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Abstract

Purpose – A new business model online to offline (O2O) has emerged in recent years. Similar to many new
models at an early stage, O2O has inconsistent definitions which not only inhibit its adoption but also poorly
differentiate O2O from other existing business models. To resolve the two issues, the authors propose an
approach of definition development.
Design/methodology/approach – To show the usefulness of the approach, the authors demonstrate the
differences among O2O and other business models with the use of the distinctive definition and thereby
evaluate adoption of O2O from a practical perspective and identify research directions from a theoretical
perspective based on the differences.
Findings – The authors’ proposed approach of definition development integrates the work of Tatarkiewicz
(1980) and Nickerson et al. (2013). The approach generates a distinctive definition of O2O with important
analytical dimensions which help decision-making of adoption of O2O.
Originality/value – The paper aims to make several contributions. First, on theoretical contribution, the
authors confine the scope of O2O studies and facilitate accumulation of more coherent knowledge of O2O. The
authors help O2O evolve from a “buzz word” of successful stories in real businesses to a more serious concept
from an academic perspective. Second, from a practical perspective, the authors’ definition provides business
executives with critical evaluative dimensions for gauging the adoption of O2O. Lastly, from a methodological
perspective, the proposed approach can be used in future to define an emerging concept in real life businesses.
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1. Introduction
Whether a business should retain its existing business models or adopt a new and probably
less proven business model is a crucial strategic question in today’s fast-changing business
environment. Businesses are motivated to establish new channels to reach more potential
customers for larger revenue income (Neslin et al., 2006; Weinberg et al., 2007). Among
various business models that have emerged, online to offline (O2O) deserves our attention as
the model integrates channels of very different nature. Whereas offline channels feature
intensive interaction with customers, online channels excel in reaching massive customers at
low costs. Despite there has been a surge of academic articles exploring O2O in recent years,
scholars have not yet arrived at a strong consensus about the definition of O2O. Some
existing definitions of O2O focused only on features of online channels (e.g. Cao and Liu, 2015;
Sett et al., 2020), whereas some definitions emphasized offline characteristics such as
customer experience at stores (e.g. Chi et al., 2015; Hsieh, 2017). Vague definitions are common
in O2O papers (see Appendix). For example, the difference between e-marketing and a simple
definition of O2O, i.e. driving people from online to offline, is rather unclear. Lack of emphasis
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on online payment cannot distinguish O2O implementation from online catalogs. Inadequate
attention to high-quality offline experience also cannot justify why offline channels should be
integrated into online channels. This type of vague definition creates theoretical confusion
and difficulties in evaluating expected benefits of the model.

In this paper, to justify the emerging O2O as a valid, new model, we use a combined
approach of Tatarkiewicz’s (1980) and Nickerson et al.’s (2013) to first find differentiae specifica
of O2O, and subsequently integrate the differentiae specifica to create a definition of O2Owhich
is distinctive from other relevant business models and initiatives. The differentiae specifica of
O2O are conceptual dimensions that distinguish O2O from other similar concepts, and the
identified differentiae specifica of O2O include directional integration from online to offline
channels, information exchange, online ordering, locality and offline experience. A customer
journey can be divided into three stages, namely the pre-purchase stage, the purchase stage and
the post-purchase stage (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). Information exchange and online ordering
are related to the pre-purchase stage and the purchase stage respectively, whereas locality and
offline experience are relevant to the post-purchase stage. Directional integration from online to
offline channels refers to customer flow from online communication and payment channels to
offline delivery channels for product/service consumption at the post-purchase stage.

With the distinctive definition of O2O, we demonstrate the theoretical differences among
O2O and other relevant business models and initiatives. Based on the differentiae specifica,
we also discuss practical implications of the distinctive definition for the adoption of O2O.
Lastly, we come up with a set of research directions based on these differentiae specifica.

We intend tomake several contributions. On theoretical contribution, we confine the scope
of O2O studies and facilitate future accumulation of more coherent knowledge of O2O
(Estell�es-Arolas and Gonz�alez-Ladr�on-De-Guevara, 2012). The study helps demonstrate that
O2O is not another pre-existing e-commerce model or any other known online marketing
initiative. O2O has its distinctive features that are worth future research exploration. Second,
from a practical perspective, the differentiae specifica (Tatarkiewicz, 1980) generated by the
approach can serve as critical performance dimensions to determine whether to adopt O2O.
Lastly, from a methodological perspective, our approach of definition development is
systematic. The combined approach of Tatarkiewicz (1980) and Nickerson et al. (2013) can be
used in future to define a new, innovative business model or an emerging concept.

2. Literature collection
2.1 Background of O2O
O2O has received much attention among executives as well as researchers. O2O commerce is
particularly successful in China. China’s O2Omarket is reaching relative maturity covering a
wide scope of categories influencing people’s daily lives andmeeting consumers’ demands for
various types of consumption (iResearch, 2018).

O2O, according to Rampell (2010) who proposed the term at the early stage of O2O
development, is a business model that “finds consumers online and brings them into real-
world stores, a combination of payment model and foot traffic generator for merchants, as
well as a discovery mechanism for consumers that creates offline purchases”. The mentioned
integration is to bring online customers to “offline stores for sales and redemption” (Phang
et al., 2014, p. 623). According to the above views, the main goal of O2O is to direct “the
customers acquired online to offline stores” (Li et al., 2018, p. 1860) and integrate “online
consumer acquisition and offline businesses” (p. 1862).

However, the lack of emphasis on features that distinguished O2O from other models or
initiatives resulted in critics that O2O appears to be a buzz word without much practical or
theoretical meaning (Custer, 2014). For example, some researchers defined O2O roughly as
“the use of online channel to drive offline sales and redemption” (Phang et al., 2014). Under
this definition, differences between O2O and e-marketing are rather unclear.
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Without a well-established definition of O2O with clear emphases on distinctive features,
researchers may simply consider it as another pre-existing e-commerce model that deserves no
further attention. Demarcation between O2O and pre-existing e-commerce models are not
obvious in some scholars’ words. In addition, having a vague definition of O2O, senior
management cannot appropriately compare their existing models and O2O. The management
faces difficulties in determining whether to adopt O2O.

