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Abstract: 

The grocery sector specificities do not allow us to generalize previous findings on Internet 

research to the electronic grocery shopping. Therefore, understanding consumer’s shopping 

behaviour in the cybermarkets is of academic concern, but it could also give cues to managers 

as today, retailers face many difficulties with this channel. This paper presents an exploratory 

research based on observations in both physical and virtual channels. The specificity of our 

study is our collaborative work with two ethologist students who offer us very precise pre-

coded grids of physical behaviours. A questionnaire also underlines disparities between “what 

the consumer says” and “what the consumer does” which suggest us that we will need to 

triangulate different methods in order to have the best understanding of consumer’s shopping 

behaviour in electronic grocery shopping. 
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 Internet is today one of the most popular marketing topic in research but it is difficult 

to find studies about Internet and grocery shopping. Our objective is to get a comprehensive 

vision of shopping behaviour in electronic grocery shopping. This topic is of managerial 

concern since all hypermarkets in France have launched their website with little knowledge on 

consumer behaviour in cybermarkets. Moreover, Bray (2008) outlined that only 2 

cybermarkets out of 13 were profitable in France. Their difficulties can be due to strategic 

decisions, logistics, or consumers’ acceptance of this channel but we also need to deeply 

understand consumer shopping behaviour in cybermarkets since it could give us insights of 

the reasons of these difficulties. 

It is also of academic concern as we know few studies in this field, especially in France. 

Grocery shopping is full of specificities that make the generalization from previous Internet 

and grocery shopping studies hazardous and its commercialization on the Internet very 

challenging (Raijas, 2002). Those specificities are the followings:  

• Grocery shopping is a necessary task (Raijas and Tuunainen, 2001) perceived as a 

constraint, limiting the « pleasure » dimension of this shopping. 

• Grocery shopping is considered as a low involvement purchase, where the consumer 

allocates as less efforts as possible (Park et al., 1989). In this perspective, consumers 

shop generally in a well-known store, where they can use internal memory and which 

facilitates their decision making. Moreover, the “routine” dimension of grocery 

shopping does not make consumers inclined to mobilize numerous cognitive 

resources. They prefer to refer to past purchases experiences, using inferences that 

help them to construct heuristics aiming to simplify the decision making process. 

• Grocery shopping habits are de facto stable (Raijas and Tuunainen, 2001) and difficult 

to change. 

• In addition to a minimal effort, consumers tend to spend as less time as possible when 

they shop for food.  

• This « constraint » dimension has been underlined in a previous study (Picot et al., 

forthcoming) where consumers perceive the grocery shopping as a “compulsory task” 

and where they dissociate “shopping” with “shopping for food”. 

• More than a convenience product, groceries are also considered as experience products 

(Dandouau, 2001). Indeed, the consumer can only evaluate their quality and 

characteristics by seeing, touching or eating them: as a result, the evaluation of 

grocery products mostly happens in stores, in front of the shelves. 



• A grocery shopping basket includes many low value-to-weight ratio items (Raijas, 

2002; Raijas and Tuunainen, 2001). Therefore, the purchase of one grocery product 

on the Internet is not very feasible as transaction and distribution costs would 

represent a too large part of a unitary price of one product. Only a basket with several 

items can be the object of an electronic grocery shopping, excluding “fill-in” trips and 

day-to-day grocery shopping, as we know in Japan, Indonesia, Vietnam... 

• Because consumers will shop for several items, their online grocery shopping will be 

complex. They will have to do several “clicks” before ending their shopping. 

• Finally, consumers see Internet as the opportunity to have a larger offer of products 

but in a cybermarkets, the assortment is much smaller than in a supermarket or 

hypermarket. A responsible of a store told that the cybermarkets assortment was 

composed of 6,000 products while it was 50,000 in their physical store. 

Research questions and conceptual framework 

Several questions arise about the relevance of existing models and theories around search 

information, information processing and decision making on the Internet and in grocery 

stores. Is the consumer going to search for different information in the supermarket and 

cybermarket? Which cues will influence his decisions? How does the consumer choose its 

products in an electronic grocery store? Does he use the same decisional process in the virtual 

and physical channel? Does he choose the same products online and offline?  

