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The purpose of this article is to present the practice of price differentiation in multichannel sales conditions. The study reviews the
literature on channel pricing policy. The authors set a goal to study the practices of retailers operating in online and offline channels in
Poland in terms of price differentiation between channels. Using the example of the EMPIK and SMYK chains, price differences between
online and offline channels were analysed for several 100 products in key categories for these retailers. The prices were obtained by
scraping the data from the websites of both retailers in November 2022. Statistical analysis was designed to examine differences in
pricing by product category, position on the "most frequently purchased" list and price range. This research confirmed previous results
that online vs. offline price differentiation was not widely used by leading multichannel retailers in the most popular categories bought
online: only two out of 12 retailers elicited for the study were found to perform it. It also confirmed previous findings that if price
differentiation was applied, the items were cheaper online more often. However, the average depth of discount was considerably higher.
Apart from these general findings, our research delivered detailed insights at the category level as the depth of discount and the share of
products sold at a discount online considerably differed between categories with comparable and non-comparable offers. Additionally, this
study provided a unique analysis of the multichannel price differentiation strategy in relation to popularity or the absolute price of the
product. While in the case of the popularity of the product, the offer uniqueness seemed to play a role, the relation to the absolute price
of the product showed a mixed picture and would need further investigation.
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Price differentiation in online and offline retail: an empirical study of current practices

Introduction

The percentage of consumers buying online increased sharply between
2018 and 2022, from 56% to 77% of Internet users in Poland (Gemius
Polska, 2018; Gemius Polska, 2022). This phenomenon can be explained by
the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdowns, which had an immense impact on
online buying behaviours (Gemius Polska, 2022). According to the report
by Strategy& (part of PwC network, 2022), the value of the e-commerce
market in Poland increased from 48bn PLN in 2018 to 92bn PLN in 2021
and is estimated to reach 187bn PLN in 2027 (Strategy& — PwC, 2022). 
E-commerce has been also steadily increasing its share in the retail market

Celem rozważań jest przedstawienie praktyki różnicowania cen w warunkach sprzedaży wielokanałowej. W artykule dokonano przeglądu
literatury dotyczącej polityki cenowej w kanałach. Autorzy postawili za cel zbadanie praktyk detalistów operujących w kanałach online i of-
fline w Polsce w zakresie różnicowania cen między kanałami. Na przykładzie sieci EMPIK i SMYK przeanalizowano różnice cen pomiędzy
kanałem online i offline dla kilkuset produktów w kluczowych dla tych detalistów kategoriach. Ceny zostały pozyskane metodą skrapowa-
nia danych ze stron internetowych obu detalistów w listopadzie 2022 roku. Analiza statystyczna miała na celu zbadanie różnic w sposo-
bie kształtowania cen ze względu na kategorię produktów, pozycję na liście „najczęściej kupowane” oraz cenę produktu. Badanie potwier-
dziło wcześniejsze wyniki, że strategia różnicowania cen w kanałach online i offline nie jest powszechnie stosowana przez wiodących
sprzedawców w najpopularniejszych kategoriach kupowanych online: stosowało je tylko dwóch z dwunastu detalistów zakwalifikowa-
nych do badania. Potwierdzono również wcześniejsze wyniki, że jeśli stosowano różnicowanie cen, produkty były częściej tańsze online,
jednak średnia wysokość rabatu była znacznie wyższa niż raportowane we wcześniejszych opracowaniach. Oprócz tych ogólnych ustaleń,
badanie dostarczyło szczegółowych informacji na poziomie kategorii: wysokość rabatu i udział produktów sprzedawanych z rabatem w In-
ternecie znacznie różniły się pomiędzy kategoriami z ofertą produktów unikalnych lub nie. Dodatkowo, badanie dostarczyło unikalnej ana-
lizy strategii różnicowania cen w odniesieniu do popularności lub ceny produktu. Podczas gdy w przypadku popularności produktu, unikal-
ność oferty wydawała się ponownie odgrywać decydującą rolę, badanie relacji do ceny produktu pokazało zróżnicowany obraz i wyma-
gałaby dalszych badań.
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from 8% in 2018 to 12.9% in 2021 and is estimated to reach 17% in 2027
(Strategy& — PwC, 2022).