2.2 Data collection
The terms “O2O” and “online to offline” were used to search articles published between 2010
(when Rampell, 2010, a frequently cited O2O reference, proposed the concept of O2O) and 2020 in
the Scopus, ScienceDirect and Web of Science databases. The three databases were among the
largest academic databases through which we accessed quality articles of O2O. We obtained
articleswith abstracts or keywordswith either term.To ensure the quality of the research articles,
only peer-reviewed journal articleswere collected at the beginning. Initially, 205 papers, 98 papers
and 243 papers were downloaded from Scopus, ScienceDirect and Web of Science respectively.

Two researcherswithpostgraduatedegreeswere assigned to independently review thepapers.
Throughout the review, papers focusing on O2O were selected. Sentences defining O2O in these
paperswere added to a repository ofO2Odefinitions.Anybusinessmodels or initiativeswhich co-
mentionedwith O2O in the papers were recorded on a list. The results of the two researchers were
compared. Any inconsistencies between the results of sentences recorded were discussed first
among the two researchers. If conclusions could not be reached, a faculty member in the business
field was invited to make the final decisions. These steps of literature collection and review have
been commonly used to strengthen objectivity of the review process (Ngai et al., 2009).

We traced the development of O2O definition with the use of backward review (Webster and
Watson, 2002). Any literature cited in the sentences with O2O definitions was collected and
reviewed using the same aforementioned approach, regardless of the types of literature. The final
set of literature includes peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers and media articles.
Given that the literature was mentioned in peer-reviewed journal papers, the literature should be
of good quality even if they are media articles or conference papers. We also conducted the
forward literature review and checked any new O2O definitions mentioned in the top 50 most
relevant papers citing the definitions in the repository on Google Scholar. Through backward
review, 18paperswere further collected and reviewed.Nopaperswith newdefinitionswere found
in the process of forward review. Throughout the entire data collection processes, we identified
and reviewed 165 papers that focused onO2O, and collected sentenceswithO2O definitions from
55 papers (see Appendix). Figure 1 shows the flow of the paper collection processes.

2.3 Landscape of O2O emergence
Before the concept of O2O spread, some earlier papers examined how online social networks can
cause impacts on the real environment. These online-to-offline papers examined, for example,
collaborations between internet users and celebrities/professionals on social networking sites
(Ploderer et al., 2010), changesof friendshipamongadults across the earlyyears of social networking
sites (Wang andWellman, 2010), and the relationship between online identities and offline identities
(Gatson, 2011). There are also a few papers concerning the connection between online collective
action andoffline political participation (Hestres, 2014;KeandStarkey, 2014).Thesepaperswerenot
consideredO2O-related inour study. Since 2014,manypapers aboutO2Obusinessmodel havebeen
published; the number of papers has been increasing up through 2020 (see Figure 2).

Figure 3 shows empirical papers categorized by fields of study. The O2O model has been
adopted in a variety of industries. Adoption of O2O in sectors such as food delivery and
tourism has been particularly popular among scholars. Several other fields, such as
marketing events, transportation and catering, have also been commonly explored in O2O
papers.
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2.4 Method of definition development
To propose a global definition of art, Tatarkiewicz (1980) collected all definitions of art
suggested by different authors. Then he identified the union of concepts shown in the
definitions, found differentiae specifica of art, integrated the differentiae specifica, and
proposed a global definition of art which showed the intention and effects of art. The
differentiae specifica of art are conceptual dimensions that distinguish art form other similar
concepts. Following Tatarkiewicz’s (1980) approach, Estell�es-Arolas and Gonz�alez-Ladr�on-
De-Guevara (2012) created a definition of crowdsourcing that is distinctive from other online
collaborative activities. Cosma and Joy (2011) also used the approach to define plagiarism of
computer programming. Art, crowdsourcing and plagiarism of computer programming are
not similar concepts. Thus, it was shown that the use of Tatarkiewicz’s (1980) method of
definition creation was not limited to a specific type of concept.

To develop a distinctive definition of O2O, we modified Tatarkiewicz’s (1980) method of
definition creation by incorporating Nickerson et al.’s (2013) taxonomy development

Scopus ScienceDirect Web of
Science

Collect peer-reviewed journal papers with the terms “O2O”
or “online to offline” appeared in abstracts or as keywords

from 2010 to 2020

Related to O2O?
No

Yes

Discard papers

Any co-mentioned
business models or

initiatives are recorded.

Have O2O
definitions?

Final Result:
         55 definitions (see

Appendix A)
Repository of O2O

definitions

Yes

1. Backward Search: Collect
   papers cited in the definitions

       2. Forward Search: Collect papers
citing the papers of definitions

Google
Scholar

18 papers from
backward search

Figure 1.
Flow of data collection
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approach into it, given that the Tatarkiewicz’s method is rather ad-hoc. Figure 4 shows the
flow of our proposed definition development method. We followed Nickerson et al. (2013) and
specified the choice of characteristics as performance measures of O2O, since the proposed
definition and the differentiae specifica aim to facilitate the evaluation of O2O implementation.
Thus, bymeta-characteristic in the combined approach, we referred to performancemeasures
that can be used to evaluate O2O implementation across the online and offline environments.
Dimensions are potential differentiae specifica of O2O to be considered during the iterative
process in Figure 4. The final product of the whole definition creation process is a set of
differentiae specifica.

Following Nickerson et al. (2013), we set two objective ending conditions: (1) each
dimension of O2O should be mutually exclusive; (2) these dimensions should be collectively
exhaustive. As for subjective ending conditions, besides Nickerson et al.’s (2013) suggested
subjective conditions, namely concise, robust, comprehensive, extendible and explanatory,
we added one more condition: distinctive. Distinctive means to what extent the set of O2O
dimensions are able to differentiate itself from other existing relevant business models.

Figure 2.
Number of O2O-related

articles published
between 2010 and 2020

Figure 3.
Number of empirical

works by field of study

Defining an
emerging

business model



We reviewed the literature of O2O and identified sentences of definitions from the literature.
During the literature review process, we also took note of other existing business models that
were similar and relevant to O2O. Important phrases featuring O2O were identified from the

Start

Identify meta-
characteristic

Determine ending
conditions

approach?
Empirical-

to-
conceptual

Conceptual-
to-empirical

Identify (new) subset
of phrases featuring

O2O

Conceptualize (new)
characteristics and

dimensions of
phrases featuring

 O2O

Identify common
characteristics and
group the phrases

Examine the phrases
for these

characteristics and
dimensions

Create (review) a set
of differentia

specifica

Group characteristics
into dimensions to

create (revise) a set
of differentia specifica

No

Yes

Ending conditions met?

