OPTIMUM. ECONOMIC STUDIES NR 3 (113) 2023

dr Beata GOTWALD

University of Lodz
e-mail: beata.gotwald@uni.lodz.pl
ORCID: 0000-0002-7552-8892

DOI: 10.15290/0es.2023.03.113.10

CUSTOMER EDUCATION IN OMNICHANNEL MARKETING -
A SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW'

Summary

Purpose — The text aims to present the results of the analysis on the state of knowl-
edge on Customer Education (CE) and propose future research directions in marketing
area. The filtering criteria was the chance to apply the gathered information in the
marketing area.

Research method — The method of the systematic literature review was applied. Re-
garding customer education keywords, I examined two databases (SCOPUS and Web
of Science). Then the results were analysed with the assistance of VOSviewer and using
content analysis (qualitative research). A total number of 79 articles was analysed.

Results — Customer Education (CE) is rarely examined, especially in marketing. The
concept evolves from instructions to co-creation. Bibliographic analysis shows the relation
of CE with CX, customer satisfaction and loyalty to the organisation when it aims for
internal and external customers.

Originality fvaluelimplications/recommendations — Due to the novelty of the problem
and its development in business, it is worth stimulating debate on CE in science. The
paper aims to fill a gap in literature reviews on the issue and might be a voice in pointing
out future research directions. Future research can gravitate toward new channels of CE,
learning communities, and the relationship between CE and: customer behaviour, CX,
application of Al and data mining, and usage of learning management systems (LMS).
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, organisations are facing tremendous changes in the way business
operates. So-called “New Customers” have high expectations and are ready to
co-create [Dahl et al., 2022; Gotwald, 2020], searching for new ways of becoming
a part of the brand communities. The paper examines the problem of the state
of knowledge on customer education (CE) in marketing [Gregor Gotwald-Feja,
2018; Reyneke Barnardo, 2019].

2. Methodology

The conceptual framework was a systematic literature review conducted on
SCOPUS and the Web of Science databases. For the exact phrase “customer edu-
cation”, there were 207 and 91 search results from the last decade (in mid-July

2022).
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After eliminating the duplicates, I only selected journal papers and left those
related to CE based on the summaries. It narrowed to 79 publications. Analysis of
the papers’ content eliminated further 12 articles. The results were extracted and
analysed with VOSviewer software. The next step was reading the whole papers
and extracting information related to the research questions asked in the paper.
Based on notes, the material was synthesized to a form of a description.

CE is rarely examined, probably due to its novelty in business. Only five papers
[Adrutdin et al., 2020; Brunetti et al., 2016; Dana, 2003; Noel et al., 1990; Sari
et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2021] included the phrase “customer education” in their
title. However, it lies between the e-learning cluster and the customer satisfaction
cluster. The other keywords marked on the map can show future research areas,
for example — the relationship between social networking and the CE or the direct
relation between sales and CE.

All clusters consisted of the keywords of at least twelve co-occurrences.

TABLE 1
Clusters of keywords related to CE

« commerce * customer + behavioural « artificial
+ customer satisfaction research intelligence
education - distance + big data + customer
+ design education « decision making experience
+ e-learning + electronic - sales + data mining
+ management commerce + social networking -« learning systems
+ marketing + information [online]
+ online education systems
* Internet

online systems

web-services world wide web websites machine learning

Source: author's own elaboration.

CE belongs to the first cluster, co-occurring with commerce, design, manage-
ment and marketing, and online education and web services. Other clusters are
rarely related directly to CE. For example — the relationship between CX and CE
is seldom discussed in scientific publications, though this relation is a focal point
for business practice [Krantzow, 2021].

Binary counting was applied to diagnose the number of occurrences of the
term in the title and abstract at least 50 times. In terms of the area of research,
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there are three major clusters. The first one is related to online learning. The
latter ones — to the management and research methods, and information tech-
nology. The unexpected occurrence is customer perception, lying between the
management and methodology cluster and the IT cluster, which is presented
on Chart 2.

CHART 2
The density of words related to CE
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Regarding publication dates, on average, the earliest ones are linked to infor-
mation systems, engineering, collaboration and business intelligence. However, it
is visible that around 2016, the attention of researchers is moving toward games,
emotions and technology acceptance. Therefore, the newest publications focus on
SEM, usefulness and consumer perception.

Afterwards, I conducted a qualitative analysis. There were three detailed re-
search questions asked:

1. How is customer education (CE) defined?
2. What are the results of applying CE in businesses?
3. What tools used in CE have a marketing potential?
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3. Customer education definition and main characteristics

CE is often limited to delivering educational or training materials to custom-
ers to inform and instruct them and improve their command of the company’s
products [Islam Akagi, 2018]. Additionally, CE supports the customer in further
educating other customers and enhancing social interactions [Sun et al., 2021].
Gongetal. [2022, p.19] state that CE is the “degree to which a retailer proactively
provides customers with the skills and abilities to use in-store retail technology”.
This means that: [1] CE is tangible and can be assessed; [2] customers are pro-
vided with more than instruction because [3] their abilities to use technology are
a measure of CE effectiveness.