Price remains the most crucial factor when shopping online and is more
important than when shopping offline: depending on the category, 56% to
63% of the respondents pointed price as the most critical factor when
buying online, while 43% to 55% of the respondents regarded price as the
most important factor when purchasing offline (YourCX, 2021).

Over time, offline retailers facing competition from online retailers
realised that one way to respond to this threat is to add their own online
channels and take advantage of the potential synergies between the two
channels. This ongoing transition of many retailers from pure-play (i.e.
offline-only or online-only) to multichannel retailing gave rise to many
strategic questions (Ratchford, Soysal, Zentner, & Gauri, 2022).

One main advantage of the online compared to the offline channel is
lower distribution costs. This advantage stems from the ability to store
products online in a few remote warehouses vs. the need to store products
offline in several (often hundreds of) physical stores. Physical stores have
shelf and storage space limitations and need to be situated conveniently to
customers, and hence are associated with much higher overall real estate
costs than remote warehouses (Ratchford et al., 2022). Moreover, offline
formats have an advantage in offering the services of personal inspection
and immediate delivery, while online channels eliminate travel time and
geographic constraints and may be able to provide more extensive
assortments at a lower cost to the retailer (Betancourt, Chocarro, Cortinas,
Elorz, & Mugica, 2016).

Given the fast development of online retail, the price being the most
critical factor when buying online and cost and value to customer
characteristics of online and offline, the usage of price differentiation strategy
by retailers becomes one of the priorities for research in digital marketing
(Kannan & Li, 2017). Although the differentiation strategy might seem
tempting, researchers have expressed doubts about whether companies can
'actually charge different prices for the same item in different channels'
(Neslin & Shankar, 2009, p. 79) because 'consumers may perceive inconsistent
prices offline and online [as] unfair' (Li, Gordon, & Netzer, 2018, p. 828).

Following a Framework for Multichannel Customer Management
(Neslin et al., 2006), we add to the research in the area of coordinating
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channel strategies, specifically on the issue of coordinating the prices across
channels. With two empirical studies, we aim to answer the following
questions: (RQ1) do multichannel retailers engage in price differentiation
between online and offline channels, and if so, (RQ2) what strategies do
they involve in relation to product category, product absolute price and the
product popularity.

This article is organised as follows: Section 2 describes the existing
literature on channel-based price differentiation in retail; Section 3
outlines methodology; Section 4 is dedicated to results and discussions of
Study 1. and 2. responding to RQ1 and RQ2, respectively; and Section 5
covers conclusions, limitations and recommendations for future
research.

Literature Review

The existing literature on the interaction of online and offline
channels in a multichannel retailer mainly focused on the effect of
adding one channel to an existing other channel. The main conclusion
from this stream of research is that the online channel does not
necessarily significantly cannibalise or threaten the survival of the
offline channel (Ratchford et al., 2022).

When it comes to channel-based price differentiation, before going
any further, price differentiation (or discrimination) and price dispersion
should be distinguished. While the former is done by the same retailer or
manufacturer, the latter is a result of different pricing by different
competing companies (Reinartz, Haucap, Wiegand, & Hunold, 2017).

Channel-based price differentiation has been mainly researched from
three perspectives: theoretical research assessing optimal retailer
behaviour, observational research studying how retailers behave today
and empirical research exploring consumer behaviour towards practices
of channel-based price differentiation (for literature review, refer to
Fassnacht & Unterhuber, 2015).

