Showrooming and morality: Price-matching policy in retailing and its managerial implications
Abstract
Purpose – We are observing a significant transformation driven by the advancement of innovative technologies and their integration into consumer markets. Such developments have entailed changes to consumers’ in-store shopping experiences, whereby showrooming activities have been reshaping their decision making. Meanwhile, smart shopping affords consumers more accessible and productive decision making where commercial organizations facilitate timely business strategies to capture potential customers. This research draws on the innovation failure and knowledge management theories, investigating the impact of price perceptions and moral values on consumers’ purchase intentions in showrooming.
Design/methodology/approach – Across four experimental studies with different consumer groups, we provide evidence for the joint effect of product price variation and consumers’ morality on in-store purchase intentions.
Findings – We showed that price variation shapes consumers’ purchase intentions to the extent that, increasingly, price variation is positively associated with out-of-store purchase intentions, but this influence varies in the presence of price matching. When a price-matching policy is offered, this joint effect is amplified as consumers’ inferred motive is negative toward the retailer’s policy. In the case of high price variation in the marketplace, price outweighs morality in forming a purchase decision.
Originality/value – In terms of consumer morality, when consumers recognize retailers’ fair price policies, they reward those retailers by choosing them to complete their purchases in-store. We further support that consumers are likely to respond favorably to the salesperson’s polite attitude. Our findings also contribute to the broader literature on dynamic capabilities by highlighting how retailers adapt pricing strategies in response to consumer morality and behavior. These insights align with innovation learning frameworks, where corrective pricing strategies serve as responses to prior mismatches in consumer expectations.
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Introduction 
Showrooming behavior is known as the seamless omnichannel customer experience and has been widely employed by both consumers and retailers (Kuksov and Liao, 2018). A simple interpretation of showrooming activities is that some consumers choose to experience the products in brick-and-mortar stores followed by transactions completed via online or alternative digital channels (Nicoli et al., 2022). In the literature, several factors are documented to drive consumers’ showrooming activities such as personalized pricing (Seele et al., 2021), technology-assisted retailing (Ajayi et al., 2023), price-matching alternatives (Zeng and Hou, 2022), and price competition seeking. Consequently, omnichannel retailers strive to offer an optimized strategy to overcome showrooming threats as consumers pursue a seamless experience via multiple channels (Heitz-Spahn et al., 2024).  
Generally, consumers switch channels due to the need to find a product or service at a lower price. Meanwhile, the crucial influence of product price on consumers’ purchase behavior has been reported in market research (Hsieh and Lathifah, 2023). Competitors and alternative retail channels have inspired price variation wherein consumers frequently find a difference between anticipated price and actual price (Grewal and Marmorstein, 1994). Moreover, perceived price variation continuously drives consumers to search costs and make determinant considerations before completing their transactions (Heidhues and Kőszegi, 2008). In essence, some retailers follow price-matching policy across different promotion channels to meet consumers’ satisfaction as misleading pricing often drives negative attitudes towards prompt purchases. Similarly, recent scholarship strengthens the need for responsible pricing strategies that retailers should facilitate (Gielens, 2023). 
Besides product price, consumers follow their moral principles in purchase decision making. In the showrooming context, consumers may experience a dilemma when deciding whether to buy in-store or online, particularly if they depend extensively on smartphones during store visits. Morality is established on a different foundation, especially for consumers, where a broader moral principle underlies how an individual regards the care/harm and fairness involved prior to purchasing an item. Furthermore, individual consumers may perceive morality differently due to their unique values, brands, and perhaps preferences when considering distinct product attributes. A morality-based message plays an effective role in driving consumers’ awareness toward ethical and sustainable conducts; moreover, retailers are seen to be reinforcing their moral image during product/service promotion. 
Although consumers’ awareness of price variation and the adoption of price-matching policies have become increasingly prevalent, there remains limited scholarly investigation into whether such policies stimulate or discourage in-store purchases. Drawing on innovation failure theory, we suggest that price-matching initiatives may fail to achieve their intended effect if they are poorly aligned with consumer expectations or if the perceived benefits are outweighed by complexity, confusion, or distrust in retailers’ practices. Besides, we observe another underlying gap that consumers’ moral identity implicitly shapes their attitudes, which subsequently drive dynamic purchasing behaviors, thereby influencing whether such policies succeed or falter in practice.
Based on the above, this paper answers a recent research call to address moral consumption behavior in the marketplace (Coffin and Egan-Wyer, 2022) by conducting four experiments with consumers who are experienced with omnichannel purchases. Given the salient performance of dynamic pricing in the omnichannel context, along with ongoing consumers’ awareness of becoming more moral, we investigate how the product price range and consumers’ morality are associated with their in-store purchase intentions, by considering the attitude of the store salespersons. Moreover, pricing-related research has generated a critical debate along with fierce competition from online shopping via multiple digital platforms, whilst moral consumers hold their own judgment or attitude towards in-store/online purchases. We additionally theorize that the role of salespersons is catalytic in the in-store product evaluation and purchase decision. Our findings offer a pioneering contribution in terms of pricing strategy and consumer morality that adhere to the latest omnichannel shopping patterns, providing suggestions for retailers on sustained marketing and business outlook.
Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development
Theoretical Grounds
This research refers to the innovation failure theory (Starbuck and Hedberg, 2001) as our theoretical vehicle to shape how omnichannel retailers strategically respond to negative consumer experience in the event of confronting misleading pricing strategy. It is not a new debate in retailing since business managers have strived to incorporate innovations in their pricing and promotion tactics (Grewal et al., 2011). The innovation exists in diverse formats including more focused communication, more targeted online users, technology-assisted retailing facilities, and dynamic pricing models. Hence, the sophisticated pricing inspires broader and more critical decision making. Subsequently, pricing-matching policy was introduced to alleviate these concerns. Taken together, we posit that omnichannel retailers attempt to eliminate pricing failure as pertaining to adaptive pricing strategy (Coccia, 2024). 
We also shed light on the knowledge management theory in the retailing business, enhancing in-depth insights into competitive advantages that omnichannel retailers can improve for greater success (Rana and Youn, 2024). Knowledge is widely recognised as a critical source of corporate power, yet responding effectively to rapidly changing marketing and consumer demands remains a significant challenge (Santoro et al., 2018). From a retailer’s standpoint, knowledge management encompasses a set of internal processes designed to enhance operational efficiency. From the consumer perspective, possessing a moderate level of price-related knowledge prior to visiting stores or engaging in online browsing has become a routine necessity. Theoretically, individual knowledge is shaped by values, norms, prior experiences, expert insights, and contextual information (Etori and Alilah, 2020). Consequently, exerting effective control over knowledge in pricing strategies requires considerable effort. Recent research further indicates that contemporary consumers have become increasingly knowledgeable through the widespread use of digital devices and continuous Internet browsing. Ultimately, the central aim of knowledge management is to foster mutual satisfaction for both retailers and consumers, particularly within the context of this study. 
Product price as a determinant of purchase decisions
Consumers typically seek to acquire preferred products at the most favourable price, often investing considerable effort in searching for lower-priced alternatives across omnichannel retail platforms (Diaz, 2013). For practitioners, it is essential to design and implement pricing policies that are contextually appropriate and perceived as beneficial by both buyers and sellers (Garg and Nazerzadeh, 2022). Marketing scholars further contend that price variation is a rational practice and should be adjusted over time to align with evolving consumer expectations. However, the decision-making process may become prolonged, particularly when consumers face complex omnichannel options and must evaluate both price-related and non-price-related information. In the showrooming context, consumers often discover that their desired product is available at a significantly lower price from alternative retailers, prompting them to complete the purchase either online or at a different physical store. Conversely, when the price differential is minimal, consumers are more inclined to purchase in-store, as the convenience and immediacy of the transaction outweigh the additional time and effort required to buy from an external source. This leads to our first hypothesis:
[bookmark: _Hlk149213604]H1: Low (High) price variation increases (decreases) in-store purchase intentions.
Moral identity in purchase decisions
[bookmark: _Hlk149213616]The role of morality as a driver of purchase decisions is at a nascent stage of investigation. Consumers follow their personal moral principles in their decision-making and purchase behavior. Conceptually, Carrington and Neville (2016, p. 24) defined the term ‘moral consumption’ as ‘an internalised and individualised condition [that] maintains the belief in the consumer as a sovereign actor with the power – and thus the responsibility – to change the system and the world through moral consumption choice’. Similarly, organizations consider moral legitimacy as a key criterion to impact societal judgments, as retailers increase their profit while following their personal ethical beliefs (Coffin and Egan-Wyer, 2022). It is acknowledged that individuals construct personal standards of moral perception and behavioural conduct, which guide their responses when making branding-related choices (Gamliel et al., 2013). We further contend that consumers’ moral judgments can foster brand loyalty and encourage the dissemination of positive word-of-mouth in favour of ethically oriented retailers. Conversely, when consumers perceive a retailer’s pricing policy as either fair or unjust, their behavioural responses are shaped in accordance with these moral evaluations. Thus, we hypothesize:
H2: Morality is associated with in-store purchase intentions. 
Purchase decisions as a function of product price and moral identity
Both price and morality are influential determinants of purchase intentions; however, the relative strength of their impact on consumer decision-making remains inconclusive. Even modest price variations can sway purchasing behavior, as evidenced by consumers suspending subscriptions to platforms such as Netflix in response to inflation-related surcharges. For high-value products, even a small variation (e.g., 5%) may represent a substantial financial burden. Recent economic pressures, such as inflation and the cost-of-living crisis, have heightened consumer sensitivity to price changes, significantly shaping shopping patterns and decision-making processes (Breinlich et al., 2021). Retailers have responded by adjusting in-store and online prices more frequently, though such practices inevitably introduce greater price variation and raise ethical considerations. Consumer decisions are thus often grounded in a trade-off between potential savings and searching costs. Some buyers also seek price-matching options, particularly during seasonal promotional campaigns. In parallel, technological advancements—including the Internet of Things and social media—have radically transformed product search behaviors in digital marketplaces. Through smartphones and wearable devices, consumers can instantly compare competitors’ prices. For higher-priced products, individuals are likely to devote more time to pre-purchase research, which, in turn, may result in less predictable decision-making (Damay, 2018). 
Consumers then become more knowledgeable with less effort, and they can make better judgments by considering price elasticity in the market. As the cost of product search varies in different marketplaces, it is worth investigating how consumers respond to price variation. They can search for and evaluate a product at a retailer; alternatively, they may search online and find the same product at 5%, 10%, or even 15% cheaper—or overpriced. In the case of overpricing, it is possible that, as consumers are conscious of reference price points (Choi and Mattila, 2018; Rahmani and Kordrostami, 2023), they will consider the price unfair and the retailer dishonest. This discussion suggests the following two hypotheses:
H3: Morality is associated with in-store purchase intentions in low compared to high price variations. 
H4: Morality is not associated with in-store purchase intentions when purchasing expensive products.
Showrooming and salespersons