Some equalise CE with customer training [Rasouli, Vasifehdust, 2014] or
public education [Kutzing et al., 2022]. However, it might be misleading, especially
since CE programmes have become a tool for improving customer experience
[Gong et al., 2022], satisfaction and loyalty [Yelton, 2009]. The idea of CE is
advised in situations when a product might be a novelty or has a very complex
character. For example, in the Cadillac Night Vision System [Geisler, Kiefer, 2004].

CE is essential to facilitate partnerships between companies and customers, in
line with value co-creation [Dobele et al., 2017]. It is also a competitive strategy
[Adrutdin et al., 2020]. Finally, it is crucial in businesses where it is required to prove
the value for money for highly-professional and complex services [Buntrock, 1998].

The process of CE primarily requires a deep understanding of the client [Fos-
gerau et al., 2022]. Better interpretation results from adapting CE programmes
to the client’s exact preferences. The community pharmacies have the potential
to enrich the customer experience with CE programmes [Pohjanoksa-Mintyli et
al., 2008], but some of them do not take the chance [Khojah, 2020]. The project
implemented in 2021 and described by Fosgerau et al. [2022] aimed at improving
pharmacists’ knowledge and job satisfaction through a CE programme.

Regarding access, students who prefer online-only courses believe that contact
with the instructor should be minimal. On the other hand — those who chose
face-to-face learning believe that the more intense the connection with the teach-
er, the better it is. There is a similar relation between the student’s preference for
direct contact and the need to separate or join private and social life [Pan et al.,
2016]. Intense contact with customers results in higher customer satisfaction
[Goi et al., 2022] and perceived competence [Schmid et al., 2022]. It can also
improve service delivery, especially concerning personalised products [Lin Ding,
2009; Santos, Spring, 2015]. On the other hand, the online CE gives the benefit
of better work-life balance [Southernwood, 2008] with similar results.
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4. Implementation of CE across industries

CE is broadly applied in complex services, challenging to be understood by
customers [Abosag et al., 2017], for example, finance [Siddike et al., 2017], legal,
IT, or Knowledge Intensive Business Services (KIBS) [Santos, Spring, 2015]. It
is used in education itself, e-services [Henderson et al., 2003; Santhiya, Radhika,
2019], automotive [Geisler, Kiefer, 2004; Sissell, 2006], electric utilities [Makris
etal., 2018], water management [Masia, van der Poll, 2021] or gas consumption
[Townsend, 1979]. Nutrition is the area where CE is crucial [Natarajan et al.,
2022], primarily while parents [Kowalczyk, 2020] are taught about their children’s
cating habits [Juffrie et al., 2020]. This issue seems to be the one which requires
most attention in terms of future research.

In some cases CE application is complex due to the characteristics of the
customers and the offerors [Hagmair et al., 2014]. Through CE programmes,
financial institutions aim to increase clients’ competence in online fraud protection
[Butler Butler, 2018; Usman Shah, 2013]. However, some companies use mutual
learning even further [Noel et al., 1990], creating their own schools financed to
educate internal clients [Anaelo, 2007].

There are many benefits from CE implementation, including improvement
of customer experience and customer loyalty [Rasouli, Vasifehdust, 2014; Islam,
Akagi, 2018; Lin, Ding, 2009], growth of trust [Adrutdin et al., 2020; Eden,
1994] and perceived service quality [Abosag et al., 2017].

In KIBS [Santos, Spring, 2015], there is a need to improve the knowledge
of SMEs in other areas, such as e-business [Archer et al., 2008] or Open Data
[Alawadhi et al., 2021]. CE affects sales in a significant way (83% compared to
advertising (15%)) [Li et al., 2011]. Therefore, additional programmes for dis-
tributors and sellers might be critical [Richardson, 2007].

Competent customers (participants of CE programmes) are more likely to
spread positive information about the product and brand [Sun et al., 2021].
Moreover, there is a link between CE and customer citizenship [Gong et al., 2022].

There are barriers to CE implementation, apart from technical issues. For
example, customers often face information overload, and some software solutions
are employed to ease the choice of the product itself [Liu, 2022].

5. Tools of customer education

The tools used in distant education have developed significantly [Gephart et
al., 1998; Kenney, Khanfar, 2009] due to the popularity of the internet and the
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challenges of Covid-19. Online CE is a competitive option for face-to-face courses
[Chen et al., 2020], just as in textbooks [Grensing-Pophal, 2010].

