
              Understanding Consumer Preferences When They Decide Between 

   IN-STORE &  
ONLINE SHOPPING

A Future Stores 2019 consumer report, featuring a look across generations and retail categories
Sponsored by



2

INTRODUCTION

KEY FINDINGS 

Retailers are investing in opportunities to improve both 

online and in-store shopping experiences—but how do 

consumers generally decide between the two options? 

Preferential elements, such as a seamless returns 

experience or the time required for product pick-up or 

delivery, are becoming strong differentiators for modern 

retailers. By gaining a better understanding of consumer 

preferences, retailers can model their online and in-store 

experiences for success.

This report investigates the ‘experiential trade-offs’ 

consumers encounter when they choose either online or 

in-store shopping.  The results—by age group, by retail 

category, or as a whole data set—will shed light on how 

retailers can meet consumers on their terms, through any 

medium in which they choose to shop.

1
57% of consumers generally prefer to shop in physical stores as opposed to online—however, 70% of 

consumers have one or more retail accounts they can access both online and in physical stores.

2  Despite otherwise similar preferences, half of Silent Generation consumers (50%) prioritize ‘the ability to 

deal with personnel directly’ while half of Gen-Z consumers (50%) prioritize ‘a more enjoyable shopping 

experience’ when shopping in physical stores.

3 Most consumers consider product knowledge (76%) and inventory knowledge (61%) among their 

top-three most-important qualities when dealing with in-store personnel.

4  75% of consumers prefer to return products in physical stores; meanwhile, 75% of consumers would 

rather receive an online purchase via next-day shipping rather than pick it up the same day at a nearby 

physical store.

5  48% of consumers are not willing to pay for expedited shipping—if they need a product quickly, they will 

“take what they can get at a physical store.” 

6  While most consumers have not used in-store voice recognition (53%), proximity beacons (56%), or 

augmented reality (57%) technologies, most have had positive experiences with in-store price-checking 

tools (54%) and interactive displays (53%). 

WHAT CONSUMERS 
ARE SAYING

M “Retailer stores cannot 
compete with the 

selection of merchandise that 
is available online, so they 
should try to make their stores 
look and smell as pretty as 
possible so that it is fun to 
browse through them.  
Friendly staff members are 
also essential to creating a 
welcoming atmosphere.”
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ABOUT THE STUDY

The Future Stores event series partnered 

with the WBR Insights team for a survey of 

652 U.S. consumers ages 18 and over, with a 

U.S. Consensus-based gender balance.

A plurality of respondents (34%) are Baby 

Boomers, ages 55 to 73. Over one-quarter 

of respondents (28%) are Gen-X, ages 

39 to 54; and over one-quarter (26%) are 

Millennials, ages 23 to 38.

Fewer respondents (7%) represent the Silent 

Generation, ages 74 and above; and Gen-Z 

(5%), all below the age of 23.

Most respondents (62%) regularly shop 

in the entertainment, food, and travel 

categories. A majority of respondents (52%) 

also shop in the apparel category.

In each case, nearly half of respondents 

regularly shop in the hardware, electronics, 

and appliances categories (47%) and at 

department stores, such as Macy’s (44%). Over 

one-third of respondents (36%) also regularly 

shop in the furniture and home goods 

categories.

One-quarter of respondents regularly shop 

in the sporting goods category. Fewer 

respondents regularly shop in toys and 

games (17%), telecommunications (16%), and 

other (13%) categories as well.

What is your age group?

In which of the following retail categories do you 
regularly shop? 

Generational Key
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23 and below

Gen-X  
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Silent Generation  

 74 and above

Millennials  

23 to 38
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Apparel
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Sporting Goods
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Telecommuniations

Other
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17%
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The opportunity to interact with physical products

Sales that are ‘in-store only’

The ability to deal with personnel directly

A more enjoyable shopping experience

Special events

Store features, such as interactive displays

Other

HERE’S WHY CONSUMERS GENERALLY 
PREFER IN-STORE SHOPPING

57% 43%

Generally, consumers prefer in-store shopping versus 

online shopping, despite acknowledging the comfort and 

convenience online shopping provides. A slight majority of 

consumers (57%) prefers shopping in physical stores versus 

shopping online, if given the two options. The remaining 

respondents (43%) prefer to shop online. This trend is 

consistent across generations.