End

Source(s): Adapted from Nickerson et al. (2013)

Figure 4.
The definition
development method
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paragraphs of definitions. They were “objects” in Nickerson et al.’s (2013, p. 345) words. We
chose to start with an empirical-to-conceptual approach, since we had both adequate
knowledge of O2O and sufficient data (Nickerson et al., 2013). The iterative process went until
the ending conditions were met. Following Nickerson et al. (2013), in the iterative process, we
used the empirical-to-conceptual approach when we aimed to re-examine the sentences of
definitions, find new phrases featuring O2O, and determine whether the new characteristics
and dimensions are needed to describe O2O. Conceptual-to-empirical approach was adopted
when we aimed to review the existing set of dimensions and attempt to find new
conceptualizations that had not been identified.

Two researchers with postgraduate degrees were assigned to follow the steps of the
combined approach (as illustrated in Figure 4). They firstmade their judgment independently
at each step. Before they moved on to the next step, they compared and discussed their
results. The faculty member would make a final decision if no conclusion can be reached
between them. This arrangement helps strengthen the objectivity of the processes (Ngai
et al., 2009).

At the end of the iterative process, a set of the dimensions of O2O was finalized. These
dimensions differentiate O2O from other existing business models and initiatives. These
dimensions are differentiae specifica. Lastly, following Estell�es-Arolas and Gonz�alez-Ladr�on-
De-Guevara (2012) and Tatarkiewicz (1980), we integrated these dimensions and created a
distinctive definition of O2O.

3. Features of O2O
3.1 Visual representation
Five differentiae specifica were identified from the definitions: directional integration from
online to offline channels, information exchange, online ordering, locality, and offline
experience. According to Lemon and Verhoef (2016), a customer journey can be divided into 3
stages, namely the pre-purchase stage, the purchase stage and the post-purchase stage, for
manageable analysis. The pre-purchase stage focuses on communication with potential
customers for need recognition and search, whereas the purchase stage is concerned with
ordering and payment. The post-purchase stage emphasizes product/service delivery for
consumption and usage (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). The directional integration features the
connection between communication and payment in the virtual, online environment and
delivery for consumption and usage in the real, offline environment. Information exchange
and online ordering take advantage of the online, digital environment at the pre-purchase and
purchase stages, whereas locality and offline experience attend to interactions between
sellers and customers in the offline, physical world at the post-purchase stage of the journey.
Figure 5 shows a visual representation of these differentiae specifica of O2O.

3.2 Directional integration from online to offline channels
Nearly all definitions of O2O in our review mentioned the directional integration from online
communication and payment channels to offline product/service delivery channels for
consumption and usage. According to Rampell (2010), O2O “finds consumers online and
brings them into real-world stores, a combination of paymentmodel and foot traffic generator
for merchants, as well as a discovery mechanism for consumers that creates offline
purchases”. Through websites and mobile apps, enterprises can alleviate geographical and
temporal limitations reaching more potential consumers (Agrawal, 2016; Hwang and Kin,
2018). This is the main gist of O2O.

O2O establishes “a bridge between physical businesses and e-commerce” (Chen et al.,
2019a, p. 184). The basic integration involves bringing potential consumers to physical stores
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for “offline sales and redemption” (Phang et al., 2014, p. 623). Thus, the main focus of O2O is
how to direct “the customers acquired online to offline stores” (Li et al., 2018, p. 1860) and
integrate “online consumer acquisition and offline businesses” (p. 1862). This integration
links the real economy and helps resolve the competition between online and offline channels
(Hsieh, 2017). Discounts can be made occasionally to attract consumers trying online
communication and payment channels or visiting brick-and-mortar stores for offline
consumption experiences (Ding and Jiang, 2015; Kang and Namkung, 2019; Kim et al., 2016b).

3.3 Information exchange
O2O facilitates information exchange among sellers and buyers via online communication
channels at the pre-purchase stage. “Information flow” between two parties can be enhanced
through the Internet (Li et al., 2018; Zhang, 2014). First, O2O emphasizes interaction between
sellers and buyers. Whereas traditional online marketing offers unidirectional
communication, O2O marketing focuses on the customization of marketing information
and channels (Xue et al., 2014). Online environments enable precise targeting when compared
to the offline environment as online transactions can help trace lots of information easily
(Chen et al., 2018; Kang et al., 2015; Xue et al., 2014). The process of information exchange
becomes more meaningful. Sellers can easily launch personalized marketing after identifying
what particular marketing information buyers want (Ding and Jiang, 2015; Govindan and
Malomfalean, 2019; Wang and Scholten, 2016).

Second, O2O customers’ need recognition and their product/service search are enhanced.
O2O platforms can provide consumers with more detailed information about the products
and services. Consumers can view product catalogs, check the availability of a particular
item, and find out if there is any discount or special promotion available. Real-time price
comparison online via the O2O platforms is also available (Chang et al., 2018; Ding and Jiang,
2015; Govindan and Malomfalean, 2019; Pan et al., 2017; Sarkar et al., 2019). Some platforms
even serve as price comparison sites giving recommendations for good deals (He et al., 2019;
Pan et al., 2017). These platforms recommend consumers items based on their selected
criterion, specific profiles, and search histories. The online environment inherently facilitates
the collection of customers’ data (Li et al., 2018; Rampell, 2010). This kind of information
exchange between sellers and buyers is the “technology-related” approach of O2O, in He
et al.’s (2019, p. 62) words.

Another information-exchange approach, according to He et al. (2019, p. 62), is the
“customer-related” approach. Platforms adopting this approach serve as social forums in
which customers can rate their purchased items and express their views (Pan et al., 2019).

Online
Channel

Offline
Channel

Customer Journey

Post-purchase StagePurchase StagePre-purchase Stage

Offline
ExperienceLocality

Directional
Integration

Online 
Ordering

Information
Exchange

Figure 5.
Differentiae specifica
of O2O
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These platforms are occasionally managed by third parties. Intermediary platforms,
therefore, can add value to and facilitate the exchange of information between consumers and
sellers (Xiao et al., 2018). In summary, these various information-exchange approaches
enhance customer informative experience in the O2O models at the pre-purchase stage.

