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Abstract: The purpose of this study is to examine the opportunities resulting
from online interactions, by shedding light on the most prominent topic in the
field of online marketing. A systematic review of academic studies published in
the past 15 years (2005-2020). Results systematised according to the RACE
(reach > act > convert > engage), revealed useful insights, challenges and
opportunities in terms of digital strategies, online business approaches,
knowledge exploitation, product customisation and differences in online
product purchasing (low-touch, high-touch and ‘embarrassing’ products’).
Moreover, the study also highlights how consumers’ engagement strategies
should consider recent threats such as web effects (pathological internet usage
sometimes falling into the category of internet addiction) by managing
consumers’ online presence, ethical and privacy concerns, and finally online
behaviour monitoring in terms of expected response time in customer services,
and negative word-of-mouth containment.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, digital technologies have generated pervasive effects on companies’
business models (Chesbrough, 2007), products and services (Taylor, 2010), market
structure (Kumar and Siddharthan, 2013), and consumer behaviour (Erevelles et al.,
2016; Gretzel et al.,, 2006). This phenomenon has improved the revitalisation of
relationships among companies, markets, and consumers, thus affecting the different
marketing mix components (Constantinides, 2006; Pantano et al., 2019), and their
methods of interaction and management within company strategy (Brooksbank et al.,
2019; Sestino and De Mauro, 2021; Zhu and Gao, 2019). The evolution of the digital
world has led firms and consumers to face radical changes in the marketing paradigm:
Indeed, digital stands out as the main source of information for both consumers and
businesses, given its ease of use, widespread access, richness of information and
opportunity to increase proximity to consumers. The proliferation of media challenges,
digital technologies and interactions has added complexity to the understanding,
prioritising and management of new digital communication techniques, enriching both
the digital and the online world. In current academic and business articles dealing with
digital marketing, terms such as digital, virtual, and online are ubiquitous and sometimes
used as synonymous. Indeed, while the term digital includes various facets that make the
number of channels and tools used to develop strategies and activities wider, the term
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online is narrower and less flexible, as it mainly refers to transactions generated through
interactions via the internet (Almeida, 2017). Online — as a channel — is a way to
implement digital strategies (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2019). Thus, to clarify, the
digital business applications usually refer to how businesses apply digital technology and
media to improve the competitiveness of their organisation — through optimising internal
processes — and the interaction with stakeholders and consumers — by exploiting online
and traditional channels. For the term virtual, a definition could be suggested in terms of
‘synchronous, persistent network of people, represented as avatars, facilitated by
networked computers’ [Bell, (2008), p.2]. The virtual environment is made of the online
interactions activated by the wide range of online tools related to digital opportunities.

Among the online channels, consumers regularly use digital tools such as wiki, blogs
or corporate blogs, social media and e-commerce platforms, as a part of their daily lives
(Leeflang et al., 2014). Engaging consumers is a challenge and companies must take
advantage of these interaction opportunities, observing and adapting business strategies
to their everchanging online behaviour.

Focusing on the online digital tools considered enablers for increasing and enriching
information and knowledge, this paper investigates new challenges and opportunities
through a literature review to better implement consumer-oriented digital strategies,
based on a deeper consumer comprehension. The RACE framework (Chaffey and Smith,
2013), as a five-step process — (plan), reach, act, convert, engage — could help integrate
all marketing communications into one easy-to-understand campaign plan. The RACE
marketing planning model (or pRACE, when also expliticing the planning phase)
provides a simple structure for companies to develop a digital marketing or omnichannel
communications plan which meets the challenges of reaching and engaging online
audiences to prompt conversion to online or offline sales, as highlighted by Chaffey and
Patron (2012). Moreover, the RACE framework is a consumer-oriented paradigm
because it follows the established customer lifecycle of relationship building or a
marketing funnel from creating awareness, generating leads from new prospects,
converting prospects to sales online or offline, encouraging loyalty, and manage sales and
advocacy such as social sharing. Thus, this paper aims to answer the following research
question:

RQ1 What are the fundamental topics in the field of digital marketing, and the most
promising strands of research for further investigation in the field?

By considering these premises the present paper aims to fill this gap by qualitatively
shedding light on the most relevant topic in the field of digital marketing tools. A
literature review has been carried out by systematising the emerging relevant insights in
terms of recent challenges and issues — according to the RACE framework (Chaffey and
Smith, 2013) — for the management of digital marketing strategies for marketers and
managers. The article is organising as follow: In the next section we discuss some
literature about online consumer’s behaviour and digital transformation, and then we
present the implement methodology. In the further section we describe the obtained
results in terms of:

1  digital marketing strategies and transformation plans
2 increased awareness

3 data profiling
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4  personalisation

5 customer service and social media marketing systematised according the RACE
framework.

