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ABSTRACT 
Despite an abundance of research on customer service 

(CS), service quality, and customer satisfaction, limited 
empirical evidence exists regarding context specific 
situations, for example, satisfaction with the customer 
service of supermarkets considering how situations in 
different countries and cultural backgrounds might 
determine consumers’ expectations, experience, and 
conceptualizion of customer service. The aim of the 
research was to identify specific elements of CS that 
individually and/or collectively influence consumers’ 
evaluation of, and satisfaction with, CS in supermarkets and 
the consequent contribution towards repeat purchase 
behavior in a South African context. Noteworthy is the 
paradoxical situation that exists in the sense that attributes 
of a sophisticated first world as well as the reality of a 
developing third world country have to be acknowledged. 
Data collection was done in two phases and involved 386 
participants. Factor analysis identified three elements of CS 
that were considered crucial in terms of consumers’ 
satisfaction with CS and these were presented in a model to 
indicate their inter-relatedness in terms of customer service, 
service quality, and store loyalty. 

 
INTRODUCTION AND MOTIVATION FOR THE 

RESEARCH 
“Customers want it all and they want it now!” 

Howardell’s remark (2003) reflects the experience of many 
retailers in the 21st century. Gone are the days when 
consumers could trust the friendly grocer on the corner of 
the street in terms of product offerings, prices, and even 
interest in their personal well being. Supermarkets now 
trade in a highly competitive marketplace, where 
competitors are located within walking distance of one 
another, knowing full well that if they fail to provide what 
customers want, these customers will very easily find 
another store that does (Codrington 2002). Despite greater 
sophistication and continual efforts to impress consumers 
through careful exemplification of the elements of the 
marketing mix, retail has come under heavy scrutiny in 
recent years. The main allegations stress the apparent 
emphasis on retail and marketing issues (Killbourne 2002) 
and the neglect of the well being of consumers, and suggest 
that marketing practices should be revisited (Weis 2002). A 
decline of 12% in customers’ satisfaction with CS in the 
retail environment in the U.S. between 1996 and 2001 (The 
American Customer Satisfaction Index: University of 
Michigan), supports these concerns. More than 69% of 
retail customers in the U.S. are reported to “shop hop” in an 
attempt to overcome frustrations due to unsatisfactory CS 
(Gowan et al. 2001). CS has received great attention in 
accredited journals in recent years. Unfortunately, the 
emphasis has often either been on individual elements of 
CS rather than service per se or on the relationship between 
consumer satisfaction, service quality, and store loyalty 
(Bennett and Rundle-Thiele 2004; Cronin et al. 2000; 
Shemwell 1998). Evidence of the collective contribution of 
various elements of CS towards service quality (SQ) 
deserves additional attention (Calif 2001; Erdem et al. 

1999; Gowan et al. 2001), especially in terms of context-
specific situations, for example, a specific country with 
specific cultural backgrounds that might affect consumers’ 
expectations, experience, and conceptualization of CS. 
Despite some evidence from countries such as China, 
Korea, and Japan, the bulk of the research on CS relies on 
theoretical frameworks and observations based on 
circumstances in Western societies. This perhaps limits our 
understanding of how customers from different countries 
and cultural backgrounds anticipate, experience, and 
conceptualise CS in various contexts. 

  
RESEARCH PROBLEM AND OBJECTIVES 

Countries across the globe have, in the last decade, 
witnessed the formation of prominent retail conglomerates 
that now dominate the retail scene. Five supermarket giants 
more or less dictate grocery shopping in South Africa at 
present, and in many areas these stores are located within 
walking distance of each other, although they generally 
stock more or less the same goods. This suggests a 
difference in their CS and consequent SQ that enhances 
store loyalty (Bell 2003). The relevance of excellent CS in 
terms of survival in a competitive marketplace has been 
discussed repeatedly in recent years (Du Vázqueza et al. 
2003; Malan 2003; Nielsen 2002; Oliver 1998; Saxby 
2003a; Seybold 2001). Unfortunately, processes and 
policies implemented in retail in third-world countries are 
often guided by trends in Europe or America (Du Plessis et 
al. 1995). Clarity about consumers’ interpretation of SQ in 
specific contexts such as supermarkets, in terms of the 
various CS attributes, would be useful to understand why 
consumers tend to shop hop to complete grocery shopping 
although competitors generally stock the same goods. It 
would also be valuable in terms of adapting and improving 
CS in specific situations to attract and retain customers and 
to ultimately encourage store loyalty. 