Showroomers are observed interacting with store salespersons during a brick-and-mortar visit. While some consumers may develop loyalty and satisfaction when salespersons display a positive attitude (Wang et al., 2024), others may perceive diminished value in salesperson interactions due to their own prior knowledge of products and prices (Rapp et al., 2015). Despite this tension, salespersons retain influence: their negotiation skills, transparency, and attitude can meaningfully affect consumer evaluations and intentions (Fergurson et al., 2021). 
The interaction, however, is inherently moral. Consumers and salespersons often pursue conflicting goals—consumers seek the best deal, whereas salespersons aim to secure immediate purchase. Reciprocity theory suggests that consumers who benefit from salesperson assistance feel an obligation to reciprocate, typically through purchase behaviour (Jung et al., 2021). Yet, the strength of this reciprocity depends not only on price conditions but also on consumers’ moral identity. For consumers with a strong moral orientation, salesperson politeness signals fairness, respect and prosocial intent. When the price variation between in-store and online channels is small, these consumers are more likely to reciprocate politeness with purchase, as the modest financial sacrifice does not undermine their sense of fairness. Conversely, when the price variation is substantial, even polite treatment may not outweigh perceptions of economic unfairness. In this case, moral consumers may resist purchase, interpreting high prices as a violation of distributive justice. 
Impolite behavior introduces a different dynamic. Moral consumers are particularly sensitive to violations of fairness norms; impoliteness signals disrespect and undermines trust in the exchange. Under low price variation, they may withhold purchase as a form of moral sanction, despite the relatively minor cost difference. Under high price variation, impolite behaviour compounds both social and economic unfairness, making moral consumers especially unwilling to transact. Taken together, we anticipate that moral consumers evaluate both interpersonal fairness (polite vs. impolite conduct) and economic fairness (low vs. high price variation). Their purchase decisions reflect not just rational cost–benefit calculations but also moral judgments about whether the salesperson and retailer have behaved fairly in the interaction. Thus: 
H5a: Salespersons’ attitude is associated with in-store purchase intentions.
H5b: Polite (impolite) salespersons’ attitude will increase (decrease) in-store purchase intentions in low (high) price variation for customers with high (low) morality. 
Building on the theoretical premises and hypothesized relationships outlined above, Figure 1 presents a visual representation of the proposed research model. The diagram delineates the various structural paths linking the focal constructs and makes explicit both the direct and indirect effects embedded within the model’s architecture. 
[image: A diagram of a model
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Figure 1 Conceptual Model
Direct effect: from morality to purchase intentions
Mediation pathways: via inferred motive, salesperson attitude and smart shopping
Moderation: the influence of price variation on the mediating variables, and cheap vs. expensive products on in-store purchase intention.
Experimental design and overall studies
Study 1
We present an informative summary of experiment studies including the study purpose, participant information, and experiment procedures (see Appendix 1). Study 1 examines how the competitors’ product price variations (H1) and consumers’ morality (H2) are associated with purchase intentions by considering the salespersons’ attitude (H5a, H5b). Besides the role of morality across different product price variations, we focus on the salesperson’s role in the shopping scenario and whether the salesperson comes across as polite or impolite. Participants’ information is presented in Appendix 2 and specific measurement scales of constructs are exhibited in Appendix 3. All appendices are attached in the Supplementary Material document.
Manipulation checks and results
Manipulation checks were completed before undertaking further analysis. Moreover, we first manipulated the price variation by asking participants to rate their perception of price variation (e.g., ‘How different do you find the price in the other store compared to this store?’)  on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = not at all different, 7 = extremely different) upon reading the shopping scenario. A one-way ANOVA confirmed the significant differences in perceived price variation across the three conditions (5%, 10%, 15%). Post-hoc Tukey HSD tests additionally indicated that all three levels of price variation were significantly different from one another (p<0.05). Second, we manipulated the salesperson attitude by inviting participants to rate the politeness of the salesperson (e.g., ‘The salesperson was polite and respectful’) on a seven-point Likert scale. An independent sample T-test verified that participants in the polite condition rated the salesperson as significantly more polite than those in the impolite condition (p<0.001). Both manipulation checks validated that participants perceived the experimental conditions as intended, ensuring the robustness of the manipulations.
We conducted multiple regression analyses to predict purchase intentions from price variation, moral identity, salesperson attitude, and their interactions. We examined (1) the two-way interaction between each dummy variable and centered moral identity and (2) the three-way interaction among the dummy variables, centered moral identity, and the salesperson attitude (dichotomous). We simultaneously entered their main effects as predictors with purchase intentions as the dependent variable. Figure 2 represents the interaction effect of moral identity and price variation on purchase intentions. The interaction is plotted to visually illustrate how moral identity’s impact on purchase intentions differs across the three levels of price variation (5%, 10%, 15%). 
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Figure 2 Interaction effect of moral identity and price variation on purchase intentions
Consistent with H5b, we found a significant three-way interaction among dummy1, moral identity, and salesperson attitude (β = .11, t(171) = 2 .42, p < 0.05), and among dummy2, moral identity, and salesperson attitude (β = .27, t(171) = 6.01, p < 0.001). To investigate the interaction in greater depth, we first focused on the polite salesperson condition and examined the impact of moral identity at each level of price variation. Slope analysis revealed that, under the 5% price variation (b = 1.49, t(84) = 7.22, p < .001), 10% price variation (b = 2.53, t(84) = 8.70, p < .001), and 15% price variation (b = 0.55, t(84) = 3.02, p < .01), moral identity is associated with purchase intentions. Similarly, we focused on the impolite salesperson condition and examined the influence of moral identity at each level of price variation. Slope analysis revealed that, under the 5% price variation (b = 0.74, t(84) = 8.62, p < .001) and the 10% price variation (b = 0.52, t(84) = 4.85, p < .001), the simple slopes were significant, whereas, in the 15% price variation, the simple slope was nonsignificant (b = 0.19, t(84) = 1.34, p > .05). This suggests that moral identity is not associated with purchase intentions in this condition. In sum, the slope for the 10% variation is higher than the other two groups in the polite salesperson condition, whereas the slope for the 5% variation is higher than the other two groups in the impolite condition. The slopes in the condition of the polite salesperson were higher compared to the impolite salesperson. 
The two-way interactions between dummy1 and moral identity (β = -.00, t(171) = -0.04, p > 0.05) and dummy2 and moral identity (β = -.02, t(171) = -0.36, p > 0.05) were not significant; thus, H3 is not supported. The main effects of dummy1 (β = .70, t(171) = 16.95, p < 0.001), dummy2 (β = .21, t(171) = 4.97, p < 0.001) [H1], moral identity (β = .25, t(171) = 3.4, p = 0.001) [H2], and salesperson attitude (β = .48, t(171) = 13.25, p < 0.001) [H5a] on purchase intentions were significant. A one-way between-groups ANOVA was conducted to further explore the impact of price variation on purchase intentions. The aim of this analysis was to identify the benchmark of price variation that triggers an in-store purchase. Participants were divided into three groups according to the price variation (i.e., group1: 5%, group2: 10%, and group3: 15%). There was a statistically significant difference (F(2, 177) = 54.30, p = 0.001), with a large effect size (i.e., 0.38) using eta squared. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean score for Group 1 (M = 3.85, SD = 1.96) was higher and significantly different both from Group 2 (M = 2.05, SD = 1.42) and Group 3 (M = 1.20, SD = 0.48). Group 2 and Group 3 also differed significantly. 
[bookmark: _Hlk149209270]The results of Study 1 verify the roles of price variation, morality, and salespersons’ attitude in the context of showrooming. Price variation is associated with in-store purchase intentions (H1 accepted) to the extent that increasingly higher product price variation (i.e., increasingly lower price out-of-store) increases out-of-store purchase intentions. Fewer participants in the 5% price variation condition showed their intention to buy the product from a competitor and not the one they were showrooming, compared to the 10% and 15% conditions, respectively. We also proved that morality is associated with in-store purchase intentions (H2 accepted). Individuals with high moral identity recognize the benefits of product evaluation in brick-and-mortar stores and respond by buying the product from that store mostly when the price variation is low (e.g., 5%) compared to high (e.g., 15%). The interaction effect of price variation and morality on purchase intentions was not supported in the study (H3 rejected). 
As for H3 rejection, we present alternative explanations as follows. Theoretically, from the perspective of boundary conditions of moral appeals, perhaps morality influences purchase intentions only under more extreme conditions (e.g., highly salient moral framing) or in domains other than pricing (e.g., product origin, sustainability). Practically, since moral factors did not vary by price difference, transparent pricing practices and everyday low-price strategies may be equally effective for moral-oriented campaigns. Finally, polite salespersons’ attitude increased purchase intentions in low price variation compared to impolite salespersons’ attitude for consumers with higher morality compared to those with lower morality.
Study 2
Price-matching policy