Thus, we contribute to increasing knowledge in literature from four perspectives. First,
we contribute to the electronic trade literature by shedding light on how some products
may be more successful online, and how the online transactions enable new marketing
strategies (e.g., customised, low-touch, high-touch and ‘embarrassing’ products).
Moreover, the study also contribute in literature about online addiction, by shedding light
both on the pathological internet usage, and on how such involvement — as a sense of
flow — could be exploited in providing online products and services. Secondarily, we
contribute to marketing literature because our insight reveals how some online
consumption choices have differentiated effects depending on certain consumers’
characteristics, also by managing consumers’ online presence, ethical and privacy
concerns. Thirdly our findings contribute in perfectionating online marketing strategies
and e-trade practices by shedding light on the revel change of expected response time in
customer services monitoring, and negative word-of-mouth containment. Fourthly, our
results, systemised according to the RACE framework contribute in enriching that
framework to drive future online future marketing strategies. Finally, our work carries
managerial implications for digital marketers and managers interested in enriching their
customers’ experiences via the online tools.

2 Literature review

2.1 Online behaviour and digital transformation

Books, radio, and newspapers have given way to the internet as a privileged source of
information: current consumption choices in pre-purchase and post-purchase phases
mainly occur online (Song and Yoo, 2016). Additionally, also consumption, especially in
the service field (i.e., training, online courses), can be provided online when sustained by
flexible digital structures. Previous studies have identified four variables as a part of the
online environment: structure, content effectiveness, information level, and entertainment
aspect. The rise of a fairer system than in the past due to the spreading of consumers’
opinions has been revealed (Wan et al., 2018). Furthermore, most of the purchases made
currently in traditional markets are also consequences of online-made choices (Haridasan
and Fernando, 2018). These changes have not come about without incurring costs or
encountering problems. The near total freedom and widespread access have led to the
problem of crowding the internet (Taeuscher, 2019), with an objective impossibility of
keeping track of what billions of people do and communicate. Within this digital
evolution, an inexorable decline of traditional means has occurred (Ma and Du, 2018).
The internet evolution, the social media explosion, and the traditional offline media
decline, together with the changes in consumer behaviour, have all played a decisive role
in bringing out a new system of values (Kim et al., 2019; Yoo and Park, 2016). Digital
technologies allow for the creation of online content and information to publish access
and consume quickly and simply. Consequently, the scope of available opinions and
information for consumers has become wider and deeper (Erevelles et al., 2016; Phir et
al., 2018; Santoro et al., 2018). Knowledge is a new ‘power’ and digital technology is
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shifting its balance in the consumers’ favour. Traditional marketing models and
techniques are now nearly outdated (Todor, 2016). Marketers and managers must mainly
think about how to become information suppliers and must be aware that they have a new
type of consumer in front of them, extremely individuals in the consumption behaviour
process. Digital characteristics and opportunities have generated a complete reversal of
marketing approaches which are no longer selective, but rather attractive (Hunt and
Madhavaram, 2019). Consumers are placed at the centre of attention before, during and
after the purchase phases (Spottke et al., 2016). It is crucial to establish a sincere and
loyal dialogue in which selling is not the only goal, but the natural consequence of the
established relationship (Jackson and Ahuja, 2016). Furthermore, thanks to digital, it is
easier to intervene on product perception or design, based on deeper market knowledge,
collecting new ideas, working on emotion, thus improving new digital marketing
strategies (Ethier et al., 2006; Koo and Ju, 2010). Therefore, it is necessary to discard a
limited only quantitative logic in favour of newer qualitative dimensions (Petrescu and
Lauer, 2017).

2.2 Digital tools and marketing strategies

The diffusion of digital technologies has unlocked enormous opportunities for
strengthening relations and deeply mining markets in terms of new ways to achieve
segmentation and online targeting (Kotler et al., 2016; Miiller et al., 2018; Urban, 2003);
new opportunities for defining offers and improving customer management systems
(James et al., 2017); the development of new marketing and communication models
(wiki, social networks, blogs and corporate blogs, e-commerce), created through the
combined use of tools such as the internet, mobile devices and digital TV (Nguyen and
Simkin, 2017; Taylor et al., 2018; Sestino et al., 2020). In the past, strategic approaches
moved from traditional media-based unidirectional messages and transmission of
mono-medial analogical content to unidirectional communication flows (top-down), by
which contents are processed upstream by marketer broadcasters (Girchenko and
Ovsiannikova, 2016; Xu et al., 2016). Nowadays, the digital nature of online messages
makes them editable and customisable, involving radical changes in the communication
flow and information diffusion (Mulhern, 2009). Furthermore, content interactivity
allows consumers to participate in the creation of the most suitable content, spreading
new cultural forms typical of technologies (Parsons and Lepkowska-White, 2018; Valaei
et al., 2016). Thus, management and marketing strategies have acquired a new meaning
and new approaches that consider the radical change in consumer behaviour and attitudes
that, thanks to digital technologies, have broken down the barriers to the access of desired
information (Mani and Chouk, 2018). The internet is neither a new marketing paradigm,
nor a simple tool, but a complex system of people and technologies, demonstrating that
businesses can use transversal devices able to understand demand-need, satisfying
expectations in a more precise, direct and immediate way (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick,
2019; Pitt and Kietzmann, 2019).

