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Abstract

This study explores the differences in how people buy clothes online versus in physical stores. It uses a method
based on means-end theory to understand the values that drive these shopping behaviors. Data were collected
from 19 students: 9 who regularly shop for clothes online and 10 who prefer traditional stores. The authors used
the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET) method and semi-structured interviews to understand why
each group shops the way they do. The results of the study showed that, for offline shoppers, key themes
included the ability to bargain, greater variety in the store, the option to try clothes on, the social aspect of
shopping with others, and the ability to closely examine items. For online shoppers, themes included customer
focus, concerns about fraud, the inability to try clothes on, and the convenience of quick online searches. In-
depth interviews helped researchers understand the deeper values associated with each of these factors.
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Introduction

The rapid development of information and communication technologies has led to significant changes in
consumer behavior, with the growth of online shopping being a prominent example. This research investigates
the reasons behind online and offline clothing purchasing behaviors using the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation
Technique (ZMET) and compares the findings for both online and offline shoppers. The study addresses a core
question: What are the key differences and similarities in the mental maps of online and offline clothing
shoppers regarding their purchasing experiences? This understanding is crucial for businesses seeking to
effectively target both segments. Existing literature highlights the influence of various factors (cultural, social,
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psychological, and individual) on consumer behavior, emphasizing the need to delve into the subconscious
drivers behind purchasing decisions, particularly in sectors like clothing, where emotional and symbolic aspects
play a significant role. This research aims to address the gap in comprehensive studies comparing the deep
mental structures of online and offline clothing shoppers.

Materials and Methods

This applied research employs a descriptive-survey approach. The study population consisted of students from
the Faculty of Management at Allameh Tabataba'i University. Data were collected through ZMET interviews
with 19 students, 9 of whom preferred online shopping for clothing, and 10 of whom preferred traditional in-
store shopping. Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the values
associated with various aspects of the shopping experience. Thematic analysis was used to analyze the interview
transcripts, identifying key constructs influencing buyer behavior. The ZMET method, which involves the use of
visual metaphors, was employed to explore the subconscious thoughts and feelings of participants related to their
shopping experiences. The use of ZMET allows for a deeper understanding of the mental models that drive
consumer behavior compared to traditional survey methods.

Research Findings

The findings are presented in two parts: demographic information of the interviewees and aggregated mental
maps derived from individual interviews. The majority of participants were female management students at
various levels (Bachelor's and Master's), with ages ranging from 20 to 25. Key constructs identified for offline
shoppers included bargaining, variety, the ability to try on clothes, shopping with others, and close inspection of
products. For online shoppers, key constructs included customer service, concerns about fraud, the inability to
try on clothes, quick online searches, and convenience.

Table 1. Key Constructs of Online and Offline Shopping
CONSTRUCT ONLINE SHOPPING OFFLINE SHOPPING

Ability to try on, correct choice due to companions'
opinions, positive impact on mood, repeat
purchase, cost management, purchase according to
taste

No purchase obligation, fast and convenient purchase,
SATISFACTION no need for physical presence, achieving more
important tasks, confident purchase

RECREATION/FUN Short internet search Presence of companions, physical participation

TRUST Customer service Qua_llty check, purchase according to taste, correct
choice

VARIETY No need for physical presence -

REPEAT PURCHASE Cost savings, purchase satisfaction, confident purchase | Cost savings, bargaining

Confident purchase, variety, cost management,
recreation, socialization, purchase according to
taste

Fast and convenient purchase, recreation, no need for

POSITIVE MOOD :
physical presence

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

This research highlights the distinct mental maps of online and offline clothing shoppers. While both groups
value satisfaction, they derive it from different aspects of the shopping experience. Offline shoppers prioritize
tangible interactions (trying on clothes, social interaction, and close inspection), while online shoppers prioritize
convenience, speed, and customer service. These findings suggest that online and offline channels are
complementary rather than mutually exclusive. Retailers should focus on enhancing the strengths and mitigating
the weaknesses of each channel. For online retailers, this includes addressing concerns about fit through virtual
try-on technologies or flexible return policies. For offline retailers, enhancing customer service and creating a
more engaging in-store experience are crucial. Future research could explore the influence of demographic
variables, and specific clothing types, and conduct quantitative studies to enhance generalizability. The study’s
limitations include the qualitative nature of the research, limited sample size, the focus on students in Tehran,
and the predominantly female sample. Future research should address these limitations by employing larger,
more diverse samples, and quantitative methods to validate the findings.
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Table 8: Structures and the process of reaching theoretical saturation in offline interviews
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Table 9: New constructs and the process of reaching theoretical saturation in online interviews
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Table 10: Demographic characteristics of the studied subjects
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Figure 2: Mind map of offline interviewees
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Table 11: Comparison of structures in online and offline section
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