3.4 Online ordering
Online ordering is another dimension well recognized by scholars. O2O platforms serve as an
online “trading desk” (Cao and Liu, 2015, p. 167) or “front stage” for transactions (Wu et al.,
2015, p. 771), which can help improve operational efficiency (Li et al., 2018; Long and Shi, 2017;
Lu and Liu, 2016) at the purchase stage of the customer journey. O2O puts “the information
and capital flow online . . . along with development of Internet and web technology” (Lu and
Liu, 2016, p. 16). Online orders and flows of capital are more inherently measurable in the
online environment (Li et al., 2018; Rampell, 2010). The quantitative information of the online
orders and the flows of purchase can also be used to justify whether to continue or cease a
specific marketing campaign.

Depending on the platforms concerned, online payments can be made through
intermediary platforms managed by third parties (Xiao et al., 2018). In many other cases,
consumers directly pay sellers online (Rampell, 2010; Wang and Scholten, 2016).

3.5 Locality
Given that customers consume products or services offline, the locations of redeeming
products/services matter in O2O businesses. Locations of stores have been frequently
considered as a key to the success of offline retail businesses (Grewal et al., 2009). Proximity to
customers and that to offline competitors are two factors to be seriously considered in the
consideration of store locations (Fox et al., 2007). Li et al.’s (2018) study of O2O showed that
characteristics of local markets, such as transportation expenses, significantly influence the
behavior of consumers and vendors on O2O platforms. While consumers are more concerned
with the impacts of travel costs, vendors are more concerned with the density of competitors.
Thus, O2O is location-oriented; the business model takes the proximity between consumers
and sellers into consideration for product/service delivery at the post-purchase stage.

Specifically, in O2O businesses, the time when consumers make their online payments is
commonly different from the time when they start their offline journeys to brick-and-mortar
stores for consumption of their products/services. Therefore, the physical locations where
consumers make their online payments for their products/services are also commonly
different from where they start their journeys to the stores. Thus, estimation of consumers’
travel cost to the stores is not an easy task.

Mobile technologies enhance the prevalence of O2O (Rampell, 2010; Xue et al., 2014). From
the seller side, mobile technologies help locate buyers in real time. O2O mobile marketing is
“more flexible and region-oriented”, conveniently promoting “products to consumers’ palms
directly” (Ding and Jiang, 2015, p. 296). This reduces the time and cost of finding potential
customers nearby. Thus, the O2O model is popular among vendors that provide perishable
services (Roh and Park, 2019).

3.6 Offline experience
O2O is experience-oriented. It aims to combine the non-replaceable offline experience at brick-
and-mortar stores and the convenience of online platforms (Duggan, 2015). This combination
creates a more thorough customer experience. Both sales of services and products can be
achieved through O2O. Services are purchased online and can be subsequently redeemed and
consumed offline. They are “usually perishable in nature and are expected to guarantee the
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instant fulfillment of gratification” (Hwang and Kim, 2018, p. 71). These perishable services
can be “restaurants, movies, and hotel stays” (Wan and Chen, 2019, p. 153). O2O also targets
experience products. “(S)ervice products” (Shi et al., 2019, p. 121; Xiao et al., 2018, p. 733) that
cannot be returned or exchanged once they are purchased and redeemed are commonly sold
via O2O. Inclusion of in-store experience of product/service consumption and usage into the
customer journey is one main reason for adoption of O2O.

The physical five senses with in-store environments cannot be fully replaced with virtual
means; therefore, the inclusion of offline, in-store consumption and usage experiences into the
O2O customer journey is sometimes necessary. In-store atmospherics, such as room design
and music, were shown to be a factor that can be controlled by retailers to generate positive
impacts on customer experience (Hollenbeck et al., 2008; Hul et al., 1997; Puccinelli et al., 2009).
In addition, store social elements, e.g. crowdedness and interaction with store employees,
were found to be influential to perceived service quality (Baker et al., 2002; Hartline and
Ferrell, 1996). For example, in the context of O2O, comfortable offline store environments
were shown to be conducive to customer loyalty, especially for those who receive advertising
check-in messages via social networking sites (Hsieh, 2017). These in-store experiences
cannot be easily simulated digitally.

4. Definition of O2O and implications
4.1 Proposed definition
O2O is a business model that consists of five differentiae specifica: directional integration
from online to offline channels, information exchange, online ordering, locality, and offline
experience.

The business model integrates online communication and payment channels and offline
delivery channels to provide consumers with seamless purchasing experiences from online to
offline environments. The model makes use of an online environment that enhances
information exchange at the pre-purchase stage and facilitates customer orders at the
purchase stage of the customer journey. The model also makes use of an offline environment
allowing customers to physically experience services or products in stores at the post-
purchase stage, taking characteristics of locations of experience into consideration.

4.2 Theoretical implications
In this section, we compare and contrast O2O with other co-mentioned business models and
initiatives recorded during the review process from the perspective of the five differentiae
specifica. The section demonstrates the theoretical distinctiveness of our defined O2O. It
presents the difference in emphasis placed on the five differentiae specifica between O2O and
the co-mentioned business models and initiatives.

4.2.1 Traditional e-commerce model. Traditional e-commerce models, such as B2B and
B2C that emerged since the 1990s, mainly focus on online communication channels.
Traditional e-commerce models can be categorized into four major types: commodity
circulation oriented, information service oriented, social interaction oriented, and finance
oriented (Lu and Liu, 2016). Although O2O and these traditional e-commerce models both
feature information exchange and online ordering, they are different in that traditional e-
commerce models lack emphases on the other three differentiae specifica. Specifically, O2O
involves integration between online communication and payment channels and offline
delivery channels, but the traditional e-commerce models do not necessarily involve any
offline in-store retailer experiences at their delivery channels.