2.2.1 Wiki

The Wiki is a system for managing content produced by several people, whose
peculiarity is the possibility, guaranteed to each user, to add, check, modify or delete
content present in a ‘wiki’ (Hazari et al., 2019). It is like a virtual company bulletin board
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which, unlike paper ones, adds typical functions of the IT environment such as the chance
to insert links, be updated in real-time and with the possibility to do a widespread search
by keywords as well (Chen et al., 2018a). In this way, shared spaces could be promoted
among different users, often belonging to different corporate functions, in order to
manage complex common projects. The mechanism could also be extended to consumers
strengthening the relationship among companies (Chen et al., 2018b).

2.2.2 Social networks

Social Networks are widely known as groups of people connected to each other through
online platforms sharing ties, from casual knowledge, to working relationships, to family
relations (Jiang et al., 2019). The procedures for accessing the social network are similar:
they are based on registering a profile (generally for free) and on the opportunity of
adding contacts, inviting them to participate by selecting them from those who are
already part of it, both in the professional sphere such as in Linkedin (Davis et al., 2020),
and for personal purposes such as in Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Whatsapp (Waterloo
et al., 2018). An interesting factor for marketers should be recognised in the ability of
virtual communities to act as an amplifier, through word-of-mouth news, trends and
styles, thus allowing for the development of different forms of viral marketing (Huang
et al., 2019). Given the growing volume of data, strong requirements for IT systems and
knowledge organisation are fundamental to limiting the dispersion of information as
much as possible, thus facilitating the possibility to filter the information sought (Zhang
et al., 2019). Today, the consumer should no longer be understood exclusively in terms of
a business earnings and profits ‘generator’, but as an element with whom to communicate
directly without necessarily having to bear the very high costs typical of traditional media
(Kamboj et al., 2018). The importance of the social media marketing phenomenon must
be rediscovered in its origin (Shareef et al., 2019).

2.3 Blogs and corporate blogs

Blogs are self-managed websites where all kinds of news, information, opinions or stories
are published in real time, displayed in chronological order and widely accessible. The
blog is a tool of free expression, a middle ground between the personal homepage and the
discussion forum that keeps track of the participants’ interventions. It could be used for
personal purposes as a constantly updated online diary or virtual aggregation tool
between people who share a certain interest with increasing interactions (Chen and Chen,
2019), thanks to the ability to create and share content in text format, audio, images and
video, in a dynamic way (Hussain and Abbas, 2018; Van Esch et al., 2018). Its potential
should be identified in the simplicity of content insertion that does not require any special
technical knowledge (Ahuja and Medury, 2010; Kerr et al., 2012). Additionally,
participants could be easily updated in real-time by subscribing to the RSS feed (Barman,
2020). Differently, corporate blogs are blogs managed for businesses by marketers either
individually or with third party collaborators, including storytellers and similar specialists
(Thakur and AlSaleh, 2018). Corporate blogs provide the opportunity to promote
different and better communication of the company’s image and values and, alongside
the other traditional marketing tools, they could contribute to increasing the interest of
consumers concerning issues, products and brands thereby stimulating attitudes (Colton,
2018) and influencing their behaviours.
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2.4 E-commerce