Because the environment is not the same (in-store vs. internet), we assume that consumer’s 

information search as well as information processing will lead to a different evaluation of 

alternatives and purchase decision. 

Therefore, we need to measure the following variables: 

• Search information in cybermarkets with the possibility to use observation to 

determine the external search behaviour: 

o Time spent to choose each product 

o Number of products and categories examined before a choice (why not using 

eye-tracking in a future study) 

 To determine internal search behaviour, we could use a questionnaire. 

We will also have a deep interest into the following dependant variables:  

• The type of products purchased: we know consumers reluctance to buy fresh products 

on Internet as they cannot touch, feel and see it (Alba et al., 1997). We expect to see 

consumers referring to national brands or brands they are used to purchase, because 



they already trust them. Will our expectations be true? Will consumers be less tempted 

by trying new products? Will national brands be more often purchased on Internet than 

in physical stores?  

• Products prices: to reassure, consumers tend to buy expensive products on the Internet 

(Lynch and Ariely, 2000). Will this finding still be true for electronic grocery 

shopping? Will consumers trust bargains and low prices? 

The following factors will have to be taken into account as they could influence consumer 

decision making in a cybermarket : 

• Content and assortment design as well as the cybermarket design on a whole (Moe and 

Yang, 2009; Garnier and Gavard-Perret, 2003): previous research already pointed out 

that store design influences consumer behaviour (Farley and Ring, 1966). 

• Consumer expertise and cognitive style (Garnier and Gavard-Perret, 2003) 

• Consumer navigation: Mandel and Johnson (2002) showed that preferences and 

purchase decisions are built during store navigation. The “spatial” behaviour of 

consumers in the cybermarkets will be measured with: the type of visited zones; the 

use of keywords to facilitate the research; the order of visited categories; the 

« passage » from one category to another category of products 

We must point out that we will not consider situational variables such as the purpose of the 

grocery shopping (« weekly » vs. « fill-in » grocery shopping) as the price of the service 

(around 6 euros) makes cybermarkets more appropriate to “big” purchases. 

Methodology  

Many methodologies have been used to study consumer behaviour in grocery shopping like 

datamining, laboratory experimentations, questionnaire surveys, direct observation of 

behaviours.  

Observation 

Several variants of observations exist as for example: the ethnographic approach dealing with 

sharing consumer’s life in order to give sense to its shopping activity; non-obtrusive 

observation where the consumer can be followed or filmed in the store without being 

conscious of it; the use of RFID technologies to follow consumers’ movements. Globally 

speaking, the major limitations of observation are its costs (in terms of money and time) and 

the difficulties related to data collection and retranscription. These methods also suffer from 

their obtrusive nature (Cobb and Hoyer, 1985), the subjective interpretation of it and the 

sociable desirability bias (Evrard et al., 2003) it can create. In addition, the non-obtrusive 



observations can pose an ethical problem and leads in a high refusal rate because consumers 

rarely consent to give their agreement about the use of their observation. Finally, as 

observations can difficultly give answers to the “why”, the protocol method can help to 

understand the decisional process of a consumer in front of a shelf space. Dandouau (2001) 

points out that verbalizing routine purchases (like grocery shopping) can create considerable 

bias because cognitive processes are mostly unconscious in this situation. Another 

methodology closed to the protocol method - “shopping with consumers” (Otnes et al., 1995) 

- allows the researcher to go with the consumer in the store with asking him to explain his 

choices. However, “shopping with consumers” is very obtrusive and can also creates social 

desirability bias.  

Questionnaires 

Questionnaires deal with intentions as well as previous experiences and allow to measure 

variables like motivations and attitudes. This method has been criticized (Cobb and Hoyer, 

1985), notably because consumers have sometimes a selective memory (Lacour, 2004) and 

tend to forget demeaning purchases. These oversights can be voluntary (mechanisms of 

defence and need to enhance its own image) or involuntary (just an oversight). Deloye (1997) 

revealed that more than half of consumers declared buying different products from the one 

really purchased. This is questioning the validity of marketing research only based on 

declarative data. 