Wan and Chen (2019) pointed out two major differences between O2O and the traditional
e-commerce models. Firstly, O2O aims to create “a closed loop for customers in online and
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offline activities” (p. 153). The online component, namely online communication at the pre-
purchase stage and online payments at the purchase stage, and offline component, i.e.
product/service delivery for consumption and usage at the post-purchase stage, are
integrated into one complete flow of customer journey. However, the traditional e-commerce
models merely focus on developing an online communication channel that exists alongside
any pre-existing offline payment and delivery channels. Secondly, the traditional e-commerce
models do not necessarily involve any offline in-store activities. Products can be directly
delivered to customers via logistic companies. Shi et al. (2019) identified another difference. In
an O2O model, the online channel and the offline channel take different roles in the value
chain. The offline channel focuses on providing high-quality service or tangible products,
whereas the online channel handles remaining matters such as advertising, directing
customers to stores and order processing. Yet, traditional e-commerce models do not have
such clearly defined roles for online and offline channels respectively.

The emphasis on customer locations also differentiates O2O from traditional e-commerce
models. Although online platforms in both the traditional e-commerce model and the O2O
model act as virtual storefronts for online shoppers, the O2O model focuses mainly on local
offline markets. The focus of O2O is not identical to those of other e-commerce platforms,
which do not consider customers’ locations much (Li et al., 2018).

From an empirical point of view, Xiao et al. (2019a) compared O2O and the traditional e-
commercemodels and recognized several other differences. They suggested that O2Omodels
differ from other e-commerce models in the purchasing platform and procedure. O2O models
have stronger customer trust, higher flexibility in product provision, lower risk, higher
service quality, and higher information transparency than the traditional e-commerce
models. Also, O2Omodels can provide products or services via offline delivery channels, such
as stores, whereas the traditional e-commerce models deliver products via logistic companies.
Thus, the underlying motivations and expected benefits of adopting O2O and traditional e-
commerce models are different.

In summary, in comparison to traditional e-commerce models, O2O integrates online
communication and payment channels and offline delivery channels and benefits from the
offline consumer consumption and usage experience. It enriches the entire customer
experience and takes advantage of customers’ spatial data for predicting consumer behavior
(See Figure 6 for visual comparison).

4.2.2 Mobile commerce.Mobile commerce is considered a subset of e-commerce (Ngai and
Gunasekaran, 2007). It can be broadly defined as “an emerging set of applications and
services people can access from their Web-enabled mobile devices” (Venkatesh et al., 2003,
p. 53). Mobile commerce benefits from the functions of mobile devices, such as location
awareness, context sensing, and push delivery (Kourouthanassis and Giaglis, 2012). It
features ubiquity, personalization, flexibility, and dissemination. Ubiquity and dissemination
come from wireless telecommunication and infrastructure, whereas personalization and
flexibility rely on the portability of mobile devices (Siau et al., 2001).

O2O and mobile commerce share three differentiae specifica, namely information
exchange, online ordering and locality (see Figure 7 for the visual comparison between
mobile commerce and O2O). Specifically, mobile technologies help locate consumers and
improve estimation of customers’ time and cost to brick-and-mortar stores. Yet, whether a
case of mobile commerce is O2O depends on whether the actual context involves intense in-
store experiences. For example, Starbucks’ mobile app [1] is a case of O2O. It records users’
purchasing history (information exchange), allows users to order online and consume their
cups of coffee offline at stores (online ordering with offline experience; the directional
integration of online and offline channels), and also helps users find the closest stores in real
time (locality). In many other cases of mobile commerce, not all five differentiae specifica of
O2O are fulfilled. A mobile version of shopping platform that merely facilitates information
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exchange between vendors and customers, enables online payment and records customers’
real-time locations for distance estimation is not an O2O shopping platform, if products
ordered are delivered merely via logistics companies. Therefore, mobile commerce does not
guarantee enough emphasis placed on offline experience and seamless transition from online
communication and payment platforms to offline stores.

4.2.3 Multi-channel model. A multi-channel model, according to Neslin et al. (2006, p. 96),
involves “the design, deployment, coordination, and evaluation of channels to enhance
customer value through effective customer acquisition, retention, and development”. It
emphasizes a variety of channels, evaluates each channel separately, and targets objectives
per channel (Verhoef et al., 2015). The channels are usually considered independent entities in
typical multi-channel research papers (Mirsch et al., 2016; Shen et al., 2018). Thus, although
the existence of both online and offline channels is a necessary condition for both multi-
channel models and O2O, multi-channel models are commonly not O2O. Only if there is
integration from online channels to offline channels, can it possibly be an O2Omodel (Li et al.,
2018; Xiao et al., 2019b). Yet, multi-channel models are not too concerned with smooth

Figure 6.
Comparison between
traditional e-commerce
models and O2O
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transition of customers from one channel to another channel along a customer journey.
Figure 8 shows the comparison between the multi-channel model and O2O.

In multi-channel literature, cross-channel effects among channels have been commonly
examined (Abhishek et al., 2016; Yan et al., 2018). Given that channels in O2O are directionally
integrated, the variety of cross-channel effects is relatively less than that of typical multi-
channel models. Limited by its design, a basic O2O’s cross-channel effects should
theoretically be carryover effects: how perception of online shopping (communication) and
payment experience (an early stage in a customer journey) carryovers to perception of offline
delivery of products/services (a later stage in a customer journey). Nevertheless, spillover
effect still possibly exists in O2O. Spillover effect is cognitive bias that is attributable to the
influence of a product’s overall impression on judgment of the product’s specific properties or
similar others (Zhang et al., 2019). Some prior studies examined the spillover effect between
mobile applications and the two channels in O2O (Cho et al., 2019; Hwang and Kim, 2018).
Interestingly, Chang et al. (2018) found no significant spillover effect between online travel
agencies and hotels which operate an O2O model.

Figure 7.
Comparison between

mobile commerce
and O2O
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4.2.4 Omni-channel model. An omni-channel model is different from a multi-channel model.
According to Verhoef et al. (2015, p. 176), an omni-channel model involves “synergetic
management of the numerous available channels and customer touchpoints, in such a way
that the customer experience across channels and the performance over channels is
optimized”. The omni-channel model aims at integrating widespread channels to provide
seamless retail experiences along a customer journey. It focuses on customers’ overall cross-
channel experience. Thus, in contrast to the multi-channel model, the omni-channel model
emphasizes the “simultaneous use” and the “synergetic management” of various channels
(Shen et al., 2018, p. 63). In comparison to O2O, the channel integration of the omni-channel
model is bi-directional. In an omni-channel model with online and offline channels, not only
websites can drive customers to shops but also frontline salespeople can invite customers to
visit the firms’ websites for ordering. Customers can use offline channels as showrooms and
subsequently make their orders online in a seamless way. Similar to those in O2O, the omni-
channel customers can conduct product/service research in online channels and make orders

Figure 8.
Comparison between
multi-channel model
and O2O
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online before visiting offline channels. They, unlike those in O2O, can even compare products/
services online, and make orders only when they visit offline channels. This customer flow of
online comparison and offline orders was believed to be the most common form of research
shopping (Verhoef et al., 2007).