E-commerce was the first online tool through which companies were able to
communicate with their consumers, offering and selling products, and providing
information without any physical contact with them, though reducing physical distance
(Mohapatra and Sahu, 2018). E-commerce has changed in meaning over time. First
approaches qualified e-commerce platforms as a tool to support commercial transactions
in electronic form generally by resorting to a technology called electronic data
interchange (EDI), supporting the sending of commercial documents (orders, invoices,
returns) (Wong, 2006). Subsequently, the growing availability of technological resources
has allowed for the strengthening of platforms, enabling new functions to purchase
goods, benefitting from secure servers where electronic shopping carts and protected
online payment services are provided (Weisberg et al., 2011). The current use of
e-commerce goes from the creation of an IT site and online catalogue, to the management
of logistics affairs, orders and financial transactions (Petre et al., 2006). Results imply
greater accessibility for users, reduction of transaction costs, improvement for
consumer’s transaction and online experiences, greater awareness of the choice made
between a wide range of comparable alternatives (Tsalgatidou and Pitoura, 2001). Today,
an online passive presence, only through websites, is insufficient to develop new business
opportunities and take advantages of the digital world. Instead, it is necessary to plan
projects and business strategies aimed at the market, involving a wide use of dedicated
technological tools, thus diversifying strategies into business-to-business (B2B) and
business-to-consumer (B2C) relationships also including new forms such as
consumer-to-consumer (C2) through the development of online auctions (Tsai and Chen,
2018). Leisure is the field that is most affected by digital development, as the dominant
sector of online consumer spending, followed by tourism, insurance and electronics
Whereas, the remaining percentage is distributed among shopping centres intended as
large online stores (Ahuja et al., 2003).

3 Method

Similar to Guido et al. (2020), the database mining began by defining a list of 15
keywords, (i.e., digital marketing, marketing platform, technology, e-commerce, digital
knowledge management, knowledge marketing, digital consumers, online consumption,
online purchase, online advertising, digital management, digital transformation,
technology clustering, technology transfer, technology evaluation), which are the most
recurrent in scholarly articles, published in the most important management journals.
Using these keywords, articles published in journals that had the words ‘marketing’,
‘consumer’, or ‘advertising’ in their title has been searched, by considering three main
business databases (i.e., Business Source Premiere and EconLit, hosted by EBSCO and
ABI/INFORM Complete from ProQuest). Moreover, further important management
journals that featured research areas related to marketing and consumption aimed at the
elderly has been considered (i.e., retailing, communication, market research, services). To
provide a critical review of academic studies in this domain (either theoretical or
experimental studies), only scholarly marketing articles that were published in
international peer-reviewed journals between January 1, 2005 and February 28, 2019
have been examined. Such contributions’ results have been reviewed and synthesised in a
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coherent integrated manner (according to Bal and Nijkamp, 2001) in order to describe
and identify the main trends in digital strategies and approaches in which knowledge
insight could have been discovered, in the contexts in which they were examined. After
identifying articles according to these criteria, each manuscript has been thoroughly read
to verify its congruity with the research objectives, manually reviewing each article’s
reference list in order to find other relevant articles to be subjected to the same screening
process (Tranfield et al., 2003), according to human judgement to discover the most
readable topics (Delen and Crossland, 2008). A sample list of considered journals is
provided in Appendix (Table Al.) Given this methodology, which was based on Bal and
Nijkamp’s (2001) approach, the final sample of articles have been grouped in an
integrated manner, and thus according to four main factors that describe digital
opportunities and consumer challenges considering their attitudes, social pressure, sense
of control, and behaviour. Following the proposed methodology, the first output produced
1,126 total documents from 2005 until 2020, deriving from different combinations of our
keywords. After analysing the results, discarding contributions due to their uncongruity
with our goal, and after eliminating the duplicates, the purification process narrowed the
list to 142 unique publications. Ultimately, according to the RACE framework, this
process shed light on several topics about managing key activities in integrated digital
marketing strategies, across the consumer lifecycle (Chaffey and Smith, 2013; Chaffey
and Ellis-Chadwick, 2019) such as: digital marketing strategies and transformation plans;
increasing awareness; data profiling; personalisation; and customer service and social
media marketing. The RACE framework has been considered the most consumer-centric
framework because its marketing activities are designed to help brands engage their
consumers throughout their lifecycle. Moreover, it is widely recognised as the most
omnichannel-oriented framework (Chaffey and Patron, 2012).

4 Generalisation of the main statements

4.1 Results overview

According to Chaffey and Smith (2013), the RACE framework proposes to implement a
coordinated and integrated approach to digital marketing, integrating online and offline
channels, due to its consumer-oriented and omnichannel nature. Particularly, our
classification deriving from observed insights from the literature review process sheds
light on challenges and issues in digital marketing techniques to be harnessed to reach,
interact with, convert and engage online consumers during their lifecycle, from
generating awareness, conversion to sale and retention and growth, through plan, reach,
act, convert and engage (Table 1). Several components of the marketing mix are being
affected by changes in digital technologies, including digital marketing strategies
(Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2019; Jackson and Ahuja, 2016). Digital marketing
strategies in improving management related processes include planning the digital
resource benefits in order to positively contribute to business activities: increasing
adoption of digital tools implies significant change in programs to manage new
objectives, segments, products, markets, consumers’ deep knowledge, and staff
developments. These new programs affect planning digital marketing strategies in
business communication and knowledge exploitation and reaching increasing awareness
in managing online phenomena such as the web effect. In terms of action plans, activities
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such as data profiling should consider issues deriving from ethical and privacy concerns.
Finally, in converting activities, the correct mix of products should be proposed online
considering intrinsic and extrinsic goods features (low-touch, high-touch, and
‘embarrassing products’) or business (increases or decreases in online purchase due to
market conditions). Finally, engaging activities should consider challenges deriving from
the correct management of time and monitoring of negative online consumer behaviour
(such as negative word-of-mouth).