Price matching is a popular policy that retailers adopt in response to competition and, to increase their in-store sales, it promises to match a competitor’s price when customers find that they have a better price, especially targeting online retailing prices. Scholars have investigated whether such strategies influence consumers’ judgments about the product, the store quality, and the price (Kukar-Kinney and Walters, 2003). Consumers nowadays become aware of competitors’ price variations, so we expect that the presence of this policy is associated with their in-store purchase intentions. Stores that match a lower product price that consumers find in the market through the online search are likely to increase consumers’ in-store purchase intentions. However, despite the importance of this policy regarding monetary value, it influences consumers’ moral judgments as a component of the pre-purchase behavior. Study 2 extends the previous one by offering the price-matching policy as an attempt to increase the likelihood of in-store purchase. 
Results 
Contrary to our expectations (H5b), both three-way interactions—moral identity, dummy1, and salesperson attitude (β = -0.57, t(231) = -0.32, p = 0.75) and moral identity, dummy2, and salesperson attitude (β = -0.10, t(231) = -0.52, p = 0.60)—were not significant. The two-way interaction between moral identity and dummy1 was significant (β = 0.66, t(231) = -3.55, p < 0.001), whereas the two-way interaction between moral identity and dummy2 was not significant (β = -0.24, t(231) = -1.18, p = 0.24); thus, H3 was supported. To explore the significant two-way interaction, we examined the slopes of moral identity at each level of price variation. Slope analysis revealed that, under the 5% price variation (b = 1.06, t(234) = 12.00, p< 0.001), 10 % price variation (b = 0.13, t(234) = 1.39, p = 0.16), and 15% price variation (b = 0.43, t(234) = 3.05, p = 0.003), moral identity is associated with purchase intentions. The main effects of dummy1 (β = -0.44, t(231) = -4.53, p < 0.001) were significant and the effects of dummy2 (β = -0.19, t(231) = -1.91, p = 0.057) were marginally significant (H1); moral identity (β = -0.43, t(231) = 3.03, p = 0.003) was significant (H2), whereas the main effects of salesperson attitude (β = -0.01, t(231) = -0.10, p = 0.917) were not significant (H5a). A one-way between-groups ANOVA was conducted to explore the impact of price variation on levels of purchase intentions (H1). Similar to Study 1, we divided participants into three groups according to the price variation and we found a statistically significant difference at the p < .05 level in purchase intentions scores for the three groups (F(2, 237) = 9.14, p = 0.001). We found a small effect size (i.e., 0.07) using eta squared. Post-hoc comparisons indicated that the mean score for Group 1 (M = 5.65, SD = 0.92) was significantly different from both Group 2 (M = 5.97, SD = 0.80) and Group 3 (M = 6.18, SD = 0.61). Group 2 and Group 3 did not differ significantly (p = 0.24). 
Discussion
[bookmark: _Hlk149209575]Study 2 confirmed the effect of price variation and morality on purchase intentions, in the presence of price matching. The interaction effect of price variation and morality on purchase intentions was supported (H3) for the 5% condition. The slope for this condition is higher than the other two conditions (10% and 15%, respectively). Thus, consumers with high morality are more likely to make the purchase from the retailer that offers the product at a lower price even when the price variation is low, and not from the retailer that offers the price-matching policy. This suggests that moral consumers reward retailers who demonstrate fairness and transparency through direct price competitiveness, reinforcing the importance of distributive justice in moral decision-making. Finally, when price matching took place, we did not find any association between salesperson attitude and the purchase intentions (H5a). In the same vein, the three-way interaction between salesperson attitude, price variation, and morality was not significant (H5b). This finding highlights a critical boundary condition: price-matching policies appear to crowd out the influence of relational cues such as politeness. When consumers know that they can secure the lowest price regardless of interpersonal interactions, they may place less weight on the salesperson’s behavior, anchoring instead on the structural assurance provided by the price-matching guarantee. This also implies that retailers should carefully consider the sequencing and framing of information, if consumers are informed of price-matching policies early in the interaction, the added value of salesperson politeness may be attenuated.  
Study 3
Inferred motive as a mediator
A noteworthy finding of Study 2 is that the participants opted for out-of-store purchase even in the presence of a price-matching policy. We expected that they would buy from the store that they were showrooming as they do not sacrifice more money in terms of pricing, and the effort is minimal compared to the alternatives. To explain this phenomenon, we additionally considered the inferred motives and smart shopping parameters as explanatory dimensions. Besides the economic value of the price-matching policy, there are also ethical implications (Kukar-Kinney et al., 2007). On the one hand, retailers and salespersons assert that they have been rejected by in-store showroomers due to the price-driven and delivery factors offered by online competitors. In this case, consumers simply obtain the pre-purchasing evaluative knowledge and leave the shop without any purchases. On the other hand, store visitors hold sceptical views towards the fair pricing displayed in the shop, and they seem have acquired a stronger knowledge of product pricing in alternative channels. Consumers may consider these practices unethical and not customer-oriented as they identify the price difference themselves; and it is only after this recognition that the retailer offers the requested lower price. Such endeavors may give the impression that the retailer adopts the price-matching policy for its own benefits and maximizes profits at the expense of consumers (Su and Tian, 2023). As a result, the initial product prices are unfair and unjustified, and consumers may perceive that retailers take advantage of them. This unethical dimension may impact the moral dimension of the consumer who can be observed as behaving punitively toward the retailer by deciding not to buy in-store although the price is as low as that of the competition. We expect that this impact is stronger in low price variations, where the role of morality on purchase intention is stronger and the product price has a strong effect on intention. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:
[bookmark: _Hlk149213653]H6a: Morality decreases in-store purchase intentions via inferred motive in the showrooming context when price-matching policy is available.
H6b: Morality decreases in-store purchase intentions via inferred motive, to a greater degree, in low price variation (e.g., 5%) compared to high price variation (e.g., 15%) and in the showrooming context when price-matching policy is available.
Smart shopping as a mediator
Beyond consumers’ inferred motive toward the retailer, they may also use their shopping skills to maximize both monetary and psychological value during purchase decisions. Smart shopping is the propensity to spend much effort and time to buy products while maximizing savings (Mano and Elliot, 1997). Securing a product at a reduced or discounted price often generates a sense of achievement and moral gratification, as the purchase aligns with their personal values and principles. In this process, consumers may perceive themselves as “beating the system” through strategic use of their skills, such as engaging in price negotiations within the retail environment. Additionally, technologically adept shoppers increasingly leverage digital tools and applications to optimize information search, product evaluation, and payment experiences. Taking the link between morality and smart shopping into account, we anticipate that morality is associated with purchase intentions via smart shopping, and propose the following hypothesis:
[bookmark: _Hlk149213658]H7: Smart shopping mediates the effect of morality on purchase intentions.
Results
We repeated the same approach of Study 1 and 2 by creating a dummy variable for different price variation conditions. We further applied the mediation analysis to examine H6 and H7. The two-way interaction between moral identity and dummy1 was significant (β = 0.49, t(222) = 4.73, p < 0.001), whereas the two-way interaction between moral identity and dummy2 was not significant (β = 0.04, t(222) = 0.32, p > 0.05). To explore the significant two-way interaction, we examined the slopes of moral identity at each level of price variation. Slope analysis revealed that, under the 5% price variation (b = 0.91, t(222) = 12.50, p < .0001), 10% price variation (b = 0.46, t(222) = 4.37, p < .0001), and 15% price variation (b = 0.43, t(222) = 6.43, p < .001), moral identity is more closely associated with purchase intentions in low price variation compared to high price variation. The main effects of dummy1 (β = -0.98, t(222) = -6.93, p < 0.001), dummy2 (β = -0.31, t(222) = -2.16, p = .03), and moral identity (β = 0.43, t(222) = 5.29, p < 0.001) were all significant. A one-way between-groups ANOVA was conducted to explore the impact of price variation on levels of purchase intentions. Participants were divided into three groups according to the price variation (i.e., group1: 5%, group2: 10%, and group3: 15%). There was a statistically significant difference at the p < .05 level in purchase intention scores for the three groups (F(2, 225) = 17.30, p = 0.001). Post-hoc comparisons indicated that the mean score for Group 1 (M = 4.66, SD = 1.69) was significantly different both from Group 2 (M = 5.51, SD = 1.15) and Group 3 (M = 5.83, SD = 0.82). Group 2 and Group 3 did not differ significantly (p = 0.28). 
Mediation analysis testing of inferred motive. We focused on the association of moral identity with purchase intentions via the inferred motive (H6a). Using Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS macro (model 4: 5000 bootstraps), we found that this indirect effect was significant— ab = .32, SE = .05, 95% CI [.23; .44]. In support of this hypothesis, moral identity increased out-of-store purchase intentions by enhancing inferred motive.
Moderated mediation analysis of inferred motive across price variations. We used PROCESS macro to test the indirect effect of moral identity on purchase intentions via inferred motive, conditional upon price variation (model 8: 5000 bootstraps). As the moderator is categorical with three conditions, we ran three separate analyses, one for each price variation. We suppose that it is necessary to assess the interaction effect of moral identity at each distinct level of price variation. Such an approach enabled the exploration of how the motive varies across these discrete conditions. Furthermore, it reinforces the clarity of the study in that it explicitly showcases more nuanced interpretation of how morality operates differently under varying economic contexts. Moreover, this approach isolates the effects, thereby reducing the complexity that might arise if all levels were included in a single omnibus test, which could obscure significant relationships at individual levels. We adhered to Hayes’ (2013) recommendations for moderated mediation analysis when the moderator is a categorical variable. For the respondents to whom a 5% price variation was suggested, the moral identity increased out-of-store purchase intentions via inferred motive—ab = .43, SE = .10, 95% CI [.26; .68]. For the respondents to whom a 10% price variation was suggested, moral identity increased out-of-store purchase intentions via inferred motive—ab = .21, SE = .08, 95% CI [.08; .40]. For the respondents to whom a 15% price variation was suggested, the moral identity increased out-of-store purchase intentions via inferred motive—ab = .12, SE = .04, 95% CI [.05; .20].
