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Nowadays, trade is shifting mainly to virtual reality. Increasingly more customers, using various
types of mobile devices such as computers, smartphones, tablets, look for products and services in
online stores, counting on fast, convenient and efficient fulfilment of the order. To meet the customers’
requirements, trade enterprises may implement the omnichannel strategy as a way to streamline the
entire sales and distribution system of goods from the store to the customer, ensuring the possibility of
continuous monitoring transactions. The paper examines the development of omnichannel strategy by
the Polish small and medium enterprises. The underlying assumption of the paper is to identify to what
extent the Polish companies concentrate on omnichannel strategy in the functioning of their business.
The discussion is based on the results of the study obtained from the CAWI survey, CATI survey, and
the in-depth interview conducted among the group of Polish MSMEs in Silesian Voivodeship.
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1. Introduction

Managing the company requires multiple actions taken by the qualified managers
and owners who, to establish the company’s position on the market, should focus on
verification of the marketplace, customers’ expectations and desires while taking into
account current achievements of competitors [12, 16]. Such actions come to be a part of
the process of scanning the business environment which should be done by owners and
managers of companies lest to stay behind the others. Examining business surroundings
is regarded nowadays as one of the most significant factors helping the business to ob-
tain a better market position, to improve the financial condition, and to eliminate poten-
tial risks in retail. According to Urbanowska-Sojkin [18], business surroundings include
all types of processes or phenomena which the company needs to take into consideration
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and learn how to react to their impact in terms of opportunities for business development
or risk for the business to avoid. What takes place in the business environment becomes
a collection of factors that influences the company’s interaction with the customers and
affects its business effectiveness in terms of sales success [9]. Therefore, the wider such
environment, the more chances for the company’s marketing success appear. The one
who is focused on profits and development should implement the retail strategy which
will gather more and more customers who will buy the offered products or services.

2. Customers’ role in a company’s functioning

According to Kotler [10], the company should regard the customers as a financial
resource, which should be managed to become maximised as any other company’s re-
source. Tiwana [17] categorises customers into three types:

o the most valued customers — MVCs, who contribute to the principal income of the
company,

e the most growable customers — MGCs, who are most plausible to participate in
the future income of the company,

e below zero customers — BZCs, whose value for the company becomes in the more
extended period smaller than time, money, or resources invested in keeping them.

The primary aim of the company should be focusing on possessing MVCs and
MGCs and reducing BZCs. Customers remain as an essential motivation for companies
to function on the market and for the owners to run their business [5]. To acquire more
and more satisfied customers, the company has to implement the adequate strategies of man-
agement and innovations that help to keep the customers and to obtain the new ones. There-
fore, today there exists a strong inclination in management to organise the production and
retail towards the effectiveness and flexibility, so the customers would be able to buy prod-
ucts and services easily, quickly, and in a way acceptable for them [11, 3, 1, 2]. The task for
the businessmen is not only to guarantee the quality and variety of their products but
also to enable fast and comfortable purchasing. It is essential in terms of competitive-
ness and increasing customers’ consciousness about the marketing rules. Today the cus-
tomer is aware of what (s)he needs, wants to buy, or which products are superfluous.
The more the customer trusts the company, the more benefits in sales they bring, as they
become the actual loyal purchasers who pay for the products and services [20, 8]. What
may help the retailers to keep the customers and guarantee their satisfaction with shop-
ping is the variety of channels of purchasing [1]. In this case, the company should con-
sider the implementation of IT solutions in sales management to enable the customers
to reach the offered products through different tools. It includes physical shops and
online shopping. The question arises whether the company uses the single, or multi-
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-channelled retail, or they choose the most advanced way of trading, namely the omni-
channel strategy in their sales management.