B “As I get older, it is too 
hard to shop the malls, 

so I shop more online; 
although I prefer to shop in 
stores because I can see and/
or try on what I want, and 
returns are easier.”

X  “ I’m not someone who wants to be sitting around with my head in a phone. I like to 
go out and see different choices and physically examine products before making 
a purchase. This also supports retail jobs, as opposed to supporting only 
automated or tech center jobs.”

Which experience do you generally prefer?

If given both options, I prefer 
to shop in physical stores

If given both options, I prefer 
to shop online

Given six options, respondents were asked 

to choose the three top reasons they would 

buy products in a physical store versus 

buying online. 

The vast majority of consumers (85%) claim 

the opportunity to interact with physical 

products is among their top-three reasons 

for buying products in physical stores versus 

online. A majority of consumers (73%) also 

claim taking advantage of sales that are ‘in-

store only’ is among their top-three reasons.

Nearly half of consumers (46%) claim the 

ability to deal with personnel directly is 

among their top-three reasons for buying 

products in physical stores. Nearly half (41%) 

claim a more enjoyable shopping experience 

is among their top-three reasons, also.

Which of the following opportunities typically 
incentivize you to buy products in physical stores 
versus online? – all respondents

85%

73%

46%

41%

38%

18%

10%
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Intelligent Appointment Scheduling from TimeTrade 
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by combining the insight and personalization capabilities 
of artificial intelligence with the power to connect each 
customer with the right associate at the right time.

Discover how TimeTrade can help your brand deliver a 
superior shopping experience on every channel—whether 
digital or physical—coupled with the attention today’s 
customers demand. Visit our web site to learn more, or 
click the button to schedule a personalized demo.
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Boost to In-Store Traffic
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Show Rate

3x
More Spend vs. Walk-ins

70%
Growth in Appointment Volume

Delivering Breakthrough 
Results for Retailers
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https://www.timetrade.com/appointment-router-hp1-demo/
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Fewer consumers claim special events (38%) and store 

features, such as interactive displays (18%), are among 

their top-three reasons for buying products in stores 

versus online.

These findings were generally consistent across age 

groups. ‘The opportunity to interact with physical products’ 

and ‘sales that are in-store only’ are the top-two of -three 

reasons consumers of all ages shop in physical stores; 

but while most remaining Silent Generation consumers 

prioritize ‘the ability to deal with personnel directly’ 

(50%), most remaining Gen-Z consumers prioritize ‘a more 

enjoyable shopping experience’ (50%).

Z
“Physical stores are 
quicker in the try-on 

process and provide the ability 
to look at items and see what is 
a good value. I appreciate the 
human interaction and the 
value of seeing my options.”

Which of the following opportunities typically incentivize you to buy products in physical 
stores versus online? – segmented by age group 
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RESPONDENTS HIGHLIGHT 5 MAIN REASONS THEY 
PREFER TO SHOP IN PHYSICAL STORES.

Researchers asked respondents to provide more personal details about their preferences. 

Consumers who prefer in-store shopping expanded on their responses in their own words. Their 

responses aligned with 5 specific reasons why this is the case. (These are not listed in order of 

significance.)

1 They want to access items with qualities that are best suited or only appropriate 
for in-store retail.

M “ I like to shop for clothing and shoes in the physical store, but I like to buy 
home items and school supplies online.”

B “ Depends on what I am shopping for—for bigger ticket items, I prefer to 
see them before I buy them. Books and more routine items I prefer to buy 
online.”

2 They prefer in-store shopping as a recreational activity. 

Z
“ It’s fun and gives you something to do with friends and family. Being able 
to feel and try on material in store is hassle free and it’s enjoyable.”

B “ Oftentimes shopping is a form of stress relief.  I may fill my buggy with 
many items, but I have the option to cull them out and place some back 
on the rack.”

3 They want to try, see, feel, or ‘try on’ products—especially apparel and other 
fitted merchandise—to ‘take out the guesswork in online shopping.’

Z
“ Depending on the product, I find it incredibly important to see and feel 
the item, or try it on. Sometimes online photos and measurements just 
don’t cut it.”

M “ If I can see the products in person, I feel I am able to get a better 
understanding of the product and make a more informed purchasing 
decision.”