Mediation analysis testing of the smart shopper. For the purpose of this analysis, we focused on the effect of moral identity on purchase intentions via the smart shopper.  We found that this indirect effect was not significant - ab = .01, SE = .03, 95% CI [.04; .04]. Moral identity is associated with purchase intentions but not by enhancing the smart-shopper dimension. Study 3 confirmed the previous two studies. We also found that the morality is associated with purchase intentions via the inferred motive. Morality augmented the inferred motive and thereby decreased in-store purchases. Finally, the indirect effect of morality on purchase intentions was not enhanced by smart shopping.
Study 4
We examined the effect of price variation and morality on purchase intentions when the product is rather expensive (approximately GBP 3,000) across three different price variation conditions. We anticipated that moral identity would not enhance purchase intentions for expensive products where the price variation converted to monetary sacrifice became substantially higher compared to the previous experimental designs. 
Results
Following the same analytical procedures, we examined the two-way interaction between each dummy variable and centered moral identity while simultaneously entering their main effects as predictors in the analysis, using purchase intention as the dependent variable. The two-way interactions between moral identity and dummy1 (β = 0.11, t(174) = 0.74, p > 0.05) and between the moral identity and dummy2 were not significant (β = 0.05, t(174) = 0.29, p > 0.05). Similarly, the main effects of dummy1 (β = -0.06, t(174) = -0.32, p > 0.05), dummy2 (β = -0.01, t(174) = -0.06, p > 0.05) [H1], and moral identity (β = -0.11, t(174) = -0.94, p > 0.05) [H4] were not significant. Therefore, morality is not associated with purchase intentions of expensive products. In the same vein, the monetary sacrifice as a fraction of the price variation is substantial for expensive products, in which case consumers opt not to buy in-store. Participants were divided into three groups according to the price variation (i.e., group1: 5%, group2: 10%, and group3: 15%). There was a nonsignificant difference in purchase intention scores for the three groups (F(2, 177) = 0.07, p = 0.936). Group 1 (M = 6.00, SD = 1.03), Group 2 (M = 6.05, SD = 1.02), and Group 3 (M = 6.07, SD = 1.10) did not differ significantly (p > 0.94 in all cases). The results of Study 4 are consistent with H4. As we expected, even in the case of a 5% price variation, which means that the product is available at another retailer for GBP 150 less than the store that they showroomed, moral identity does not influence the final purchase decision. The same stands for both 10% and 15% conditions. In all cases, the respondents indicated their preference to purchase the product at the store that offers a lower price, indicating that price variation is not important for expensive products. 
Conclusions and Implications
Our holistic findings demonstrate that price variation influences consumers’ purchase intentions to the extent that, increasingly, price variation is positively associated with out-of-store purchase intentions, but this influence varies in the presence of price matching policies. Similarly, consumers’ morality is associated with purchase intentions; when they recognize retailers’ fair price policies, they reward those retailers by completing transactions in-store. Furthermore, when consumers visit retail venues to interact and collect information about products/services, they are likely to respond favorably to the salesperson’s polite attitude via a purchase. Finally, our results extend recent research suggesting that when frontline salespersons solicit favors, consumers often perceive in-store negotiations as an opportunity to derive personal benefit. Contrary to our expectations, H7 was not supported even considering a price-matching policy. A possible explanation is that consumers interested in smart shopping may wish to explore the market first, gather as much information as possible, identify any in-store promotions among the competitors, and then proceed with the purchase. Therefore, omnichannel retailing and smart-shopping practices have enhanced consumers’ skills of multitasking, searching, and evaluating purchase decisions without channel or time restrictions. In the first three of our studies, the shopping scenario involved the purchase of a durable good (i.e., washing machine) at a medium price. In Study 4, we found that for relatively expensive products, both price variation and morality were not associated with purchase intentions (H4 is accepted). We summarize that, even a seemingly small price variation of 5% represents a substantial monetary sacrifice for consumers, leading both high- and low-morality individuals to prefer purchasing from the retailer offering the lowest price.
Drawing on our findings, several theoretical contributions emerge. This research complements the literature on innovation failure and strategic responsiveness, showing how retailers dynamically recalibrate pricing strategies in response to real-time consumer feedback, thereby aligning with the principles of knowledge-driven adaptation and knowledge management. We contend that even highly knowledgeable consumers actively seek external support to secure fairly priced transactions across multiple channels. Meanwhile, they strategically employ different devices to access real-time pricing information, thereby facilitating more informed and timely decision-making. Moreover, we borrow the innovation failure theory from a broader lens to address how consumers were misled by inconsistent pricing strategies across fair and premium products in real shopping scenarios. In the showrooming domain, omnichannel retailers must cope with consumer demand by integrating price-matching policies across channels. Such integration not only safeguards consumers’ knowledge but also fosters greater willingness to complete purchases promptly.
Our research offers managerial implications. First, consumers should be informed about the price-matching across all purchasing channels. Contemporary consumers often report feelings of confusion and even price deception when encountering discrepancies between online and in-store price, with showroomers expressing disappointment upon discovering such variation after online browsing. Omnichannel retailers may clearly communicate consistent price-matching policies across platforms. Such transparency reduces consumers’ search costs (time and money) to complete more immediate purchases. In turn, this practice mitigates miscommunication, enhances the overall shopping experience, and can foster stronger loyalty toward retailers or shopping malls. Importantly, when showroomers are offered price-matching policies, they become more inclined to finalize in-store purchases promptly. Second, retailers must differentiate their pricing strategies from those of competitors to maintain balance across online and offline marketplaces. In today’s retail environment, many merchants offer identical products with only marginally varying prices, a phenomenon that manifests both across competitors and between channels. Such variations, however, can shape consumers’ moral judgments, reinforcing their perceptions of fairness in relation to price-matching policies and, in some cases, discouraging in-store purchases. Retailers should proactively communicate this policy to create positive rather than negative perceptions. For example, if they follow a high pricing policy across all the product categories available in the store and they offer a price-matching policy, consumers may perceive that the retailer aims to dominate in the long run and monopolize the market. It is worth further investigating consumers’ perceptions of this policy in case they were already aware of its availability or became aware of it at the beginning of their store visit. Furthermore, we hold that, if one consumer acknowledges the price-matching policy and benefits prior to a brick-and-mortar store visit, they will develop a more positive and motivated perception towards the retailer. Last, our findings draw attention to the personalization engines informed by moral profiles. Retailers can harness customer‐level AI profiling to identify shoppers with pronounced moral identities (e.g., based on past purchase data) and deliver them tailored recommendations for ethically aligned products. This can boost relevance and match moral appeals to the most receptive audiences. 
This empirical research, however, contains certain limitations that invite future exploration. First, in the shopping scenario, we omitted some peripheral factors that may be important when shopping in marketplaces. For instance, we did not account for delivery options offered by competing retailers. Consumers imagined buying a washing machine, which is a bulky, heavy product; their evaluations may be altered for an easy-to-carry product. Future scholars may examine different types and sizes of product purchases, perhaps leading to less or more time for the evaluation process. A related limitation arises from our reliance on consumers’ purchase intentions rather than actual transactional behavior. As intentions do not always translate into real-time purchases, their predictive validity may be limited. This highlights the need for future research to examine sales-oriented outcomes that more accurately capture the implications of omnichannel shopping. Second, our scenario did not consider the morality of the product itself. Future studies should identify morality through pre-testing products that are high (e.g., environmental) versus low (e.g., socially harmless) on morality, and investigate the relevance of morality on purchase intentions. Given the growing ubiquity of digital devices, it is crucial to examine how consumers’ behavior evolve and to identify the heuristics that they employ to decompose the complex shopping environment and facilitate decision-making. Finally, our research primarily contributes cognitive insights by examining consumers’ moral identity at the individual trait level, while situational influences may have been underexplored. For instance, consumers from lower-income backgrounds may be reluctant to enact moral considerations, thereby postponing or avoiding in-store purchases. Conversely, consumers engaging in retail therapy may take more time to balance trade-offs between product pricing and shopping experience. Future research could therefore extend this inquiry by contrasting trait-based morality with situationally induced moral responses, some interpretive understanding of hidden drivers of morality also worths further investigation. 
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Supplementary Material
Appendix 1: Experiment Design & Scenarios 
	Study & Constructs 
	Participants Information 
	Experiment Scenarios & Procedures