3. The multi-channel vs. omnichannel approach in business strategy

Each retailer decides on the choice of ways to reach the customers. The easiest way
is probably to open a shop and wait for the clients. It is the single-channel retailing
which for a long time was the only way of running business available on the market.
Due to the increasing competitiveness as well as the development of information tech-
nology, such a model has rapidly changed, and more options of selling have become
obtainable. Retailers have started to promote their businesses in media or use the com-
puter as the tool to interact with customers. Such methods enabled differentiation of
channels through which the customers could learn what products are offered. This so-
called multi-channel strategy let the retailers obtain more customers. The multi-channel
strategy includes the whole variety of channels which are:

e traditional, such as store location, an advert in the newspaper, printed banner, an
event promoting the sale, etc.,

o digital, such as website, email, mobile application, or SMS messaging [15, 14, 7, 2].

Channels available to the customer Channels available to the customer
but not connected and connected
telephone smartphone

)
_—
)
-

social media
telephonesmartphone website social media store

Multichannel Omnichannel

Fig. 1. The difference between the multi-channel and the omnichannel approach

The implementation of a multi-channel strategy, according to Bauer [4], is the big-
gest challenge for the retailing companies. It combines the traditional stationery selling
with online commerce which together may increase the loyalty of the customer and their
likelihood to buy the product. One of the essential benefits of the strategy is that the
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customer can look for the information about the product in a traditional store, or, at the
same time, can obtain additional information online by using mobile devices. It enables
the customer the comparison of the offers and prices [19, 1]. Nevertheless, this approach
does not include feedback from the customer who can bring more information about the
customer’s behaviour. Therefore, the multi-channel strategy has been improved into the
omnichannel approach in retailing. It becomes the strategy of a complete, fully inte-
grated package of tools and tasks to approach the customers [19]. The omnichannel
approach improves communication with the customer, enables the retailer to learn their
lifestyle and needs about the product and brands. As a whole, it expands the variety of
channels and includes the interaction between the retailer and the customer [13, 6, 7].
Furthermore, the omnichannel approach allows for the integration of promotion and
selling campaigns together with social media, and the customer switches the devices to
get the same coherent information. The flow of this information is constant and contin-
ued, as well as smooth [13]. The difference between the multi-channel and the omni-
channel approach in the management of the company is illustrated in Fig. 1.

As the above illustration presents, the fundamental distinction in the omnichannel
approach assumes that all channels which are available to the customer are fully con-
nected and integrated, whereas in the multi-channel strategy, the customer can choose
from the open channel, but these are not connected and the flow of information in them
is regarded as separate. The problem for the company is to decide which approach the
company should select in terms of raising the approach to customers. The following
study carried out among the Polish companies shows what types of goods and services,
as well as the scale of functioning, influence the company’s decision about selecting the
channels of marketing and distribution of products to the customers.

4. Methodology and research findings

The paper aims to find out if the omnichannel strategy is used by Polish micro,
small, and medium companies. To achieve the purpose of the study, the author con-
ducted a scientific study which involved 64 entities: micro firms, small, and medium
companies that operate in Silesian Voivodeship. The research sample included different
forms of business: production, retail, and/or service. The author assumes, hypotheti-
cally, that the omnichannel strategy can be beneficial for every sector and every busi-
ness. She believes that ITC technology is nowadays an indispensable part of business
management, regardless of the sector, and the omnichannel can make such management
faster and more effective. Therefore, the study was addressed to randomly chosen com-
panies to examine if they follow the technological integration of channels to success-
fully communicate with customers. The present study may be considered a preliminary
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study. The obtained results supplement the current research and can also be used for
comparisons in subsequent examinations.

For a better discussion of the study results, the author divided the research sample
into two groups, according to the types of methods used, i.e., quantitative and qualita-
tive:

e group A (53 entities): a quantitative survey based on the questionnaire with the
use of CATI and CAWI,

e group B (11 entities): an in-depth interview based on the questionnaire with open
and closed-ended questions.