The latest research on pricing in a multichannel environment covers
the cross-channel effects of price promotions on category purchase
decisions for multichannel grocery retailers (Breugelmans & Campo,
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2016), the role of competitive forces in geographic pricing decisions (Li et
al., 2018), price differentiation related to shipping options (Hammami,
Asgari, Frein, & Nouira, 2022) or retailers' adoption (or non-adoption) of
self-matching across a range of competitive scenarios (Kireyev, Kumar,
& Ofek, 2017).

Customers' perception of fairness in channel-based price
differentiation remains an important research topic. Bondos (2016)
analysed image consequences that might lead to unfavourable consumer
purchasing behaviour changes. Further research concentrated on price
(un)fairness perceptions in personalised pricing (Richards, Liaukonyte,
& Streletskaya, 2016; Hufnagel, Schwaiger, & Weritz, 2022) or regarding
pay-what-you-want (PWYW) induced price discrimination across
channels (Narwal & Nayak, 2020).

On the other hand, research shows that price differentiation might
not necessarily evoke negative perceptions among customers. Fassnacht
and Unterhuber (2016) concluded that price differentiation with lower
online prices was quite well accepted by consumers and that providing 
a rationale for a price difference between the online and offline channel
by communicating information on the difference in costs between the
channels could have a positive impact on fairness perception. Homburg,
Lauer, and Vomberg (2019), who studied consumers' attitudes toward
channel price differentiation, found that offline premiums are
particularly feasible for high-priced products and low-priced take-away
products.

Despite the possible customers' acceptance of particular price
differentiation strategies, research shows that this strategy is not widely
used among retailers. Price dispersion analysis on the U.S. market
suggested that retail managers may plausibly consider price
discrimination across stores to be infeasible (Hitsch, Hortaçsu, & Lin,
2021). Wolk and Ebling (2010) found that retailers still applied 
a consistent price strategy for the majority of their products (77.45% and
65.7% in 2 studies), given price differentiation, the majority (73.42% and
62.98% in 2 studies) of products were offered at higher offline prices.
Similarly, Cavallo (2017) reported that in large, multichannel retailers,
there is little difference between the online price collected from a website
and the offline price obtained by visiting the physical store: prices were
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identical about 72% of the time. Ancarani, Jacob, and Jallat (2009)
reported that the list prices were lower online than offline, but the
difference between online and offline list prices was minimal (within
8%). Similarly, Reinartz et al. (2017) reported in their study that 80% of
product-specific average prices are cheaper online than offline.

In summary, the issue of whether to apply a price differentiation
strategy or not remains unresolved for retailers offering multichannel
experience (e.g. Kannan & Li, 2017), requiring research to investigate
the extent to which price differentiation occurs between channels and
why it occurs (Homburg et al., 2019).

Methodology

Study 1 was to identify multichannel retailers who applied price
differentiation between online and offline channels. As reported by
Gemius Polska (2022), apparel, shoes, cosmetics and perfume, books,
records, films, pharmaceuticals, home electronics and appliances and
sport apparel were the most popular categories bought online by at least
half of the people buying online (Gemius Polska, 2022). Pharmaceuticals
were excluded from the research as having a large part of the business in
regulated pricing, and home and garden category was included following
the Strategy& report (Strategy& — PwC, 2022). Based on Raport
Omnichannel 2021 (YourCX, 2021), the retailers used most often were
identified (threshold of 'percentage of Internet users who bought at the
retailer lately' set at 20%): apparel: H&M, Reserved; shoes: CCC;
cosmetics and perfume: Rossmann; multimedia (books, records, films):
Empik; home electronics and appliances: RTV Euro AGD, Media Expert;
and home and garden: Ikea, Castorama, Leroy Merlin. After additional
desk research, two more categories and key retailers were added: kids:
Smyk and sport: Decathlon. These 12 retailers' webpages were manually
scanned in search of price differentiation practices. To identify the price
offered offline, the 'check availability in store' (or similar) buttons were
used. Offer uniqueness was assessed based on having high or low share
of nationwide items in the assortment.
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Study 2 focused on those retailers who were identified to perform
price differentiation between online and offline channels. Data scrapping
using Python was performed to collect the prices in the course of
November 2022. For Empik, product choice was based on top 100 rankings
per product category available at the retailer's webpage, and seven
categories were analysed: stationery, films, games and apps, own
collections, books, music and toys. For Smyk, product choice was based on
bestsellers lists per product category available at the retailer's webpage,
and five categories were analysed: toys and games, apparel/shoes for kids,
kid/mother, stationery and books. Remaining categories (apparel/shoes
for adults, health and beauty, home and garden) were excluded from the
study as they were only available online. In total, 3,460 prices were
collected (1,496 for Empik and 1,964 for Smyk): standard price, price
online and price offline. The cross-channel price differentiation was
analysed per category, per position in the top 100/bestsellers ranking and
per product absolute price.