The aim of this study is to identify specific elements 
of CS that individually and/or collectively determine 
consumers’ evaluation of and satisfaction with CS in 
supermarkets, and these elements’ consequent contribution 
toward repeat purchase behavior in a South African context 
which paradoxically includes attributes of a sophisticated 
first-world and a developing third-world country.  

 
CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND 

 
Supermarkets 

A supermarket is a large, departmentalised retail store 
that primarily sells food items (Marshall et al. 2001), while 
a department store is larger, divided into different 
departments, and also provides an extensive assortment of 
other goods and services (Thang and Tan 2003).  

 
Customer Service (CS) in Terms of Service Quality (SQ) 
and Customer Satisfaction  

CS is a complex offering that involves several 
interrelated activities/interactions (so called “moments of 
truth”) through which a business interacts with its 
customers. CS is intangible and therefore particularly 
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difficult to evaluate objectively (Levy and Weitz 2001). In a 
competitive marketplace, intentional effort is needed to 
improve CS in terms of SQ so that a shopping experience is 
perceived as more rewarding especially for discerning 
consumers (Ackermann 2002; Howardell 2003; Levy and 
Weitz 2001; Raijas 2003; Schwerdtfeger 2003; Zikmund 
and D’Admico 2001). CS is generally evaluated in terms of 
SQ (which is affective and feelings-based with an 
evaluative, objective component) (Shemwell et al. 1998; 
Spreng and Mackoy 1996) based on the premise that CS 
needs to add value to a purchasing experience to boost the 
perception of SQ with a prospect of customer loyalty. The 
need to conceptualise and measure CS in terms of SQ and 
consumer satisfaction has been much debated in the past 
(Bendall-Lyon and Powers 2004; Cronin et al. 2000; Cronin 
and Taylor 1992 in Spreng and Mackoy 1996; Iacobucci et 
al. 1995; Shemwell et al. 1998). Spreng and Mackoy (1996, 
202) explain satisfaction in terms of evaluation within a 
framework of expectations to conclude a desires 
congruency, to conclude positive or negative 
disconfirmation. Several researchers agree that the situation 
will eventually determine whether the affective, feelings-
based component of satisfaction or the cognitive component 
will eventually control a consumer’s evaluation. Consumer 
satisfaction with supermarket shopping that reflects high 
experience properties will probably thus be cognitive rather 
than emotionally based (Shemwell 1998). SQ, on the other 
hand, is judged by what a consumer believes should be 
provided, that is, a customers’ evaluative, objective 
judgment of overall service excellence (Leong et al. 1997; 
Shemwell et al. 1998). 

CS refers per se to an assortment of CS attributes that 
collectively constitute service as a phenomenon that is 
perceived in terms of SQ. Any single positive attribute of 
CS, for example, competitive prices, may therefore not 
necessarily ensure SQ or repeat purchase behavior. When 
judging CS, consumers mostly indicate their satisfaction 
with the service, which suggests that satisfaction is a 
prerequisite for SQ. From a business point of view, 
customer satisfaction implies consistently doing something 
of value for customers in the way they expect it to be done 
(Cronin et al. 2000; Levy and Weitz 2001). This could 
influence a consumer’s motives and attitudes during 
subsequent consumer decisions (Du Plessis et al. 1990 in 
Erasmus and Donoghue 1998) and enhance repeat purchase 
behavior and positive word-of-mouth communication. 
Consumer satisfaction is generally described in terms of SQ 
and value (where value refers to quality relative to price) 
(Cronin et al. 2000). Efforts to improve CS within the goals 
and vision of a specific company inevitably involve a 
revision of the various elements of the marketing mix, such 
as McCarthy’s (1964) product, place, price, and promotion, 
as well as Booms and Bitners’ (1981) people, processes, 
and physical evidence that collectively embody the 
resources or capabilities of a store.  