	Study 1
Product price variation (H1) & consumers’ morality (H2) on purchase intention, while considering the salespersons’ attitude (polite vs. impolite) (H5a, H5b) 
	Data collected from 180 undergraduates enrolled in a retail marketing class of a British university. 
Young consumers are suitable for accomplishing research objectives. 
	We used a mixed design, with morality as a continuous variable and price variation (5%, 10%, 15%) and salesperson attitude (polite, impolite) as between-subject variables. We randomly assigned participants to condition: 
“You have decided to buy a washing machine in the price range of £300–£400. Imagine that you are visiting a large department store (e.g., John Lewis) to look for washing machines. A polite (i.e., being mannerly, courteous, and respectful) [vs. impolite (i.e., not being mannerly, courteous, and respectful)] John Lewis salesperson spends half an hour [vs. a few minutes] talking to you about the merits (advantages/disadvantages) of various washing machines, explaining their features, usage, and prices. After weighing up the pros and cons of various products, you zero in on a certain washer. The salesperson walks away to give you some privacy. You have your personal smartphone with you with online access, and you can use it to search online for products”.
We developed six versions of the core questionnaire to use depending on the condition. Subsequently, we assessed purchase intentions by asking participants to respond (1 = strongly agree, 7 = strongly disagree) to the following statement: ‘I proceeded to buy the washing machine in a different store after an online search using my smartphone, as I found it 5% [vs. 10% or 15%] cheaper than buying the washing machine in that department store’ (John Lewis). 
After validating the manipulation checks, we created two dummy variables: one assigned the value of 1 for the 5% price variation; the second assigned the value of 1 for the 10% price variation. We treated the 15% price variation as the referent.  