Table 1 Emerging insights for managing digital marketing activities classified according to the
RACE framework

RACE framework  Activities-related strategies to L .
Ji g Review insights: challenges and issues

(activities) the most prominent topics
Plan Digital marketing strategies 1 Online business strategies
and transformation plans 2 Knowledge exploitation and

purchase experience customisation

Reach Increase awareness 3 ‘Web effect’

Act Data profiling 4 Ethical and privacy concerns in
online interaction

Convert Personalisation 5 Online shopping customisation
Focused strategies for online product
offers (low-touch, high-touch and
embarrassing goods)

Engage Customer service and social 7 Response time in customer service

media marketing activities

8 Negative word-of-mouth monitoring

4.2  Online business strategies

New digital technologies offer enormous manoeuvre room for marketers and potential
pressure on margins deriving from demand aggregation, thus conferring greater
bargaining power on customers, while also reducing information asymmetries
(Friedmann, 2019; Reisman et al., 2019). Communication strategies based on informed
information represent the fundamental way for marketers and managers to build contact
with the market, playing an important role in the process of creating value, also
considered online multisensory opportunities (Petit et al., 2019). However, the greatest
share of potential for communication on three levels is revealed on the internet. On the
first hypothetical level, the internet represents a technical means to implement traditional
forms of communication with considerable implications in terms of efficiency (Woodside
and Bernal Mir, 2019). On the second level, it is possible to grasp the innovative
elements guaranteed by links to other sites, such as digital offers, and generate a network
of virtual links that can lead to the development of collaborative cross-marketing actions
(Hallem et al., 2019; Todri et al., 2019). The highest level refers to the chance of
monitoring users’ online behaviour, establishing an interaction relationship between the
company and the user (or groups of them), in order to obtain real-time customer feedback
on an innovative product, by monitoring consumer behaviour on the net, in a group or on
the basis of cross characteristics (Ahmed et al., 2014; Vila and Gonzalez, 2020; Zhou
et al., 2019). The effects influence both cost and differentiation of potential dimensions,
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considerably affecting the opportunities for companies to generate and sustain
competitive advantages (Chaffey and Patron, 2012). Thus, significant effects are
generated on the price management methods, granting more flexibility, allowing for
greater degrees of transparency, less information asymmetry, and greater price
competition (Leeflang et al., 2014); new levels of communication and more efficient and
effective information feedback processes, improved knowledge-based relationships
(Fu et al., 2020; Islam et al., 2017; Izogo and Jayawardhena, 2018); creation of value and
definition of new standards of efficiency and effectiveness by requiring a reorganisation
of the distribution chain (Biiyiikozkan and Goger, 2018; Ivanov et al., 2019). Thus,
consumers may acquire a new role, requiring new business attention.

4.3 Knowledge exploitation and purchase experience customisation

More consumers use digital technology to simplify their choices, purchases and
consumption processes, starting from the best knowledge and identification of needs, up
to the search for solutions, then purchase of products or services, and finally contributing
to word-of-mouth (Barton and Kang, 2005; Broilo et al., 2016; Ha, 2002). Sustained by
digital technology, consumers have greater power than in the past, countless access to
sources of information, a greater variety of products and services and act as a part of a
bigger virtual world (Grant et al., 2007; Peterson and Merino, 2003). Through blogs,
wikis, social bookmarking, online discussions, social networks, e-commerce and blogs,
marketing companies have the opportunity to cultivate a more productive and meaningful
relationship with customers, investigating, from a powerful perspective, their perceptions
toward products, services, and brands, contributing to business development in an
unthinkable way compared to the past (Bickart and Schindler, 2001; Brown et al., 2007).
Consumers are not particularly concerned with how marketers define their business
strategies (excepted for privacy, ethical, social responsibility issues): the only thing they
care about is their experience, and thus how marketing strategies can contribute to
helping them make more informed decisions, inspired by instant gratification and
hassle-free experience (Khalifa and Liu, 2007; Schmitt and Zarantonello, 2013; Schmid
and Axhausen, 2019). Marketing efforts should be directed at ensuring these experiences.
New online behaviour also includes exploratory behaviour and the level of involvement
(Balabanis and Chatzopoulou, 2019; Gursoy, 2019). Those who spend more time on a
site accumulate and process more information through exploratory behaviour, showing
greater positive attitudes towards digital platforms (Chen et al., 2019; MacKenzie and
Lutz, 1989; Ramkumar and Jin, 2019). Interesting considerations emerge considering the
gender variable as well: consistent with traditional channels where women spend more
time shopping than men, they are also more likely to use websites more for personal
pleasure and for gathering information. Businesses should exploit consumer knowledge,
driving marketing strategies based on providing rich and customised content.