Figure 9 shows the comparison between the omni-channel model and O2O. Although O2O
and the omni-channel model share some similarities, the differentia specifica directional
integration of O2O means a more proactive approach to direct people to follow a designated
customer pathway from online channels to offline channels. The other way of customer flow
from offline to online is de-emphasized or even non-existent in an O2O model. The omni-
channel model, on the other hand, appears to passively accept patterns of existing customer
flows. The models strive to offer seamless movement across widespread channels to
accommodate customer preference. The underlying motivations between implementing
directional or bi-directional integration are different.

Figure 9.
Comparison between
omni-channel model

and O2O
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Table 1 summarizes the presence of differentiae specifica of the aforementioned e-
commerce models. Y/N indicates that the presence of the dimensions is not necessary. Y
indicates the presence of a differentia specifica, whereas N indicates that the models lack
emphasis on that differentia specifica. Although O2O and these aforementioned models share
some differentia specifica, only O2Oplaces emphases on all five differentia specifica. Thus, the
set of differentia specifica helps differentiate O2O from the other models.

It is noteworthy that the differentiae specifica are developed in the domain of O2O and they
are used to distinguish O2O from other similar concepts. Thus, the five differentiae specifica
are not a global set of features that distinguish one business model from another. For
example, if one businessmodel features directional integration from online to offline channels
but not the other four differentiae specifica, it does not necessarily suffice to be an omni-
channel model. On the other hand, if a business model is said to be a mobile commerce model,
and themodel focuses not only on information exchange, online ordering and locality but also
on offline experience at stores and customers’ seamless transition from online communication
and payment channels to offline delivery channels, the business model can be considered as
an O2O model.

4.3 Practical implications
Based on the proposed definition of O2O, senior management can easily identify the
distinctive advantages of O2O in comparison to other business models and initiatives. The
differences of differentiae specifica between O2O and one specific model indicate the expected
benefits of O2O when a firm (which is running that specific model) adopts O2O. On the other
hand, the expected cost is the establishment of additional channels for O2O adoption at
different stages of the customer journey. Themanagement can therefore more systematically
evaluate whether they should adopt O2O and spend costs on extra channel establishment for
benefits of additional differentia specifica.

4.3.1Online business vs O2O: offline experience and locality.For an online businesswithout
any offline delivery channels, adoption of an O2O model requires rental costs as well as
human resources and operating costs at brick-and-mortar stores for post-purchase product/
service delivery. Customers of the business benefit frommore customized offline delivery and
consumption experience. Although technological advancement has facilitated our
communication in virtual environments (Chau and Xu, 2012), not all face-to-face
interactions can be replaced virtually. Particularly, businesses of which customers are
much influenced by in-store retailer experience at the post-purchase stage are largely
benefited by the O2Omodel. Some hedonic factors, such as customers’ preference for in-store
atmospherics (e.g. design, scents, temperature and music) (Verhoef et al., 2009) and desire for
social experience with store employees during product/service consumption and usage
(Baker et al., 2002), should be considered. Furthermore, the online business should examine to
what extent customers’ five senses during delivery and consumption of products/services at

Models/Initiatives
Directional
integration

Information
exchange

Online
ordering Locality

Offline
experience

O2O Y Y Y Y Y
Traditional E-commerce
(e.g. B2B and B2C)

N Y Y N N

Mobile Commerce Y/N Y Y Y Y/N
Multi-channel Model N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N
Omni-channel Model Y Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N

Table 1.
Differentiae specifica of
various business
models
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stores foster customers’ satisfaction and their future purchase intention. If the online business
sells experience products, the offline channels in O2O shall be highly conducive to the sales.

As for locality, the online business should examine their target customers’ privacy
concerns with sharing their geospatial data. If the customers are willing to share their real-
time geospatial data with the firm, the potential of O2O can be more fully realized. Also, if the
customers mainly use mobile communication channels instead of laptop communication
channels as the pre-purchase and purchase touch points, the online business may find it
easier to collect the customers’ real-time geospatial data.

In addition, the online business should evaluate its target customers’ sensitivity to travel
costs to its offline stores. If the customers are sensitive to the costs, say travel time, the
business may need to target specific local markets where the distance of its stores from
customers is shorter than that of competitors.

4.3.2 Offline business vs O2O: information exchange and online ordering. For a business
with only offline sales channels, adoption of the O2O model incurs establishment cost of
online communication and payment channels at the pre-purchase and purchase stages of the
customer journey. The strategic foci of the established online channels should be on the two
beneficial differentiae specifica, namely information exchange and online ordering.
Information exchange features informative acquisition of customers and precise targeting
of vendors. If the offline business sells search goods, its customers shall be interested in
detailed information presented on its O2O online platform. Features such as comparison
matrices and recommendation agents can also be easily implemented on the platform. These
features should appeal to its customers who seek search goods. On the other hand, if many
customers of the offline business require haptic information to judge a product beforemaking
a purchase order, then benefits of the online communication channels that feature
information exchange in the O2O model may be largely reduced. The online channel also
facilitates precise targeting of customer segments. Precise targeting is particularly useful if
the offline business aims at a niche market, given that information of customers can be more
easily collected via online communication channels. On the other hand, if the offline business
focuses on mass markets, precise targeting may not be too useful.

The online payment channel is conducive if the offline business handles a large volume of
transaction orders. The volume of transaction orders is usually positively correlated with the
total costs of handling the orders at stores. The positive effects of online ordering may be
much smaller, if the target customers have large concerns with security issues of online
payments. Thus, the choice of a secure payment gateway for customer payments is critical.

4.3.3 Multi-/omni-channel models vs O2O: directional integration from online to offline
channels. In an O2O model, the integration is directional from online communication and
payment channels to offline delivery channels. The directional integration designates each
channel to focus on specific stages in a customer journey. Adverse inter-channel competition
for sales within the same firm, a problem that commonly occurs in multi-channel models, can
be mitigated, since an O2O adopter shall expect most customers to make their sales order on
its online channels.

