0% 39.0% 49.0% 53.0% 52.6%
Instagram 10.0% 15.0% 37.0% 40.0% 54.0% 65.0% 69.0%
Pinterest 7.0% 9.0% 23.0% 22.0% 28.0% 35.0% 33.7%
YouTube 74.0% 73.0% 89.0% 89.0% 89.3%
WhatsApp  42.0% 45.0% 65.0% 73.0% 87.0% 86.0% 89.5%
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