Customers prefer having access to multimedia tutorials in addition to the
text version because their knowledge and ability to use the solution increases
[Geisler, Kiefer, 2004]. Therefore, it is good to use various learning materials,
paying particular attention to their usability. They can be distributed online or in
the educational kiosks at points of sale [Hathaway et al., 2021]. In addition, time
intervals and different answer popup quizzes (TIDAPQ) help diagnose where the
video was watched [Yi et al., 2020] and support the materials’ assessment.

The online tool for improving customer knowledge might be a Q&A ession
[Quick et al., 2019] organised by the company. Depending on the organisation’s
profile, the session’s goals can be divided into a few sections. The clients can be better
understood [Cagle, 2010] because of the structure of questions or the doubts cus-
tomers ease with empathising. Here the emotional and time investment level is high,
so the potential for application is limited, probably, to the most valued customers.
Nevertheless, every meeting with a salesperson might be a chance for a customer to
be educated [Giles III, 2002] or at least — informed. For that reason, the employees
having direct contact with customers should be equipped with knowledge of the
brand and products, soft skills for communication, and some basic teaching skills.

The role of the online environment grows. It is visible in the part of electronic
word of mouth or user-generated content [Luong et al., 2020] but also — in team
building. Virtual classrooms create an experience close to an actual meeting with
other students and teachers [Killedar, 2008]. Forums, where customers share their
knowledge and ask questions, are an example of Peer-To-Peer learning. There are
also virtual P3 communities due to the involvement of other users — peers — and
the company’s employees [Dholakia et al., 2009]. The role of a learning commu-
nity [Balaji, Krishnan, 2020] is equally vital for it helps to keep the motivation
of a learner, and it has the potential to build emotional involvement in the pro-
cess of knowledge construction and brand delivering the course. Participation of
local organisations (including NGOs) can support promoting specific solutions
[Hathaway et al., 2021]. It is also crucial for improving learning results and
social identification of its users [Dholakia et al., 2009]. Some research points
out that place attachment also appears in virtual communities [Russell-Bennett
Rosenbaum, 2022], which makes it possible for their use in brand building and
CRM. Customer Social Participation is present in online communities through
informal channel usage (for example, in communicators like WhatsApp). It pro-
vides clients with functional, social and hedonistic benefits [Lakmali et al., 2021].
Mobile applications might enhance the experiences with product consumption
and have great informative potential [Doyle et al., 2005].
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Complex educational programmes can be published as Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOC:s) and use existing offerors for distribution [for example, Udemy
or Coursera]. The integrated Blended Learning and Knowledge Management model
might help notice the relation between knowledge sharing and synchronous and asyn-
chronous learning [Hasan et al., 2022]. The customer journey, including payment
options [Santoso et al., 2019] and methods of content presentation [Alex Wang,
2002], can influence general customer satisfaction and retention, just as knowledge
acquisition, during MOOC. MOOC gives a chance to apply edu-tainment; it is
easy to understand due to the multimedia character of the content and has an op-
portunity to improve the outreach [Siddike et al., 2017]. For that reason, especially
those companies less experienced with CE should consider using the frameworks.

For sure, in line with e-CE, there is still face-to-face teaching. It uses trade
shows and trade books to present the products better, as well as conferences and
seminars where the scope of discussed issues might be broader [Dana, 2003].

6. Conclusions

There are some misinterpretations in the literature in terms of CE definition,
and they should be clarified. They might be the evolution of CE’s role in business.
The concept originates from simple instructions and develops into knowledge
delivery, coaching and skills development, and nowadays, it is related to value
co-creation. The challenge in terms of the CE definition is scope of its application,
for example — does it include financial education or only education related to the
company’s products. It is especially important and interesting in case of children
as clients (Gotwald, 2023).

CE, in terms of bibliographic analysis, is linked to customer satisfaction.
Qualitative content analysis of the papers proved that most texts cover challenges
related to customer loyalty and satisfaction and are based on case studies.

CE has many benefits for a company, including the influence on customer
attitudes, experience, satisfaction, and loyalty. It also stimulates positive WOM
and gaining trust. CE additionally improves identification with the organisation.

Various means of learning experience delivery are crucial in CE. Still, there
is a challenge in evaluating customers’ competence growth. Therefore, learning
communities are a good direction in terms of CE delivery.

CE is rarely examined empirically. CE has an interdisciplinary character, cov-
ering educational, managerial, financial, organisational and social issues. The areas
of implications of CE and its consequences on customer behaviour, satisfaction,
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experience, loyalty and purchases are open to exploration. Similarly, the usage of
various communication channels, omnichannel or phygital CE and the synergy
between Al and data mining, application of learning management systems and
use of social networking in CE are still open.
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