4.4 Web effect

A widespread trend among new consumers, which is still solid today, is the web effect
phenomenon (Windham et al., 1999): once access to the web is obtained, consumers
quickly get used to the new environment and begin to quickly perceive it as something
familiar and pleasant (Mukundan et al., 2019). The web effect develops, identifying
preferences, which are transformed into demand levels that guide the selection criteria,
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including basic requests. Once requests are satisfied, the most important criteria become
the characteristics that can differentiate the chosen solution from the others. Consumers
could be differentiated into market segments according to the benefits to which they give
importance in their relationship with the web, which identifies the sites they visit towards
which they should be loyal. As more people connect to the network, other segments
emerge; mainly motivated by the convenience of prices and the offers they then buy from
the best bidder. However, the excessive transfer of a wide range of individuals to digital
channels living in a ‘virtual life’, could damage their lives, resulting in compulsive
behaviour in which the benefits associated with presence and interaction on the web can
be transformed into self-isolation and therefore in behavioural disorders such as a
pathological internet usage or in the internet addiction (Li and Chung, 2006; Young,
2017).

4.5 Ethical and privacy concern in online interactions

Privacy concern in the online digital world is the ‘black sheep’. The digital world collects
countless amounts of personal information through websites and consumer data,
sometimes without their permission, thus increasing their concern about the treatment of
their information (Choi et al., 2018). As a result, consumers themselves perceive
spamming by proponents of aggressive direct marketing as unwanted attention (Ahmad
et al.,, 2019). Many of them are increasingly afraid to use the web because they are
uncertain of the use of their information. Silent technologies, such as cookies and
sniffers, collect personal information while browsing and how they are managed,
reinforces the belief that privacy is now non-existent and that everything is lawful in the
world of e-marketing (Bhandari and Dhanawade, 2020; Matic and Vojvodic, 2014).
Marketers should reassure consumers by spreading information and values their
customers to prevent the abandonment of web technologies and the creation of
cyber-ghost towns. Online consumers want to perceive a kind of control of their online
experiences: thus, their satisfaction must also include part of the control of their
activities, making them feel safe and masters of their movements, putting this power at
the service of both parties (Farronato et al., 2020).

4.6 Online shopping customisation

Consumers could benefit from access to IT systems using standard profiled access
platforms, (i.e., with personal access code) to obtain news and information about the
company, statistical data and personalised reports concerning products or services
(Bhandari and Dhanawade, 2020). From an order management perspective, users can
view the products in the collections, using a simple ‘point-and-click’ technique to insert
the desired products in their personal cart (Qin et al., 2019). In this way, generated data
allow marketers to monitor the online behaviour, responses to new collections, the
browsing degree (how and how much they ‘browse’), preferred products, and
abandonment rates, thereby allowing for segmentation analysis and even new
opportunities offered by geolocation services (Kirmond, 2020).
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4.7 Strategies for online products

Our analysis shows that there are no limits regarding the type of goods and services that
could be placed on the online markets, only cultural barriers, following the differences
between ‘low-touch’ and ‘high-touch’ products. Low-touch goods are standardised
goods, with low emotional involvement in which purchasing decisions do not involve the
touching or testing of them (Klatzky and Peck, 2011). Hence, online shopping could be
convenient both for consumer shopping and for business revenue expectations.
High-touch products represent a category of personal products (i.e., clothes, shoes,
perfumes) for which consumers prefer direct contact with the item to make their choice
(Lee et al., 1996). For high-touch products, additional senses intervene, often involving
touch and smell, for which a digital placement shows its limits (Gonzalez-Benito et al.,
2015; Pino et al., 2019). Most online goods sold are attributable to three main categories:

1 intangible assets, such as software (Chen et al., 2017), airline tickets (Bukhari et al.,
2013), banks and insurance financial products (Pikkarainen et al., 2004; Riley et al.,
2009)

2 repeated purchase goods, such as food or delivery services (Heng et al., 2018)
3 rare and scarcely available goods (Rohm and Swaminathan, 2004).