Businesses of which customers do not have strong preference to choices of channels shall
benefit most from the O2Omodel. Discounts and coupons have been commonly used by O2O
businesses to attract customers to follow the designated customer pathway (i.e. from online
communication and payment to offline delivery) (Kang and Namkung, 2019). Some
customers, however, may have strong preference to the flexibility to use various channels at
different time, and therefore they may appreciate the omni-channel model more.

The omni-channel model involves full integration of widespread, numerous channels. The
extent of integration is much larger than that in the O2O model. Integration of channels
requires extensive coordination work and tacit process knowledge (Zhang et al., 2010). Thus,
full integration involved in the omni-channel model is complex and challenging. Because of
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limited resources, in the O2O model, the less emphasized pathway of a firm, namely from
offline communication to online payments, may not be available. Even if the pathway is
available, resources and efforts to be spent on that pathway will be of low priority in O2O.
Customers using those non-emphasized pathways may be poorly served. Thus, a business
may benefit more fromO2O, if its customers have lower inertia with their customer pathways
across channels. The adaptability of the customers to the designated pathway, namely from
online communication and payments to offline delivery for product/service consumption, is
important for the successful adoption of O2O.

Table 2 shows the evaluation considerations of adoption of O2O on the basis of the five
differentiae specifica. They are generated based on previous discussion in this section from

Differentiae specifica Evaluation considerations

Information exchange From cost perspective
Establishment costs of online communication platforms for
information exchange at the pre-purchase stage
Ease of collecting customer information from the platforms
From benefit perspective
Customer preference to detailed information of products/services for
comparison
Ease to target niche markets

Online ordering From cost perspective
Transaction fees of payment gateways
Costs of establishing secure connections between online shopping
platforms and payment gateways
From benefit perspective
Saved costs of handling transaction orders at stores
Customer preference to online payments

Locality From cost perspective
Costs of establishing adequate density of stores to compete against
local competitors for post-purchase delivery
Ease of collecting customers’ real-time geospatial data at the pre-
purchase stage
From benefit perspective
Customer preference to convenience of reaching offline stores (e.g.
travel time and cost to stores)
Flexibility to choose specific local markets

Offline experience From cost perspective
Costs of human resources of delivery of products and provision of
services at stores
Rental and operating costs of delivering intense in-store five-sense
customer experiences
From benefit perspective
Customer preference to social experience with store employees
Customer preference to sensory experiencewith in-store environments

Directional integration from online
to offline channels

From cost perspective
Costs of operational and organizational management for
implementation of directional channel integration
Loss of customers’ flexibility of using various channels at different
time
From benefit perspective
Reduction of loss due to inter-channel competition (given that there is
overlap of customer segment between online and offline channels)
Saved costs of operating widespread channels fully

Table 2.
Evaluation
consideration based on
the five differentiae
specifica
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two perspectives, namely cost and benefit. The list of consideration items is not exhaustive.
Nevertheless, it shows the usefulness of the differentiae specifica in generating considerations
for senior management making decision of adoption of O2O.

5. Directions for future research
In the previous section, we identify the five differentiae specifica of O2O. The set of
differentiae specifica are important conceptual aspects of O2O which can be used to make the
decision of business adoption of O2O. In this section, to further demonstrate the usefulness of
our proposed approach of definition development, we compare differences in differentiae
specifica between O2O and each relevant business models, and identify and discuss research
directions that are attributed to the differences. Relevant differentiae specifica in each
proposed research direction are italicized. The differentiae specifica are the focal concepts that
each research direction aims to address and demonstrate their importance along the customer
journey.

5.1 Traditional e-commerce and O2O
In comparison to traditional e-commerce, O2O features offline experience, locality as well as
integration from online to offline channels. The recent prevalence of O2O has implied that
some face-to-face interaction between salespeople/store environments and customers cannot
be satisfactorily virtualized. Studies suggested that physical experience has strong impacts
on O2O sales (Yang et al., 2020). Prior evidence also showed that first-time customers’ loyalty
can be strengthened if the O2O customers have pleasant store environments and shopping
experiences offline (Hsieh, 2017). Nonetheless, the recent development of VR or AR
applications has been astonishing. Thus, we propose two research directions:

RD1. What are the critical interactions of offline experience at the post-purchase stage
that cannot be possibly virtualized (at least in the recent future)?

RD2. How do different types of product/service delivery for consumption and usage
affect the relationship between different critical interactions of offline experience
and future purchase intention?

From a practical point of view, the difficulty of virtualization of critical offline in-store
experience indicates the values of O2O. The difficulty suggests how long-lasting the
competitiveness of offline delivery channels against online channels of which delivery is
handled by logistics companies is. The more difficult the virtualization of the critical in-store
experience is, the more valuable O2O is. For those businesses of which customers highly
value sensory and social experience at physical stores, offline delivery channels remain
essential for the success of the businesses.

Locality should also be seriously considered when an online business decides to adopt
O2O. Existing studies of business transformation from traditional e-commerce to O2O have
mainly focused on benefits provided by offline experience. Comparatively less attention has
been paid to the concept of locality. Customers are conscious of travel expenses to collect their
orders at stores. Physical proximity to competitors is also a concern to O2O adopters (Li et al.,
2018). With the use of mobile technologies, O2O businesses can easily collect customers’ real-
time geographical data to predict their purchase intention and willingness to visit nearby
stores. It is noteworthy that other sources of real-time geographical data can create synergy
with the customers’ real-time data. Examples are real-time traffic data and real-time
crowdedness of areas near stores. We propose:

RD3. How can we use real-time data of locality at the pre-purchase stage to develop a
better predictive model of O2O customer purchase intention?
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5.2 Mobile commerce and O2O
The major difference between mobile commerce and traditional e-commerce is the devices
through which customers exchange information and make orders. Future researchers may
focus on the interaction between mobile devices for pre-purchase communication and offline
touch points for product/service delivery. Specifically, mobile devices are portable and
therefore many customers should have their mobile devices with them when they come to
brick-and-mortar stores. We propose:

RD4. Do mobile devices used for online communication and payment being brought to
offline touch points influence post-purchase offline experience at stores? If so, how
do the devices influence the offline experience?