B “ I like to be able to see and touch the merchandise.  That helps me with 
knowing whether or not I really want to buy it.  With online shopping, I 
don’t really know if I like the item until it is delivered.”
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5 MAIN REASONS CONTINUED

CATEGORIES AND MAJOR RETAIL PREFERENCES

4 They consider in-store shopping more convenient than ordering products 
online. 

Z
“ I can navigate the store better than typing everything I want online. I may 
miss something online [rather] than in-store.”

5 They enjoy the benefits of in-store customer service.  

X “ Customer service is very important—I’ve been in customer service for 
half my life. It’s [about] giving respect to everyone.”

M “ Value-added services, like customer service, need to be heightened; 
otherwise, you can get the same thing online without the hassle.”

70% 30%

Still, most consumers (70%) maintain one or 

more retail accounts (e.g. memberships) that 

they can access both online and in physical 

stores. This trend is also consistent across 

generations.

Do you maintain one or more retail accounts 
that you can access both online and in 
physical stores?

Yes No

Researchers dove deeper into consumers’ penchant for in-

store shopping, asking them to specify their preferences in 

multiple retail categories and with eight major U.S. retailers, 

each of which has both digital and physical retail channels.

In virtually all retail categories besides ‘Toys & Games,’ more 

consumers prefer shopping in physical stores compared to 

those that prefer to shop online. However, younger consumers 

are generally more likely to prefer shopping online.

For example, very few Silent Generation 

consumers shop in the ‘Toys & Games’ 

category, according to data not displayed 

in the report. In each case, it is a plurality of 

the three youngest generations that prefers 

buying toys and games online. Younger age 

groups also dominate ‘Sporting Goods,’ 

where in each case, roughly one-third of 

both Silent Generation and Baby Boomer 

consumers do not shop in this category at all.
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Please identify in which of the following retail categories you prefer to shop online or in 
physical stores. 
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I prefer shopping in physical stores

I prefer shopping online

I have no opinion

This does not apply to me

Furniture & 
Home Goods

Apparel Hardware, 
Electronics and 

Appliances

Department 
Stores

Entertainment, 
Food & Travel

Sporting Good Toys & GamesTele- 
communications

Researchers expanded their analysis to major retailers by 

name. Consistent with other consumer findings, shoppers 

prefer in-store versus online experiences at most major 

retailers. 

The only outliers are Best Buy (28%) and Barnes & 

Noble (25%), where at least one-quarter of consumers 

prefer shopping online—the vast majority of which are 

Millennials and Gen-Z consumers, researchers found. 

In these two cases, consumers have easier access to 

product information—details about technology and 

literature, respectively, via online channels; in both cases, 

the experiences of holding a physical product is less 

likely to differentiate the in-store experience from online 

experiences, as might be the case with home goods 

retailers like Home Depot and Lowe’s, or apparel retailers 

like Target.
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Please identify whether you prefer to buy online or in physical stores when shopping with 
the following major retailers. 
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I prefer shopping in physical stores

I prefer shopping online

I have no opinion

This does not apply to me

Home Depot Lowe’s Target Walmart Best Buy Macy’s Dick’s Sporting 
Goods

Barns & Noble

CONSUMERS ENJOY USING IN-STORE TECHNOLOGIES, 
OR SIMPLY HAVEN’T USED THEM YET
Consumers have had positive experiences with in-store 

technologies, though most have not interacted with the more 

sophisticated tools within in-store retailers’ repertoires—that 

is, most have had either positive experiences, they have no 

opinion, or they have no experience with these technologies 

at all. However, consumers of all generations suggest a more 

digital in-store experience is desirable.

Most consumers have had positive experiences using 

broadly adopted in-store technologies such as price-

checking tools (54%) and interactive displays, for example, 

such as touchscreens (53%).  Several respondents highlight 

interactive maps of large stores as particularly helpful. 

Very few have had negative experiences, while most 

others—22%, in each case—have not experienced these 

technologies at all.

M “[In-store shopping] 
should all be like 

Amazon Go where I can just 
‘grab and go.’ To be honest, 
anything that makes it novel 
and feel like the future will 
draw me in.”
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Which of the following in-store technologies have you used, and how would you rate your 
experience using them?
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Price-checking 
tools

Interactive 
displays

Personalized features 
based on account 
history or personal 

information

In-store mobile 
interactivity

Voice recognition 
technology

Augmented 
reality using my 
mobile device

Proximity beacons

Over one-third of consumers have had generally positive 

experiences using personalized features based on their 

account history or personal information while shopping 

in-stores. Most other consumers (32%) simply haven’t 

experienced this. Only 12% claim they have had negative 

experiences with personalization features, while 22% claim 

they have no opinion.