	Study 2 extended Study 1 by offering the price-matching policy and detecting the in-store purchase intentions (H3). 
	A research assistant collected data from visitors (n=240) in a large shopping mall. 
	Participants filled out the moral identity scale (α = 0.86, M = 5.88, SD = 0.68). We randomly assigned participants to condition:
“You have decided to buy a washing machine in the price range of £300–£400. Imagine that you are visiting a large department store (e.g., John Lewis) to look for washing machines. A polite (i.e., being mannerly, courteous, and respectful) [vs. impolite (i.e., not being mannerly, courteous, and respectful)] John Lewis salesperson spends half an hour [vs. a few minutes] talking to you about the merits (advantages/disadvantages) of various washing machines, explaining their features, usage, and prices. After weighing the pros and cons of various products, you zero in on a certain washer. The salesperson walks away to give you some privacy. You have your personal smartphone with you with online access, and you use it to search online for products. You find the same product available from another retailer at 5% [vs. 10% or 15%] cheaper. You return to the salesperson and share that information with him/her. After confirming the reliability of your argument, the salesperson then informs you that, since you found another retailer offering the product 5% [vs. 10% or 15%] cheaper, John Lewis is happy to offer the product at the same price. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statement: ‘I proceeded to buy the washing machine from the other retailer instead of buying the washing machine in that store’ (John Lewis)”.
We followed multiple regression analysis and created two dummy variables for the 5%, 10%, 15% price variations. We examined the two-way interaction between each dummy variable and centered moral identity, as well as the three-way interaction among each dummy variable, the centered moral identity, and the salesperson attitude (dichotomous), while entering their main effects as predictors, with purchase intentions being the dependent variable. 