Ethology 

Considering these doubts about questionnaires underlined by Deloye (1997), we opted for an 

observational approach, followed by a questionnaire in a collaborative work with two 

ethologist students. Ethology is by definition the objective and scientific study of animal and 

human behaviour. Its use in marketing appeared after the statement that “what the consumer 

says is not what the consumer actually does”. Studies having chosen this approach have not 

been applied to the grocery sector (Muratore, 2008; Benhaïm, 2003a; Benhaïm, 2003b; 

Yahiaoui et al, 2000) and are still very limited. Despite its weak use, ethology is interesting 

for marketing since the use of pre-coded behaviour grids allows researchers to construct 

interesting modelling. Ethology also permits the study of the interaction between the 

human/animal and its environment and that is why we conducted our research in two 

channels: a supermarket and a cybermarket. Our expectation was that the observation in the 

traditional supermarket could help us to analyze the data from the online observation. 

Target, recruitment and sample description 



We recruited 25-35 years-old women, with different socio-professional categories. We chose 

consumers who had never shopped in our chosen supermarket and cybermarket in order to 

isolate the “environment knowledge” variable. Moreover, we selected Internet users to avoid 

long learning processes during the Internet shopping and because potential users of 

cybermarkets must be familiar with the Internet. 

The running of the study 

Our research took place from April 04, 2009 to May 07, 2009. We told participants we 

wanted to observe them doing their “weekly” shopping, which is coherent with the purpose of 

electronic grocery shopping. We divided our sample into two groups: one beginning by the in-

store shopping (MAG-int), the other one starting by the cybermarket (int-MAG). Because we 

asked them to do twice their shopping in the same day in two different channels, we made it 

clear that they could choose exactly the same products across the channels or not. At the end 

of the study, we conducted a questionnaire. During the whole study we encouraged consumers 

to behave as naturally as possible and to try to make abstraction of the observers in order to 

validate the ethologic conditions of observation (Kerckaert and Benhaïm, 1998). 

The place of the study 

We chose a Leclerc supermarket in Vern-sur-Seiche (15km from Rennes) because this store 

launched its cybermarket several years ago. Their website (fastochecourses.com) was at the 

time of the study, the most developed website we could find in the Rennes area. For the 

observation of the electronic grocery purchase, we performed it at the participants’ home but 

this situation led to a disparity problem between computer performances among the 

participants. 

Material 

For the in-store observation, we used a stopwatch and a tape recorder to collect behavioural 

items occurrence, times of prehension as well as the route followed by the consumers. For the 

Internet observation, two softwares were installed on participants’ computers during the time 

of the study: the first software called “Camstudio” permitted us to record a video (.avi) of 

what is happening on the computer screen and allowed us to watch “a posteriori” the cyber-

shopping without disrupting the consumer; the second software “Mousotron” was counting 

the number of right and left clicks, the distance covered by the mouse depending on the size 

of the screen, the time spent on the website and the number of typings. After the two 

observation phases, a questionnaire was conducted in order to know participants’ profile, 

grocery shopping habits, use of the Internet, attitudes towards shopping, attitude towards 

Internet (Bergadàa and Coraux, 2004) and opinion about electronic grocery shopping. 



Preliminary findings 

Our study is exploratory, and as a consequence, the findings cannot be generalized. 

Nevertheless, it will give us cues for future research.  

Grocery shopping in the supermarket 

The first objective was to measure if the order of our observations (int-MAG ou MAG-int) 

had an impact on our results. The comparison of each item between the two groups revealed 

significant differences (p<0.05) for the following items: the visual item “look at the 

department” is significantly higher in the “MAG-int” group than the “int-MAG” group; 

“MAG-int” participants “read” significantly more the labels and prices than the “int-MAG 

group”; the “MAG-int” group “touches” significantly more the products than the “int-MAG” 

group. These differences can be explained by our design methodology: we asked the 

consumer to do twice its grocery shopping during the same day so he could have already 

solved many decision problems on the Internet; the consumer could have get “bored” by the 

repetition of the shopping. Considering this influence, it was preferable to focus on one group 

(“MAG_int”) to avoid the influence of the experimentation design. 