 
CS in Terms of Store Loyalty 

Retailers highly value loyal customers who 
intentionally choose their stores over others, irrespective of 
the offerings at other stores (Levy and Weitz 2001). A 
consumer’s behavioral intentions that may culminate in 
store loyalty should however be understood as complex, 
comprehensive processes that involve an evaluation of SQ 
as well as consumer satisfaction (Cronin et al. 2000). 
Although satisfaction is likely to increase store loyalty 
(Bennett and Rundle-Thiele 2004), it may not in itself be 
sufficient to ensure this loyalty (Alonso 2000). Store loyalty 
is therefore defined as a non-random behavioral response, 
expressed over time, which implies that one store is 

patronised rather than several others as a function of 
complex psychological (decision-making and evaluative) 
processes. No wonder then that retailers purposely invest in 
their CS through well-managed customer-retention 
programs (Malan 2003). 

 
CS as a Collective Phenomenon  

Cronin et al. (2000) emphasise that any evaluation of 
CS that considers only individual variables is likely to be 
incomplete. A systems perspective thus provides a useful 
vehicle for interpreting the interrelated elements of CS in a 
supermarket in terms of a total (whole) experience of SQ 
(Heylingen and Joslyn 2002). The systems perspective 
acknowledges the sequence, relationship, and 
interdependency of the fundamental elements of CS as 
determinants of SQ. Elements of CS are considered the 
inputs that are transformed into outputs, which are 
interpreted in terms of SQ. 
 
The Elements of CS within a Systems Perspective 

In this study, the elements of CS are defined as all of 
the operational, physical or human resources/elements that 
may affect customers’ perception of the SQ of supermarkets 
(Spears and Gregoire 2003) and which may incite a 
consumer consciously or subconsciously to patronise a 
specific store (Asseal 1993; Thang and Tan 2003). 
Consumers generally look for tangible evidence (contextual 
cues) of what they are about to experience in a given 
service encounter, which is intangible (Bitner 1991). These 
tangible cues include the following: 

Products. The range, quality, and availability of 
product offerings in a supermarket are regarded as the core 
attraction to the store as a collection of need-satisfying 
utilities (Zikmund and D’Admico 2001). Packaging 
contributes to the decision-making process of a consumer 
because it determines product image, communicates 
product information, protects the product, determines shelf 
life, indicates affordability, etc. (Van der Walt et al. 1998).  

Place/Physical Surroundings. The store itself in terms 
of design, appearance, and image provides a fertile 
opportunity for market differentiation (Levy and Weitz 
2002). Criteria for success may, for example, be aesthetic in 
nature and involve attention to detail such as store safety or 
parking facilities (Bloemer 2002; Malan 2003): customers 
apparently also desire hedonic experiences to satisfy multi-
sensory, fantasy, and emotive aspects of consumption that 
extend beyond the purpose of acquiring merchandise 
(Arnold 2003; Thang and Tan,2003). 

Price. Pricing strategies are implemented to attract 
consumers and to sway buyer decisions (Levy et al. 2004; 
Zikmund and D’Admico 2001). While price is often used to 
attract consumers, affordability (lower/reasonable prices) in 
conjunction with quality contributes to consumers’ 
experience of service value (Cronin et al. 2000). 

Promotion. Vast amounts of money are spent 
annually on marketing communication with the intention of 
announcing stores’ offerings and boosting store images 
(Shiffman and Kanuk 2001; Zikmund and D’Admico 
2001). Four of the prominent six supermarkets in South 
Africa are, for example, listed under the top 10 advertisers 
in 2004–2005 (Rapport 2005). 

Sales Personnel. Sales personnel actually represent 
their employers, the retailers (Saxby 2003). Excellent 
customer-salesperson relationships contribute to pleasant 
shopping experiences and reduce risk perception, especially 
during the final stages of the decision-making process 
(Reynolds and Beatty 1999). A customer-oriented approach 
that signifies empathy, expertise, and competence enhances 
customer satisfaction and store loyalty (Clopton et al. 2002) 



 

79 

and encourages positive word-of-mouth communication 
(Bettencourt 1997). 

Processes and Policies. CS in supermarkets involves 
a broad range of additional services such as complaint 
handling, reliability, availability of credit facilities, 
exchange policies and guarantees that contribute to 
consumers’ perception of the store (Dabholkar et al. 1994; 
Reppel 2003) as a supportive, empathetic, friendly, 
trustworthy organisation (Menon and Dube 2004). This 
may even encourage consumers to patronise a supermarket 
that is not necessarily the cheapest, the nearest, or the most 
impressive. It is more difficult for a supermarket to serve 
customers with different lifestyles from different socio-
economic and cultural backgrounds in large urban areas 
than to attend to a smaller, homogeneous market (Du 
Vázqueza et al. 2003). 

