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Abstract

This study develops a conceptual model to explain customer experience-based distri-
bution channel integration and its effect on the economic performance of retail firms in
Iran. Given the complex, multidimensional nature of this phenomenon and the lack of
comprehensive native models, a qualitative approach using Grounded Theory (Strauss
and Corbin’s systematic method) was employed. Data were gathered through in-depth
semi-structured interviews with 16 academic and executive experts in Iran’s retail and

marketing sectors. Analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software through open,
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axial, and selective coding. The findings present an exploratory model illustrating re-
lationships among key categories. According to the model, data technology (e.g., artifi-
cial intelligence and big data), distribution channel management, and a customer-centric
organizational culture are essential prerequisites that shape an integrated customer ex-
perience—defined as the customer’s perception of information integration, service per-
sonalization, and seamless movement across physical and digital channels throughout
the shopping journey. This integrated experience directly enhances customer satisfaction,
loyalty, and brand performance. Ultimately, by creating a sustainable competitive advan-
tage, it improves the firm’s economic performance, including increased sales, improved
profitability, and reduced costs.

Keywords: Integrated Customer Experience, Omnichannel Retailing, Distribution Chan-
nel Integration, Firm Economic Performance, Grounded Theory

JEL Classification: M31, M21, L81

Introduction: The rapid developments in digital technologies in the last two decades
have transformed the way businesses interact with customers and, in particular, have
confronted the retail industry with a new paradigm called omnichannel retailing. In this
paradigm, customers dynamically use different physical and digital channels in their
shopping journey and expect an integrated, coordinated, and frictionless experience. This
makes traditional and separate channel management ineffective and emphasizes the need
to adopt a channel integration strategy centered on the customer experience. Existing
literature shows that effective channel integration can lead to improvements in indicators
such as satisfaction, loyalty, and ultimately the economic performance of the firm by im-
proving customer experience. However, two major research gaps can be identified; first,
the focus of most studies is on the context of developed economies and the lack of local
evidence from transition countries such as Iran; And second, there is a lack of comprehen-
sive conceptual models that explain the multidimensional and process-based relationship
between channel integration, customer experience, and economic performance in an inte-
grated framework. Therefore, this study aims to fill these gaps by providing a conceptual
model to explain distribution channel integration based on customer experience and its
role on the economic performance of retailers in Iran.

Materials & Methods: Given the exploratory, complex, and multidimensional nature of

the phenomenon under study and the lack of a native model, this study has used qualita-
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tive methods and data-driven theory as the main strategy. The philosophical framework
of the research is the interpretive-constructivist paradigm, in which reality is considered
a construct of the interactions and perceptions of actors. In implementing the data-driv-
en theory, the systematic approach of Strauss and Corbin (1994) was used, which pro-
vides specific steps for coding and analysis. Data were collected through 16 in-depth
semi-structured interviews with academic and executive experts active in the fields of
retail, marketing, and channel management in Iran. Sampling was purposeful and the-
oretical until the theoretical saturation stage was achieved. MAXQDA software and the
triple process of open, axial, and selective coding were used for systematic data analysis.
In order to increase the validity and reliability of the findings, strategies such as contin-
uous comparison of data, review of interpretations by participants, and methodological
triangulation were employed.

Discussion & Result: Qualitative data analysis led to the formation of a comprehensive
exploratory model that displays the relationships between the core categories. According
to this model, the integrated customer experience (including components such as service
personalization, information integration and consistency in service delivery across all
channels) is at the center of the model as a core category. This integrated experience is
influenced by three main prerequisites or causal conditions:

1. Data technology: Involves the use of advanced technologies such as artificial intelli-
gence, big data and business intelligence systems to collect, analyze and integrate cus-
tomer and operational data across channels.

2. Distribution channel management: Involves the integrated design, coordination and
optimization of physical and digital paths and touchpoints (e.g. store, website, mobile
app) to create convergence and reduce friction.

3. Customer-centric organizational culture: Includes factors such as support and lead-
ership from senior managers, the existence of a data-driven business model, employee
training, organizational agility, and the institutionalization of a customer-centric culture
at all levels of the organization.

The findings showed that the formation of an integrated customer experience, in turn,
leads to desirable intermediate outcomes, which include:

1. Improving customer satisfaction: a deeper sense of satisfaction and a desire to repeat

purchases and brand loyalty.
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2. Strengthening brand performance: improving indicators such as brand image, aware-
ness, perceived quality, and brand equity.

3. Finally, these intermediate outcomes significantly improve the economic performance
of the firm by creating a sustainable competitive advantage.

Improving economic performance in this model is defined as including indicators such
as increasing sales and profitability, reducing operating costs, improving efficiency and
productivity, and ultimately greater resilience to market changes.

Conclusion: This study confirms that in the competitive and evolving retail environment
of Iran, moving from discrete multi-channel approaches to an integrated omni-channel
strategy centered on customer experience is a strategic necessity. The presented model
shows that achieving competitive advantage and superior economic performance is not
possible solely through investment in one area (such as technology), but rather requires
interaction and coordination of the three pillars of data technology, integrated channel
management, and customer-centric organizational culture and capability. These three pil-
lars provide the necessary platform for creating an integrated customer experience that
is the driving force for improving satisfaction, loyalty, and brand strength and ultimately
strengthens the financial performance of the firm. Based on the findings, it is recommend-
ed that retail managers strengthen IT infrastructure and integrated customer experience
management and customer relationship systems. By redesigning processes, they central-
ize channel management based on an integrated view and analysis of customer paths. In-
stitutionalize a customer-centric and data-driven organizational culture through training,
motivational systems, and leadership. Align marketing and brand management strategies
with a focus on providing an integrated experience across all touchpoints. On the other
hand, empirical and quantitative testing of the presented model in larger samples, exam-
ining the moderating role of contextual variables (such as industry type or firm size), and
comparative study of this model in other developing countries can enrich the literature in
this field. By providing a local and systematic framework, this research has taken a step
towards laying the scientific foundation for the successful transition of Iranian retail firms

to the era of omnichannel retailing.
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