Additionally, purchasing choices are often influenced by shipping and transportation
costs: online purchases are not considered convenient when the shipping cost greatly
affects the total purchase price (Frischmann et al., 2012). Other relevant categories of
online purchases are represented by those goods that create ‘embarrassment’ through the
traditional shopping channels (Nichols et al., 2015), due to some taboo or personal
psychological blocks (i.e., condoms) (Moore et al., 2008), or goods having larger
dimension or weight characteristics, which stimulate the purchase by consumers far from
large cities and shopping centres (Jiang et al., 2013). Sometimes, market conditions
trigger greater online buying impulses (Dawson and Kim, 2009). In particular historical
moments in which human interaction is reduced as in the COVID-19 health emergency
(Bai et al., 2020), trends show disproportionate increases in online purchases of daily
need products as well for groceries or food delivery services, increasing repeat purchase
goods (i.e., food) and supporting the online shift of traditional activities (Aull et al.,
2020). In this sense, e-commerce also ‘preserves’ daily consumption habits, supporting
people in extremely complex situations.

4.8 Response time and customer service

In online contexts, time reference standards and consumer expectations change
profoundly: response time must be linked to the expected performance of the technology
used (Klein and Gilbert, 2019). The use of emails has accustomed consumers to receive
messages in a short time (Qabbaah et al., 2019). This consequently translates into a
generalised consumer expectation to receive a quick reply to an e-mail sent or required
assistance. Frequently a company that has developed its own website and presence on the
network, investing a considerable amount of resources, has not yet developed the
operational mechanisms and business processes capable of managing this situation
(Ye et al., 2019). Thus, consumers who do not receive a response in a short time could
easily become dissatisfied consumers (defection), and the company’s presence on the
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web could be affected by a ‘boomerang’ effect (Calabrese and Zhang, 2019).
Nonetheless, there are frequent spreads of chat boxes and virtual assistants that support
traditional operators in dealing with the customer (Pantano and Pizzi, 2020).

4.9 Negative word-of-mouth monitoring

Digital and related social media marketing opportunities amplify the relevance of
word-of-mouth (Fulgoni and Lipsman, 2015; Gruen et al., 2006; Ismagilova et al., 2020),
but digital marketers should also be able to moderate negative effects deriving from
online interactions. One of the most relevant aspects of digital technology is to offer
consumers the opportunity to create discussion forums or social interactions on the web,
which can collect negative testimonials on a very popular site regarding a product
(Craciun and Moore, 2019). The presence of some negative experiences on a popular site
could create a reverberation effect with very dangerous consequences for that product and
for the entire brand. The challenge for companies is in the constant and attentive
monitoring of this type of phenomena in order to take action aimed at containing the
damage or preventing the occurrence of the damage as much as possible (He et al., 2019).
Marketing efforts should be directed at monitoring negative online word-of-mouth
deriving from unsatisfied consumers, either to prevent retentions and managing outages
aimed at maintaining a good online reputation, strengthening leadership, organisational
readiness and public relations management (Williams and Buttle, 2014). Additionally,
companies should act on the best management of their brand reputation, especially in
digital channels, leveraging on one hand the guarantee of security, and on the other hand
on more emotional storytelling. A fundamental rule is not to give the impression of
wanting to take advantage of the situation: many brands could seem ‘opportunistic’ with
their communication campaigns, their corporate messages, their advertisements.
Marketers and managers must try to understand the uncomfortable situation being
experienced by consumers, trying to get closer to them, not by using humorous tones, but
rather by expressing their social role. As demonstrated by the crises previously faced, the
companies that maintained a constant dialogue in these phases with their consumers were
then the first to start again, with increases in terms of market share and loyalty (Abimbola
et al.,, 2010; Balmer and Greyser, 2009). Communicating the business presence to the
consumers, even through non-traditional channels such as online and in difficult
situations — such as in the recent pandemic emergency — is a positive message to convey,
which can help to increase brand perceptions.