	Study 3 took morality and smart shopping into account, measuring mediating effects of inferred motive (H6a, H6b) and smartphone shopping (H7). 
	A research assistant collected data from visitors (n=228) in a large shopping mall.
	We used a mixed methods design with moral identity as a continuous variable and price variation (5%, 10%, 15%) as a between-subject variable. We did not include salesperson attitude. We randomly assigned 76 participants to the 5%, 10%, and 15% conditions. 
Participants filled out the moral identity scale (α = 0.92, M = 5.22, SD = 1.37) and the smart-shopper scale (α = 0.88, M = 4.94, SD = 1.43), following scenario was explained: 
“You have decided to buy a washing machine in the price range of £300–£400. Imagine that you are visiting a large department store (e.g., John Lewis) to look for washing machines. A John Lewis salesperson spends half an hour talking to you about the merits (advantages/disadvantages) of various washing machines, explaining their features, usage, and prices. After weighing the pros and cons of various products, you zero in on a certain washer. The salesperson walks away to give you some privacy. You have your personal smartphone with you with online access, and you use it to search online for products. You find the same product available at another retailer 5% [vs. 10% or 15%] cheaper. You return to the salesperson and share that information with him/her. After confirming the reliability of your argument, the salesperson then informs you that, since you found another retailer offering the product 5% cheaper, John Lewis is happy to offer the product at the same price. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements: ‘I proceeded to buy the washing machine in the other retailer instead of buying the washing machine in that store’ (John Lewis)”.
Additionally, the interred retailer’s motive was measured through seven-point Likert-scale (α = 0.91, M = 5.18, SD = 1.32).