Prior evidence showed that trust in intermediary mobile apps was one critical factor for
continuous ordering from vendors (Cho et al., 2019). Responsiveness, reliability, privacy, and
efficiency of intermediarymobile instantmessaging service providers were also some quality
attributes that affect consumers’ loyalty and satisfaction (Hwang and Kim, 2018). Some
relevant research directions are:

RD5. How does customer attitude to mobile devices/mobile applications influence the
directional integration from online communication and payment channels to offline
delivery channels? Does the customer attitude influence bi-directional integration
similarly?

RD6. How does the spillover effect between mobile devices/mobile applications and
channels of an O2O business influence the carryover effect from online
communication and payment channels to offline delivery channels of the
business, provided that both effects exist in the directionally integrated O2O?

5.3 Multi-channel model and O2O
The key difference in differentiae specifica betweenmulti-channel model and O2O is directional
integration between online communication and payment channels and offline delivery
channels. Provided that a multi-channel business adopts O2O and continuously preserves its
longstanding online channels at the post-purchase stage and offline channels at the pre-
purchase and purchase stage, it is interesting to observe the spillover effect between online and
offline channels (that has already existed in the multi-channel model) in the midst of
implementing directional integration (e.g. providing customers with financial incentives to
encourage them to follow the designated customer pathway from online to offline). Wewonder:

RD7. Howdoes the implementation of directional integration influence the spillover effect
between online and offline channels? More generally, how does the implementation
of directional integration influence the interaction between the two channels?

The O2O model may involve some third parties. Some examples include mobile network
providers, mobile payment providers and price comparison platform providers. The spillover
effect between two different business entities has been rarely examined. One example is
Chang et al. (2018) which found no significant spillover effect between online travel agencies
and hotels. More should be explored in contexts other than tourism. We propose:

RD8. Are there any differences in spillover effects between channels (that belong to
different business entities) in a directionally integrated model (e.g. O2O) and in a
relatively non-integrated channel model (e.g. multi-channel models)?

5.4 Omni-channel model and O2O
In addition to the pre-purchase and purchase stages, O2O can further extend and integrate
online post-consumption services into the cycle of customer experience. Instead of going to

INTR



physical stores, consumers can provide post-consumption feedback, acquire support, or
lodge complaints more conveniently through online platforms (Du and Tang, 2014; Hou et al.,
2015). Also, when one channel fails, consumers can still seek help from another channel after
purchase (Reis et al., 2019). This helps businesses further improve their customers’ experience
along the entire customer journey across different channels. The integration of online post-
consumption communication into the cycle of customer experience serves as an extension of
O2O. Furthermore, store employees can proactively engage customers in exploring and
experiencing new products at stores, and invite customers to make their orders online. This
results in a directional integration from offline communication channels at stores to online
payment channels. The integration serves as another extension of O2O. It isworthwhile for us
to explore:

RD9. What are the benefits and challenges of various forms of O2O extensions that
involve channel integration beyond directional integration from online
communication and payment channels to offline delivery channels?

Further integration between online and offline channels deemphasizes the directional
relationship from online communication and payment channels to offline delivery channels
and results in transformation from O2O to an omni-channel model with online and offline
channels. Whereas customers may enjoy the seamless experience across channels, the full
integration of omni-channel models involves much coordination work in management and
operation (Zhang et al., 2010). We encourage future researchers to explore:

RD10. Under what conditions should a directional integration be extended to bi-
directional integration?

RD11. Are there any differences between transformation from directional integration to
bi-directional integration and that from bi-directional integration to directional
integration?

6. Limitations and conclusion
6.1 Limitations
The study involved several limitations. Unfortunately, only a few papers that mentioned
definitions of O2O published in the top journals of information systems (e.g. Li et al., 2018). In
our paper collection processes, we used peer-reviewed journals to ensure the quality of papers
included for our review. Given that O2O is an emerging concept, few top papers being found
may be a reasonable result. Nevertheless, the small number of top papers may limit the
overall quality of excerpted definitions. We hope that the distinctive definition proposed in
this paper paves the way for more sophisticated studies of O2O in top journals. Second, there
may be papers exploring concepts similar to O2O, but they were not included for our review
due to the absence of phrases “O2O” and “online to offline”. The beauty of our proposed
approach lies in the fact that we do not specify the concept O2O in advance of the definition
development processes. Our proposed approach is systematic, and it is the advantage of the
approach. The definition is created on the basis of existing, inconsistent definitions of O2O
proposed by different scholars. We assumed that if a paper is insightful for the development
of O2O definition and it is omitted even after forward and backward review, the essence of the
paper has been absorbed in definitions mentioned in later published papers of O2O. Thus, we
were inclined towards that the exclusion of those papers would not significantly affect our
results. Nonetheless, we cannot rule out the possibility that we missed out some important
articles. Third, only English articles are included in the literature collection. Yet, O2O has
been prevailing in China in recent years (iResearch, 2018). There may be some insightful
papers in Chinese that were not systematically included in our review.
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6.2 Conclusion
In this paper, we combine the approaches of Tatarkiewicz (1980) and Nickerson et al. (2013) to
develop a definition of O2O. A distinctive definition is essential for researchers to confine the
scope of one knowledge entity (Estell�es-Arolas and Gonz�alez-Ladr�on-De-Guevara, 2012).
With the distinctive definition, we not only show the differences among O2O and other
models and initiatives but also demonstrate a variety of research directions that are largely
associated with the differentiae specifica. Future exploration of these research directions will
enrich our understanding of the interaction between online and offline channels. On practical
contribution, the differentiae specifica serve as critical evaluative dimensions to determine
whether a business should adopt O2O. Lastly, from a methodological perspective, our
proposed approach enables future researchers to systematically define a new business model
or an emerging business concept. O2O is not the only emerging concept that has inconsistent
definitions in the fast-changing world with a rapid development of information technologies.
Some other new concepts in real businesses such as “sharing economy” have faced similar
issues (Schlagwein et al., 2020). The output definitions generated by our approach would be
distinctive from other relevant concepts in the same field. The performance of the emerging
concepts can also be multi-dimensionally evaluated.

Note

1. https://www.starbucks.com/coffeehouse/mobile-apps
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definitions from
reviewed papers
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