5 General discussions and conclusions

Effective digital strategies should involve a deep understanding of a more complex and
competitive environment in which challenges increase everyday due to continuous
interactive and online behaviour, involving many different forms of digital presence.
Indeed in the e-trade scenario the continuous convergence of online and offline channel
according the omnichannel paradigm is increasing urgent (Amatulli et al., 2021). The
internet is the ‘network of networks’, as a set of computer systems scattered all over the
world and connected to each other, which can be accessed by thousands of users to
exchange binary information of various types, enabling a virtual life based on the online
channel provided by digital technologies. Such transformation expands internet
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opportunities as part of them, together with new emerging technologies, providing online
tools, platforms and systems. The ease of access is extremely simple, and for the
consumers, it embodies a sense of maximum power and freedom to search for
information and move his/her life online, as a sort of a virtual alter-ego. Digital
transformation promotes freedom: Everyone can say what he or she wants, without any
censorship, and no regime can block thought. Online users can manage everything, from
reservations to purchases, without moving from home, without queuing, limiting any
waste of time, which, in a society where time is increasingly precious, is a priceless
achievement. Technology has evolved by removing filters and brakes on publication.
Importantly, in digital marketing activities, the entire executive committee of a company
must be involved. In an era of constant change, a proactive and adaptable culture is an
important corporate asset and chief information officers (CIOs) play a central role
together with marketers and managers in establishing the right mindset and practices to
be adopted (Pigni et al., 2002). The creation of economic value has shifted over the last
few decades, from individual contributions of individual companies and corporate roles
to the co-creation of value in complex service ecosystems (Skalén et al., 2015). The
interactions are not circumscribed among the figures directly involved in the management
of platforms and online tools (managers, marketers, CIOs). Indeed, considering the topics
that emerged from our literature review, further efforts in practical terms must be oriented
towards the paradigm of co-creation, allowing companies and their consumers to create
value through mutual interaction in a joint, collaborative, concurrent, peer-like process of
producing new value (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014). In this scenario, digital technologies
might become a fundamental activating factor providing instruments able to sustain
co-creating value processes: The new value propositions must be evaluated from the
point of view of creating consumer value, by recognising their centrality and their
evergrowing new roles and behaviours as emerging from the provided insight. Moreover,
the current world is information-intensive, and therefore the ability to generate, manage
and spread knowledge deriving from collected information is the real discriminant. The
information has become the commodity ‘par excellence’ which allows systems to support
accumulation processes: consumers, directly and indirectly, determine the production,
establish the success and vitality of the online communities that brings thousands of
people around a certain topic or interests, thus inspiring marketers actions. Digital
technologies may be useful in guiding and increasing knowledge management, making it
useful to transform it into appropriate strategic decisions. Classifying the emerging
opportunities and problems according to the activities suggested by the RACE framework
(and its consumer-centric orientation), allowed for the correlation of them to strategies
generally adopted by digital marketers in order to shed light on elements that are
probably not always considered. Thus, new strategic management and marketing trends
emerge, which will be increasingly important in the future, letting companies concentrate
more and more on online experiences. Additionally, companies will be increasingly
interested in encouraging the creation of new knowledge, through communication,
exchange, and integration of skills. Companies can choose to approach these new
phenomena, reading, understanding, and interpreting them, thus researching, and
identifying new advantages and opportunities to adapt the organisation to a model that
can fully exploit these phenomena. The provided insights suggest considering further
variables in traditional digital marketing strategies and activities to be implemented. For
instance, knowledge about consumers could be increased by an attentive data analysis
aimed to sage their online behaviour in order to provide hyper-customised product in the
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online world too. However, as for the collected data increase, marketers and managers
could not act without consider the increasing ethical and privacy concerns’ in online
interaction, despite consumers seems to be more proness in accepting the sharing of
personal data and privacy concerns being less voiced than in the past, because aware that
this is a prerogative to access modern services (e.g., in Gutierrez et al.,, 2019).
Interestingly, about personalisation, our research could lead future marketing research
and practice by suggesting how the online contents could be more receptive in proposing
and trading some products difficult to place in traditional offline markets, as for the
embarrassing products (Dahl et al, 2001) that could not be mitigated by
more-anonymous packaging (e.g., for condoms, some acne cream, hemorrhoid cream,
and lice shampoo). Finally, the online presence transition allows — due to the technology
usefulness — a constant monitoring of online negative word-of-mouth, (e.g., on social
media) through penetrating social media marketing activities, (e.g., Yan et al., 2016), and
improved customer services activities thank to technological advances in terms of
artificial intelligence for shopping, (e.g., Nagy and Hajdd, 2021; Sestino and De Mauro,
2021), chat-bot, (e.g., De Cosmo et al., 2021), or through the pervasive introduction of
smart object in reducing the gap between the online and offline world (e.g., Sestino
et al., 2020; Verhoef et al., 2015).

Marketers and manager could consider our increased knowledge about the RACE
framework, to discover new possible strategies to be undertaken. Indeed, we also
contribute to digital marketing, e-trade commerce, and online consumer behaviour
literature by shedding light on new promising topics that could led future research. Future
marketing and management strategies based on digital-made knowledge should be
focused on usability, accessibility, sustainability, and responsibility, considering quality
content, maximum subsidiarity, evaluations, and alliances designed for consumers in
strengthening online digital relationships.
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