Group A includes 70% of companies which operate only on the domestic market,
28% of companies which function both on the mother and foreign markets, and 2% of
the companies operate only on international markets. The entities that operate in various
business sectors which are presented in Fig. 2.
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Fig. 2. Types of the business sector of companies in SMEs, group A (N = 53)

The survey reveals that most companies in the study offer services and consultancy
(24%), other companies do industrial production (17%), commerce (14%), and 9% op-
erate in building and architecture sector. There are 7% of entities which run hotels and
restaurants, and 7% of the companies operate in the transport sector. In group A, 89%
of companies operate on the market in a form that requires direct contact with the cus-
tomer. 56% of companies only sell services, 9% combine trade and services, 8% com-
bine production, trade, and services, 4% of companies produces and services companies,
9% of companies run retail sales, and 3% are production and trade firms. 11% of com-
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panies are production entities that generally do not maintain direct contact with the re-
cipient of the goods, but contact contractors who mediate in the sale of the products
between the producer and the customer.

Generally, it can be assumed that if §89% companies operate on the market in a form
that requires direct contact with a customer, they should consider introducing the ade-
quate strategies and/or actions in the retail management which would help to achieve
and maintain a better relationship with the client. Such activities should not only attract
the clients and seize them but also work out several channels through which the com-
pany can reach new customers and maintain contact with them. In the survey, it was
verified that companies focus on the price effect in attracting the customers — 58% of
companies try to offer products and services cheaper than other ones so that they can
gather more clients than a competitor in the market. 53% focus on developing various
activities to attract new customers and 47% of companies consider it necessary to meet
the requirements and customer expectations, mainly if customer groups belong to a par-
ticular niche. 38% try to offer products to entirely new customer segments, and 34% of
companies pay attention to the introduction of new products or services to broaden the
spectrum of the company’s offer and attract more customers. 24% of the surveyed com-
panies admit that they attract the customers by offering additional benefits from the
implementation of sales.

To build retail channels to reach customers, the companies (group A) use specific
resources. 72% of companies hire qualified staff that manages the entire product deliv-
ery to the customers and analyses their opinions. 47% use IT tools in sales management
and 45% base sales success on the use of mobile devices and software. 36% of the sur-
veyed companies generally prefer direct contact with customers through retail stores,
warehouses, and the company’s office.

The companies were also asked to indicate which resources they find most and least
important in the process of building channels with the customers. The answers received
from the companies suggest that the staff is very much significant for the entities in the
process of building and, in the future, maintaining the channels to interact with the cus-
tomers. However, equally important are software and IT tools, especially in comparison
to the company’s infrastructure. They may support the assumption that the companies
follow the present trends in management, which is to a great extent based on innovative
information technology. Therefore, it is worth analysing to what extent the companies
implement the multi-channel and the omnichannel approach.

For a more profound examination whether the companies base their retail manage-
ment on the multi-channel or the omnichannel strategy, the direct interview was con-
ducted among 11 entities (group B) of small and medium-size. The following results
refer to the selected group of MSMESs. The first aim of the interview was to identify the
actions taken to build the channels to reach and obtain the customers both in domestic
and foreign markets. The companies pointed out that their expansion in international
markets resulted from the need for acquiring new customers for goods and services and
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gathering more income. Therefore, some of the actions the companies took to approach
foreign customers. The results are presented in Fig. 3.

All strategies are somehow :I
implemented/difficult to say
Diversification of the product/service :l
offer in order to gain new customers

Increasing sales volume to attract more
customers

Responding to the needs of a special niche |
customer group

Introducing new products and/or services |

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%
Fig. 3. Actions taken by group B to enable customer acquisition (N = 11)

The majority (35%) increase the sale of goods on foreign markets due to the former
analysing of the market in terms of the demand and customers’ preferences. 23% are
prepared to address the offer of products and services to the specific, niche group,
whereas, 15% are aware of the fact that developing and diversification of actions taken
inside the company leads to enriching the offer, which can contribute to obtaining new
customers. Asked about the channels to approach the customers, the companies enu-
merate all types of them, which eventually leads to identifying the strategy in retail
management in terms of its multi- and omni-assumptions. All the answers are gathered
and presented in Table 1. During the interview, the companies were asked to indicate
what channels they use to gain more customers, both on domestic and foreign markets.
According to the collected answers, the majority of the companies owns physical stores,
offices or production plants, and they support their business with an adequate website.
The contact with the potential customers is done by traditional, landline telephone or
mobile phone, additionally, some of the companies still use fax. The companies neither
provide smartphone application for the customer nor run social media like Facebook,
Twitter or Instagram to enable fast communication and mobile shopping.