Results and Discussion

Study 1 

Study 1 aimed at identifying multichannel retailers applying price
differentiation between online and offline channels. Among the retailers in
scope, the majority of them offered information about the prices online
and offline on their websites. They did it using the 'check availability in
store' button (or similar), with which a customer could verify the
availability and the price of a given item in a given store or find an item in
the store nearby. The only retailer that did not offer such a button was
Rossmann. For Reserved, although the 'check availability in store' button
was available, the price in-store was not clearly stated. Therefore, for these
two retailers, the verification of price differentiation was made in-store.

As shown in Table 1, for a majority of the retailers, the channel price
differentiation strategy was not observed. This is in line with previous
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research (Wolk & Ebling, 2010; Cavallo, 2017; Hitsch et al., 2021) that,
despite possible customers' acceptance of channel price differentiation,
the retailers are not widely applying this strategy. For retailers that offer
highly differentiated products (exclusively or with a high percentage of
own-label items) for which direct price competition with online retailers
is limited, this strategy seems to be justified as it prevents from any
unfairness perceptions from customers. However, for retailers that offer
nationwide brands, for which the direct price comparison with online
retailers is at almost no cost to customers, such a strategy might comprise
a threat to retailers' profitability as the costs of offline operations are
higher (Betancourt et al., 2016; Ratchford et al., 2022).

Among retailers in scope, only Empik and Smyk were found to
perform channel price differentiation. For their offer of mixed
uniqueness (nationwide brands and own-label or own-collection items),
this strategy allows them to offer prices competitive to online retailers,
while it also allows to recover higher costs of offline operations.

Table 1. Retailers applying channel price differentiation

Search 
No. of No. of 

Channel 
Offer 

Sector Retailer button/
categories items

price
uniqueness

Verified
search path differentiation

Apparel H&M Znajdź 
w sklepie 8 45 No High Online

Reserved Sprawdź 
dostępność 
w salonach 4 20 No High In store

Shoes CCC Dostępność 
produktu 
w sklepach 2 10 No High Online

Cosmetics 
and perfume Rossmann Not available 3 20 No Mixed In store

Multimedia Empik Zarezerwuj 
w salonie 7 30 Yes Mixed Online

Home electronics RTV Euro Obejrzyj 6 30 No Mixed Online
and appliances AGD w sklepie →
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Cont. Table 1

Search 
No. of No. of 

Channel 
Offer 

Sector Retailer button/
categories items

price
uniqueness

Verified
search path differentiation

Zarezerwuj 
i odbierz 
w sklepie już 
za godzinę!

Media Dostępność
Expert w sklepie →

Odbierz 
za godzinę 6 30 No Mixed Online

Home and garden Ikea Produkt →
Sklep 
dostępny 6 25 No High Online

Castorama Sprawdź 
dostępność 
w innych 
sklepach 6 30 No Mixed Online

Leroy Sprawdź
Merlin dostępność 

w sklepie 
i zamów 6 30 No Mixed Online

Kids Smyk Sprawdź 
dostępność 
w sklepie 
stacjonarnym 5 25 Yes Mixed Online

Sport Decathlon Darmowy 
odbiór 
w sklepie 5 25 No High Online

Source: Authors' elaboration.