 
Transformation of the Elements of CS in Terms of SQ 

Although the importance of any elements of CS 
should never be underestimated, their collective 
contribution towards CS in terms of consumers’ perception 
of SQ has to be carefully defined. In terms of consumers’ 
experience of CS, the various elements of CS are 
interpreted or transformed through cognitive activity. 
Consumers thus interpret their experience of the various 
elements of CS (inputs) in a supermarket within established 
schemata in memory (previous experiences, expectations, 
knowledge) (Spears and Gregoire 2003) to comprehend the 
buying experience (Thang and Tan 2003). Within the 
systems perspective, it is postulated that changing one 
element of CS (e.g., price) will affect how another element 
(e.g., assistance from a salesperson) is interpreted. A lower 
price/bargain buy might, for example, counteract an 
experience with a rude salesperson. Consumers thus refer to 
previous experiences (memory an internal resources) to 
interpret or judge the elements of CS (external stimuli) as 
positive or negative. This process is facilitated by 
information-processing strategies that assist in the decision-
making process on a subliminal level (Shiffman and Kanuk 
2001). A consumers’ perception of CS (e.g., as superior) 
may not necessarily be derived from elements of CS that 
are considered in isolation (e.g., assuming that competitive 
prices would leave an impression of superior CS). Of 
greater importance is an understanding of the collective 
contribution, and the relative hierarchy, of the composite 
elements of CS in terms of SQ and store loyalty 
(Whitchurch and Constantine 1993). Although consumers 
generally comment on individual elements of CS, the 
collective contribution of these elements eventually 
determines the interpretation of SQ. Consumers’ evaluation 
of CS (e.g., as excellent) may also be the result of 
unexpected elements, for example, a combination of 
affordability and large product variety at the cost of store 
design and layout, as opposed to more expensive products 
and elaborate product ranges or convenient store design. 
The compensatory rule of consumer decision making thus 
applies (Shiffman and Kanuk 2001): a consumer values 
various elements of CS in terms of their perceived 
importance in a specific context to establish a final “score” 
for each store visited. The preferred store will thus be the 
store with the highest total score. Two stores might 
eventually both be rated as acceptable although individual 
“scores” for service elements might differ considerably. A 
store with a high score might thus eventually still fail to 
attract customers due to an unacceptable minimum 
condition (e.g., too expensive), which increases the 
contribution that every other element of CS has to make 
toward acceptable CS and SQ (Levy and Weitz 2001). If a 
consumer is satisfied with the consequences of a purchase 

experience, the probability of repeat purchase behavior 
increases. Feedback is therefore of utmost importance in 
searching for ways to improve SQ (Spears and Gregoire 
2003). 

 
RESEARCH METHOD 

This study is cross-sectional: data was collected in 
August 2004. The research approach is exploratory and 
descriptive in nature and integrates a qualitative technique 
(focus group discussions) with a predominantly quantitative 
approach (survey, implementing a structured questionnaire) 
to enhance the validity and reliability of data (Babbie and 
Mouton 1998). The research was conducted in Pretoria 
East, a more affluent geographical area in the metropolis of 
Tshwane, South Africa, where several supermarkets are 
located within close proximity. This area was chosen 
because consumers with higher discretionary incomes are 
expected to be more concerned about CS and SQ and more 
likely to visit different supermarkets to get a pleasurable 
shopping experience (Arnold 2003; Samson and Little 
1993). Four trained field workers assisted with data 
collection. Based on the success of the technique in similar 
studies (Areni 2003), snowball sampling (chain referral) 
was used to recruit participants. An attempt was made to 
recruit an even distribution of participants from the 48 
suburbs in the area (Neuman 1997). Participation required 
of individuals (no preconditions in terms of gender) to 
manage or co-manage their own households and to confirm 
a minimum of six personal buying experiences at at least 
two of the well-known supermarkets during the three 
months preceding completion of the questionnaire (Thang 
and Tan 2003).  