Only 4 out of 11 questioned entities have an online shop where the customers can
purchase goods. Generally, customer service is somewhat limited and not integrated.
The companies in majority admit knowing different modern channels to communicate
with the customers like social media, for example, however, they, at the same time,
highlight the specificity of their business which includes the retail of goods for further
exploration, and thus the customers belong to the group that purchases products in
wholesale quantities. Such retail does not require social media or applications because
it is based on long-term distribution contracts and requires detailed discussion between
the customer and the company. The customers buying goods in relatively small quantities
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for use or consumption are in minority. Therefore, the implementation of the omnichannel
approach in retail, according to the research results, might be more useful for companies
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which focus on the retail of small goods for everyday consumption and entertainment.

Table 1. Channels to approach the customers by MSMEs, group B (N=11)

Business Channels
im | Size form Physical Website Online Sma@hpne 5001?11 Telephone/fax
store store application | media

production

A | micro | trade yes yes no no no yes
service

B | middle E)rra(zi(iuctlon yes yes yes no no yes

"

C | small f)rra(:iuc on no yes no no no yes

D | middle fr ra(:j(iuctlon no yes no no no yes

E middle It)r ra(()jcluctlon yes yes yes no no yes
production

F small trade yes yes yes no no yes
production

G | middle | trade yes yes yes no no yes
service
production

H | middle | trade yes yes no no no yes
service
production

I middle | trade yes yes no no no yes
service

J middle fr ra(:j(iuctlon yes yes no no no yes

K | middle It)r ra(()jcluctlon yes yes no no no yes

A — musical toys and instruments, B — toys and blocks, C — shoemaking, D — automotive industry,
E — window decorations, F — plastic components for cars, G — lamps/lighting, H — footwear compo-
nents, [ — steel industry elements, J — car links, K — metal components.

e Most companies in the study prefer physical stores, offices or production facilities

5. Conclusions

and, additionally, they provide a company website.
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e Companies in the study use a landline or mobile phone to contact potential clients
and they do not provide applications for smartphones or run social media such as Face-
book, Twitter or Instagram.

e Several companies in the study have an online store.

e The specificity of the business, which includes retail sales of goods for further
exploration, means that customers belong to the group that buys products in bulk quan-
tities.

¢ Customers who purchase goods in relatively small amounts for everyday use, con-
sumption or entertainment, are a minority.

e Purchases are based on long-term written distribution agreements and require
a detailed face-to-face discussion between the customer and the company, not via social
media or smartphone applications, but in person or by email.

e Large-scale companies operating on foreign markets may consider the omnichan-
nel strategy in retail to be more beneficial in terms of direct control and information
flow.

e Customer service is somewhat limited and not integrated.

e Business specificity of the majority of the surveyed companies does not require
the omnichannel approach.

e The surveyed companies have not implemented the omnichannel strategy and they
rely on the multi-channel approach which is practised since the launching of companies.

The companies in their trade strategies should search for the most effective ways to
interact with the customer and satisfy her or his requirements and preferences. It is
a critical factor in increasing retail and building the status of the company on the market.
Additionally, for those who operate in foreign markets, the contact with the customer
must be done by IT tools to be actual and efficient. For such companies, therefore, the
omnichannel appears to be the most adequate, as they can fully control the flow of in-
formation form the customers and learn about their preferences and needs. The integra-
tion of different channels, in such a case, might improve the retail and strengthen the
position of the company on the market. Yet, as the study results show, some of the
companies which produce, sell, and provide service on a big scale, or their goods are
meant to be sold in significant amounts, appear to be less inclined to implement the
variety of channels, apart from the necessary IT tool such as the website. In this case,
contact with the customer is rather simple and based on telephone or mobile phone calls,
emails, or communication in physical stores. The multi-channel approach is, in this case,
more frequently spotted.
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