Among retailers in scope, only Empik and Smyk were found to
perform channel price differentiation. For their offer of mixed
uniqueness (nationwide brands and own-label or own-collection items),
this strategy allows them to offer prices competitive to online retailers,
while it also allows to recover higher costs of offline operations.
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Study 2 

Study 2 aimed at assessing the direction and extent of price
differentiation performed by retailers who applied it. Both retailers in
scope displayed similar patterns. Overall, 75% of Empik products were
cheaper online, 3% were cheaper offline, and no price difference was
observed for 22% of the products. In total, 78% of Smyk products were
cheaper online, 8% were cheaper offline, and there was no price
difference in case of 14% of the products (see Table 2).

Table 2. Products cheaper online, offline and with no price difference

Category Cheaper online No difference Cheaper offline

Empik 393 75 (%) 116 22 (%) 18 3 (%)
Books 95 99 1 1
Films 75 96 2 3 1 1
Games apps 25 34 45 62 3 4
Music 73 78 19 20 1 1
Own collections 29 40 41 57 2 3
Stationery 66 89 7 9 1 1
Toys 30 73 1 2 10 24
Smyk 437 78 78 14 48 9
Apparel/shoes/kids 16 18 72 80 2 2
Books 63 94 1 1 3 4
Kid/mother 81 79 2 2 20 19
Stationery 44 88 6 12
Toys/games 233 92 3 1 17 7

Source: Authors' elaboration.

For Empik, online prices were, on average, consistently lower than
offline prices across all categories. As presented in Table 3, the biggest
price difference was visible in the books category, with the online prices
being, on average, 37% lower. Stationery and films were 22% cheaper
online. Remaining categories exhibited price discounts less than 10%.
The total average was 16.9%.

For Smyk, we observed a similar pattern with products being cheaper
online than offline. Except for apparel/shoes for kids category (2.9% price
discount) and kid/mother (9.4% price discount), all other categories

10

Price differentiation in online and offline retail: an empirical study of current practices

wwwwww..mmiinniibb..ppll



demonstrated a price discount higher than 10%. As in the case of Empik,
the price discount was highest for books-almost 26%. Detailed discount
dispersion per category is presented in Figure 1.

Table 3. Online to offline discount. Descriptive statistics per product category

Empik Smyk

N 96 78 73 93 72 74 41 90 67 103 50 253
Mean –0.3745 –0.2201 –0.0295 –0.0893 –0.0918 –0.2204 –0.0627 –0.0297 –0.2583 –0.0941 –0.1280 –0.1966
Std. Dev. 0.0597 0.1997 0.0668 0.0619 0.2010 0.1239 0.3575 0.1237 0.1138 0.3708 0.3247 0.1992
Min –0.4999 –0.8502 –0.2721 –0.2668 –0.4447 –0.4604 –0.6002 –0.3334 –0.5072 –0.5774 –0.4584 –0.5001
Max 0.0000 0.2456 0.0786 0.0004 0.8052 0.0629 1.2081 0.7647 0.1541 1.6660 0.9990 1.5554

Source: Authors' elaboration.

Figure 1. Online to offline discount box plots 

Source: Authors' elaboration.

Another research question of this study was if online vs. offline price
differentiation was related to top/bestsellers ranking or absolute price of
the products. Spearman's correlation coefficients for these variables are
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displayed in Tables 4 and 5. As far as top ranking was concerned,
statistically significant negative correlations were estimated for films
and music (Empik), which means that further down the top list, the
higher discount to offline was used. On the contrary, statistically
significant positive correlations were estimated for own collections and
apparel/shoes for kids, kid/mother and stationery (Smyk). In those cases,
further down the top list, the lower price discount (or even premium) to
offline was detected.