Our pre-coded grid was composed of 26 items and we assembled them according to the 

information they were giving about the behaviour. Finally, we grouped participants according 

to their behaviours and we found 4 different strategies of shopping, indicating a possible 

typology of grocery shoppers based on an ethologic methodology. 

• The “military” strategy: the consumer uses little information and needs few products 

handlings to find a product and to choose it. The shopping is optimized in terms of 

moving (simple route, normal speed walking) and of time (30 seconds between 2 

articles). 

• The “pacifist” strategy: participants shop in a utilitarian way, i.e. they find the best 

product after many comparisons and checks (readings of labels, prices…). Time, 

gesture and route optimizations are not the main objective (slow walking, 2 minutes 

between two products). They also like strolling, meaning that this group is more in a 

hedonic vision of grocery shopping. 

• The “zero mistake” strategy: the consumer takes its time to find the product (big 

information seeking, numerous orientation changes, slow walking) but once in front of 

the product, it does not make a lot of gestures to choose and only picks the products he 

will buy. 



• The “too speed” strategy: the consumer goes very fast (fast walking), needs little 

information to find the product but needs a lot of elements to validate its choice 

(checkings, handlings). 

In this study, our second objective was to « compare » what we observed with what people 

said in our questionnaire. We found out that some of the respondents are very coherent while 

some are not at all. For instance, one of our shopper, who spent 2min02 between each choice 

of a product (mean= 1min08) and who spent a lot of time strolling in the store considered the 

grocery shopping as a “chore” and said she always tries to optimize the time spent in-store 

when she shops in a supermarket. This example shows that there can be a huge difference 

between the perceptions of the shopper and their actions, and that these differences vary 

among individuals. 

Electronic grocery shopping 

The use of ethology for electronic grocery shopping is original and risky. When we started the 

study, we could not forecast if we could have interesting results. The items we decided to 

observe where the followings: mouse cursor movement; scrolling; web pages zones changing; 

stops of the cursor; turnarounds; clicks on categories and sub-categories; products 

suppression; backwards; “promotions” and “new products” categories clicks. 

About the influence of the order of the study, only one variable was influenced: the 

participants who started with the in-store shopping had a speed of cursor movement much 

more important than those who had started with the Internet. The two samples not differing 

for the other variables, we decided to keep the 12 participants, but to get rid of the “cursor 

speed movement” variable.  

When we visualized the videos of cyber-shopping of each participant, one important thing 

struck us: despite functionalities like key-words search function, people browsed category by 

category, going deeply in sub-category by sub-category. It seems that people are very attached 

on the structure of a physical store and consider the category of product like a department of a 

store. 

Another interesting thing is the comparison of strategies used by the consumers in the two 

different channels. Strollers in the physical store also seem to be the most exploratory persons 

in the cybermarket, and the most efficient shoppers seem to have the same behaviour on the 

Internet. As we expected, the total amount of purchases was inferior in the electronic channel: 

shoppers were either reluctant to buy fresh products or not able to find their product because 

of the assortment limitation.  

Conclusion 



We still need to go further in the study of the videos to find the similarities and differences of 

behaviours across the channels. At this stage, we see that ethology, with its rigourous way of 

observing people by counting many behavioural items, could give us deep informations of 

consumer shopping behaviour. Nevertheless, our exploratory research could be improved by 

several ways: we should not ask shoppers to do twice their shopping during the same day as it 

has an influence on the second shopping task; having access to the video cameras could be a 

serious advantage; eye-tracking could have an interest for the observation of electronic 

grocery shopping in order to know which information consumers are looking at during their 

purchase decision.  
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