While nearly one-quarter o respondents (23%) have had 

generally positive experiences using in-store mobile 

interactivity (e.g., QR codes), nearly half (44%) claim they 

have not used these technologies. Only 5% of consumers 

have had negative experiences using these technologies. 

Over one-quarter (28%) claim they have no opinion. 

Most consumers have not used the five remaining in-store 

technology categories measured in the study. In each case, 

over half of consumers have not used voice recognition 

technology (53%), proximity beacons (56%), or augmented 

reality (57%) in physical retail stores. While most remaining 

consumers have no opinion of these technologies, in 

each case, more consumers claim to have had positive 

experiences using them versus negative experiences.

B “Large stores [should] 
provide interactive 

directories where you can 
find out which aisles [and 
products] you want. Hunting 
around inside [big box] or 
large grocery stores, for 
instance, is especially 
annoying.”
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CONSUMERS OF ALL GENERATIONS HAVE 
SIMILAR CONCERNS ABOUT THE TRAINING, 
CARE, AND ABILITIES OF IN-STORE PERSONNEL

Consumers of all generations were highly critical of retail 

personnel, suggesting most retailers could improve how 

they train, prepare, empower, and even pay their in-

store personnel to improve the shopping experience. 

Respondents had several overlapping concerns, though 

some generations emphasized key concerns over others.

Respondents were asked to select the three most important 

qualities when dealing with personnel in physical retail 

stores. The vast majority of respondents (88%) claim friendly 

service and a great customer experience is among their top 

three choices. Most consumers also identify product feature 

knowledge (76%) and inventory knowledge (61%) as among 

their top-three choices.

M “The staff should have 
some basic knowledge 

of what they are selling. They 
should be able to have 
multiple skill sets and not just 
the ability to ‘ring you out.’”

B “My top desire for 
in-store shopping would 

be if the store personnel 
were more friendly, helpful, 
and actually interested in 
doing their jobs instead of 
texting on their phones.”

Z
“Having store personnel 
who are helpful and 

responsive to customers can 
go a long way. They should 
understand what I want and 
what I need.”

Friendly service and great customer experience

Product feature knowledge

Inventory knowledge

Capabilities besides checkout

Offering personalized benefits

Ability to access my personal account

Other

In your opinion, which of the following qualities 
are most important when dealing with personnel 
in physical retail stores? 

88%

76%

61%

54%

19%

15%

3%
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Over half of consumers (54%) claim 

capabilities like completing returns 

and ordering products not in the store 

represent one of their top three choices. 

Fewer consumers identify ‘offering 

personalized benefits’ (19%) and ‘ability 

to access my personal account’ (15%) as 

among their top-three choices.

B “I prefer to be treated with respect 
and a desire to aid me in whatever 

I’m looking for. My best recent 
experience was with an older gentleman 
who worked behind a counter at [a major 
sporting goods retailer], and although  
he was aware I was not buying that day, 
he took a great deal of time to answer 
all the questions I had without trying to 
disengage because I was not buying.”

CONSUMERS PREFER NEXT-DAY SHIPPING TO 
SAME-DAY PICKUP, BUT PREFER TO RETURN 
ITEMS IN PHYSICAL STORES

Consumers across generations have a broad interest in 

moving between digital and physical channels freely in 

order to carry out specific behaviors they find best suited 

to each particular channel. For example, three-quarters of 

consumers (75%) prefer to return products—whether as an 

exchange or for a refund—in physical stores; only 25% prefer 

to ship their return goods from home. This trend is uniform 

across generations, and may be reflective of a broader 

uneasiness with return processes that do not involve a face-

to-face interaction.

X “Returning items can 
sometimes feel difficult 

as they change the amount 
of time allowed for returns; 
or, if I need to exchange for 
a different size or amount of 
a product and they are out 
of it at the moment, [it] 
results in having to return to 
the store or just give up on 
the process entirely.”

75% 25%

Which method do you prefer when returning 
products, whether as an exchange or for a refund?