	Study 4 examined the causal relationships between variables when purchasing expensive product (without the price-matching policy)
	A research assistant collected data from visitors (n=180) in a large shopping mall.
	Participants filled out the moral identity scale (α = 0.90, M = 5.90, SD = 1.10), given the following scenario:
“You have decided to buy a washing machine for the price of approximately £3,000. Imagine that you are visiting a large department store (e.g., John Lewis) to look for washing machines. A John Lewis salesperson spends half an hour talking to you about the merits (advantages/disadvantages) of various washing machines, explaining their features, usage, and prices. After weighing the pros and cons of various products, you zero in on a certain washer. The salesperson walks away to give you some privacy. You have your personal smartphone with you with online access, and you can use it to search online for products”. we further assessed their purchase intentions by asking “I proceeded to buy the washing machine in a different store after an online search using my smartphone, as I found it 5% [vs. 10% or 15%] cheaper instead of buying the washing machine in that department store”. 



Appendix 2: Study Participants 
	Experiment 
	Participants 
	Gender Distribution 
	Age Range
	Sampling targets
	Price Variation 

	Study 1
	180
	98 female, 82 male
	19-25 (M = 20.89, SD = 1.60)
	Undergraduate students
	5%, 10%, 15%

	Study 2
	240
	115 female, 125 male
	18-45 (M = 28.01, SD = 9.29)
	Mall visitors
	5%, 10%, 15%

	Study 3
	228
	113 female, 115 male
	18-50 (M = 31.40, SD = 11.93)
	Mall visitors
	5%, 10%, 15%

	Study 4
	180
	87 female, 93 male
	19-63 (M = 32.47, SD = 12.39)
	Mall visitors
	5%, 10%, 15%



Appendix 3: Measurement Scales 
	Measurement Scales of Constructs (adopted from)
	Items 
	Metrics 

	Moral Identity (Aquino and Reed, 2002) measures participants’ sense of moral identity.

Instruction: participants were asked to rate how important the following traits are to their self-concept.
	1. Caring 
2. Compassionate
3. Fair 
4. Friendly
5. Generous
6. Helpful
7. Hardworking
8. Honest 
9. Kind 
10. Trustworthy 
	Seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)

moral identity score (α = 0.88, M = 5.88, SD = 0.72).

	Smart Shopping (Mano and Elliot, 1997) measures the extent to which participants engage in behaviors to maximize shopping value. 
	1. I enjoy finding bargains when shopping.
2. It’s important for me to get the best price for a product.
3. I often compare prices before making a purchase.
4. I consider myself a smart shopper.
	Seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)

	Purchase Intentions assess the likelihood of purchasing the product. 
	1. I would proceed to buy the product in-store (John Lewis).
2. I would proceed to buy the product online after finding a cheaper price.
3. I would recommend purchasing this product in-store to others.
	Seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)

	Inferred Motive (Kukar-Kinney et al., 2007) evaluates participants’ perceptions of the retailer’s motives.
	1. The retailer seems fair in offering a price-matching policy.
2. The retailer’s intention to offer a price-matching policy seems to be self-serving.
3. The retailer uses price matching as a tactic to benefit itself rather than customers.
	Seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)
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