Focus Group Discussions. Two focus group 
discussions of 10 participants each were held on 
consecutive Saturdays at a private home with the intention 
of finalizing the construction of the scales as well as the 
wording of the questionnaire in terms of everyday 
knowledge and language (McQuarrie and McIntyre 1988). 
The venue was chosen to encourage discussions in a 
relaxed atmosphere (Keim et al. 1999). Simultaneous 
participation of friends, spouses, and family members was 
not allowed (Cook 1982). Participants were informed that 
the research was concerned with CS in supermarkets but no 
reference was made to specific stores or to characteristics of 
CS. Tape recordings of discussions were made with the 
consent of the participants to enable accurate transcription 
(Babbie and Mouton 1998). Discussions evolved from 
general to specific (Garrison et al. 1999), including prompts 
such as, “There are a number of supermarkets within close 
proximity in the east of Pretoria. Do you generally do 
grocery shopping at one specific supermarket or do you 
patronise different stores? Explain. Do you prefer certain 
supermarkets when doing your grocery shopping? How 
would you describe an excellent supermarket?” 

Survey. The content and wording of the structured 
questionnaire was finalised after interpretation of the 
transcription of the focus group discussions. The 
questionnaire consisted of six sections:  

 
1. Demographics and general buyer behavior: 

Answering simple questions such as, “How frequently have 
you shopped at each of the following supermarkets in the 
past three months?”; “Who does the grocery shopping for 
your household?”; “How frequently do they do it?” 

2. Judgment of the importance of CS attributes: 
Using a five-point scale to respond to 34 statements such 
as, “How important do you regard the following in your 
judgment of the service of a supermarket?” 

3. A listing of intolerable attributes of CS: 
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Answering an open-ended question that enabled cross 
validation (Leong et al. 1997; Zikmund and D’Amico 2001) 

4. An evaluation of well-known supermarkets: 
Using a five-point scale to respond to questions such as, 
“Indicate your view of the customer service of the 
supermarket/s where you generally do your shopping.” 

5. A rating of satisfaction with specific attributes 
of CS: Using a five-point scale to respond to 34 statements 
such as, “How satisfied are you in general with the 
following aspects of customer service of the supermarket/s 
where you generally do your shopping?” 

6. Willingness to recommend supermarkets: 
Questions referring to all the supermarkets in the area, such 
as, “Would you recommend the following supermarkets to 
your best friend for regular purchases?” 

 
DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

In the presentation of results, ethical concerns 
required the use of codes rather than disclosing the 
identities of the supermarkets/department stores included in 
the study, namely Checkers, Checkers Hyper, OK, Pick ’n 
Pay, Pick ’n Pay Hyper, Spar, Super Spar, Woolworths, and 
Woolworths Foods. Aa, Bb, Cc, Dd etc. refer to the hyper 
stores and/or the specialised food versions of the 
corresponding supermarkets A, B, C, D etc. (not necessarily 
in the order listed above). 

Focus Group Discussions. Recordings of the focus 
group discussions were transcribed and crosschecked by the 
researchers immediately after every session. Conceptual 
analysis and relational analysis suggested an objective and 
systematic color-coding of the text in terms of attributes of 
CS that were relevant (Babbie and Mouton 1998) or 

contributed to those already contained in the questionnaire. 
Additional constructs that were mentioned were safety 
aspects with regards to location of supermarkets, personal 
safety in stores, poor service, and inefficiency of personnel. 
A popular department store was also suggested by the 
participants and eventually included in the list of 
supermarkets. 

Questionnaire. Because at least 350 completed 
questionnaires were required, 500 were distributed. Of the 
386 that were returned by the deadline, 99 were completed 
by males and 287 by females (no preference in terms of 
gender was specified). Because of the promise of 
confidentiality, it was difficult to trace questionnaires that 
were not returned in time. Considering that willingness 
would be more favorable in terms of reliable data, no 
pressure was exerted to retrieve the rest of the 
questionnaires. 

Patronage of Specific Supermarkets. The results show 
that approximately 70% of the participants visit 
supermarkets C and B, twice or three times per month. 
Although some would prefer to do the majority of their 
grocery shopping at A, they admit that they cannot afford to 
do so. This is the first indication that one element of CS, 
price, prevents customers from frequenting a supermarket, 
although other elements of CS are highly valued. This 
supports comments that were made during focus group 
discussions. 