Table 4. EMPIK. Spearman's correlations between online to offline discount (%) 
and top ranking or absolute price level

Spearman's Games and apps Films Own collections Books Music Stationery Toys

Top ranking –0.1052 –0.617** 0.283* 0.0209 –0.415** 0.0426 –0.1027
Games and apps –0.2258
Films 0.0039
Own collections 0.2069
Books –0.0193
Music –0.312**
Stationery –0.2165
Toys –0.2857

Source: Authors' elaboration.
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.

Table 5. Smyk. Correlations between online to offline discount (%) and top ranking 
or absolute price level

Spearman's Toys/games Apparel/shoes/kids Kid/mother Stationery Books

Top ranking 0.0862 0.273** 0.310** 0.314* 0.1150
Toys/games .146*
Apparel/shoes/Kids 0.0306
Kid/mother –0.353**
Stationery –0.391**
Books –0.373**

Source: Authors' elaboration.
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.
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As we could see, the strategy for multichannel price differentiation across
top/bestsellers lists was not consistent among the categories. One could argue
that for categories with low offer uniqueness (films, music), the top selling
products were offered at similar online/offline prices, while for categories
with high offer uniqueness (own collections for Empik and apparel/shoes for
kids and kid/mother for Smyk), further down the top sellers list, the more
equal prices or even online premiums appeared more often.

When it comes to the question of the relation between the price
differentiation strategy and the absolute price level of the product, four
categories displayed statistically significant negative relation between
these variables: music (Empik), kid/mother, stationery and books (Smyk).
It means that for these categories, the higher the absolute price, the
lower price discount in online vs. offline was applied. However, these
were categories having diverse characteristics in terms of offer
uniqueness, average discounts online vs. offline, average absolute price
levels and the share of products cheaper online; it is therefore difficult to
draw consistent conclusions on the category specifics.

Conclusions

In summary, this research confirmed previous results (Wolk 
& Ebling, 2010; Cavallo, 2017; Hitsch et al., 2021) that online vs. offline
price differentiation was not widely used by the leading multichannel
retailers in the most popular categories bought online: only two out of 
12 retailers elicited for the study were found to perform it. It also
confirmed previous findings that if price differentiation was applied, the
items were cheaper online more often: 76% of cases vs. 80% reported by
Reinartz et al. (2017). However, the average depth of discount was
considerably higher: 16.04% vs. 8% reported by Ancarani et al. (2009).

Apart from these general findings, our research delivered detailed
insights at the category level as the depth of discount and the share of
products sold at a discount online considerably differed across product
categories. For categories with the unique offer (e.g. apparel/shoes for
kids or own collections), the average discount online was relatively small,
and the share of products offered at parity between the channels was
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relatively high. Another specific category exhibiting similar
characteristics was games and apps, but here, the reason was the
relatively high number of money equivalents (e.g. pre-paid unique codes)
in the assortment. On the contrary, for categories with a non-unique
offer (e.g. books or films), the share of items offered cheaper online and
average discount online were among the highest. Additionally, this study
provided a unique analysis of the multichannel price differentiation
strategy in relation to popularity or the absolute price of the product.
While in the case of the popularity of the product, the offer uniqueness
seemed to play a role again, the relation to the absolute price of the
product showed a mixed picture and would need further investigation.

The limitation of this study is that data collection was performed in one
wave, while the repetition of the study could bring additional insights.
Another limitation is that it focused on the leading multichannel retailers
in the most popular categories bought online. At the same time, other
retailers might be performing channel price differentiation strategies not
elicited for this study. Furthermore, as the customers' perception of
fairness has been previously reported as a possible obstacle for retailers to
implement online vs. offline price differentiation, future research could
investigate Polish consumers' attitudes toward this strategy. Finally, as
this strategy aims at profit maximisation through the recovery of higher
costs of offline operations, the profitability angle would also be an
interesting path for future research.
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