I prefer to return products in 
physical stores

I prefer to ship my return 
goods from home
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However, when consumers do choose to shop online, three-

quarters of them (75%) prefer to receive their product via next-

day shipping; only 25% of consumers would prefer to pick up 

their online-purchased goods in a physical store the same day 

as their purchase. This trend is also uniform across generations.

Consumers are generally less inclined to 

pay extra for the convenience of expedited 

shipping, preferring instead to ‘take what 

they can get’ in a physical store if they 

need a specific product immediately. 

When asked how much they would be 

willing to pay for expedited shipping if they 

needed a product right away, nearly half of 

consumers (48%) responded saying they 

would not pay for expedited shipping under 

any circumstances—if they need a product 

quickly, they will take their chances at a 

physical store.

Most remaining consumers would only 

pay between $0.00 and $5.00 (21%) or 

between $5.00 and $10.00 (25%). Only 6% 

of consumers claim they would pay any 

amount required for expedited shipping 

(rather than take what they can get in a 

physical store).

75% 25%

Given the option, would you prefer to receive your 
online purchased product via next-day shipping, 
or would you prefer to pick it up the same day at a 
nearby physical store?

I would prefer to receive the 
product via next-day shipping

I would prefer to pick it up 
the same day at a nearby 
physical store

M “If I am looking for a 

very specific item or 

style, [I] want to take a look 

at it in person before I buy. 

Otherwise, I prefer online 

shopping [and] curbside 

pickup.”

Under $5 only

Between $5 and $10

If I need a product quickly, I will pay any amount

I am not wiling to pay for expedited shipping 

If you buy a product online that you need right 
away, how much are you willing to pay for 
expedited shipping? – all respondents

21%

25%

6%

48%
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However, upon segmenting these results by age group, 

researchers uncovered stark differences in consumer behavior 

in this context of urgency. Consistent with the broader 

findings, most Silent Generation (57%) and Baby Boomer (54%) 

consumers are not willing to pay for expedited shipping at all.

Meanwhile, Most Gen-Z (62%), Millennial (58%), and Gen-X 

(53%) consumers are willing to pay some amount for expedited 

shipping if they need a product immediately. What’s more, 

at 12%, Gen-Z consumers are 6 times more likely than Silent 

Generation consumers and 3 times more likely than Baby 

Boomer consumers to pay any amount for expedited shipping if 

they need a product right away.

If you buy a product online that you need right away, how much are you willing to 
pay for expedited shipping? – segmented by age group
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CONCLUSION
At first glance, generations of consumers are more similar 

than they are different in terms of their shopping tastes and 

habits. However, consumers may prefer similar experiences, 

but for different reasons. That is, although they generally 

prefer in-store shopping, consumers from different age 

groups don’t overlap on all of their reasons for doing so.

What’s more, consumers generally want more uniformity in 

terms of the unique advantages of in-store and online retail 

across these environments. This might include live customer 

service and better product interactions online, comparable 

to the experiences one might have in a physical store. With 

regard to in-store retail, consumers would like to see the 

same sales available in-store as they do online, as another 

example.

More importantly, consumers would like in-store personnel 

to have the same product and inventory knowledge 

consumers might immediately access themselves via digital 

channels, whether through a retailer’s website or through 

independent search. 

This includes product reviews and price comparisons—

typically only available in digital environments—which 

several consumers would like to see in physical retail as well.

As more opportunities emerge for retailers to expand digital 

capabilities in their stores, it behooves them to consider the 

unique needs of consumers before making the substantial 

investments required to scale out these technologies. 

Retailers might look to digital environments as de facto 

‘testing grounds’ for successful customer experiences, then 

consider how those digital experiences might translate into 

physical experiences in the retail stores of the future.

B “I like shopping online 
because you can see 

more inventory than the 
store can provide.  But I like 
shopping at the store to 
avoid shipping costs and 
seeing the product prior  
to purchase.  In [the] store,  
I have quick checkout [and] 
employees who have 
knowledge about products 
and where they are in the 
store.”

X ”[I want stores to]
provide a way to see 

reviews of items… in an  
easy-to-access way so  
I know before I buy what 
other people’s experience 
with the product is. Also, 
some easy way to price-
comparison shop [in store]  
to know if I’m getting the 
best deal for money spent.”
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