Family Members’ Involvement in Supermarket 
Shopping. Participants (predominantly female) generally do 
the shopping themselves (table 1): 45.3% do their shopping 
weekly rather than 23.0% who do it monthly and 15.3% 
who do it daily. Only 16.3% indicate occasional shopping.  

 
 
 

TABLE 1 
FAMILY MEMBERS’ INVOLVEMENT IN SUPERMARKET SHOPPING (N=386) 

 Participant (self) Husband/wife/partner Children Other 
Monthly 89 28 8 7 
Weekly 175 52 4 14 
Daily 59 21 3 1 

Occasionally 21 49 34 2 
Missing 42 236 337 362 

 

 
Importance of Individual Elements of Customer 

Service in Terms of SQ. Participants’ rating of the 
importance of a list of CS attributes reveals that a clean 
store and strict control of freshness of products are required 
by more that 90% of the participants; products of excellent 
quality, short queues at the cashiers and store layout are 
valued by between 70 and 79% of respondents; while clean 
trolleys, friendly, enthusiastic staff assistance, clear signage 
of product location and in-store security were cited by more 
than 60%. An interpretation of the importance of specific 
elements of CS reveals that attributes that are considered 
very important by more than 60% of the participants are 1) 
place-related: a clean store, store layout, clear signage in 
store, safety/security, convenient and well-located parking 
facilities, good access to the parking area, and location of 
the store in a safe area; 2) product-related: strict control 
over the freshness of products, products of excellent 
quality, and large product variety; 3) personnel-
related:enthusiastic, kowledgeable, and efficient staff; and 
4) process-related: minimum waiting time at cashiers, clean 
trolleys, and availability of credit card facilities. 
Cleanliness/perceived hygiene was indicated as an 

important reason why consumers prefered supermarket A. 
In-store demonstrations and access to internet shopping 
were considered least important. Although this has become 
popular in supermarket shopping worldwide, it is 
apparently not considered a local priority yet. 

Satisfaction with Specific Attributes of CS of 
Supermarkets. Participants’ indication of satisfaction with 
attributes of CS in supermarkets can be used as an 
indication of their interpretation of SQ. More than 75% of 
the participants were satisfied or highly satisfied with 
attributes that were 1) place-related: convenience of store 
location 97.3%; in-store temperature 85.2%; in-store layout 
85.2%; cleanliness of store 85.2%; location of parking bays 
85.1%; store appearance 85.0%; and 2) product-related: 
quality of products 85.0%. Participants seemed mostly 
dissatisfied with process-related aspects of CS that are 
personnel in kind. A significant percentage indicates that 
assistance and efficiency of both general frontline staff as 
well as management are often disappointing. A general 
satisfaction with product-related and place-related attributes 
may be due to the observation that most supermarkets stock 
the same goods and that differentiation between 
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supermarkets may be attributed to other characteristics.  
Intolerable Attributes of Customer Service. 

Intolerable attributes of CS that were mentioned in the open 
question were 1) personnel- and process-related: rude or 
untrained staff 70.2%; dirty trolleys 51.6%; and 2) product-
related: unavailability of products 51.6%; poor quality 
33.7%. These findings coincide with attributes that are cited 
as very important in supermarkets, thus suggesting valid 
and reliable responses and indicating that the attributes 
mentioned are worth taking notice of. 

Recommendation of Supermarkets. Table 2 indicates a 
noticeable difference in participants’ willingness to 
recommend the various supermarkets, which suggests a 
difference in CS and consequent SQ. 

Aa (the smaller foods version of A) is rated 
significantly better (p ≤ .05) than all the other supermarkets, 
including A. A is however rated significantly better than B, 
C, Cc, D, Dd and E (p ≤ .05). Participants however 
indicated that A and Aa are too expensive to patronise on a 

regular basis despite an indication of the importance of 
attributes other than price in terms of store loyalty. No 
significant difference was found between B (a hyper store), 
C, and Cc. Both C and Cc were however rated significantly 
better (p ≤ .05) than D, Dd, and E. 

Attributes of CS that Seem Crucial in Terms of their 
Contribution toward SQ and Store Loyalty. Factor analysis 
is used to identify the attributes and the relevant elements of 
CS that seem crucial for SQ. Squared multiple correlations 
acted as initial communality estimates with direct oblimin 
rotation. A Scree test suggested three main elements of CS, 
which were then used for rotation. An item loaded on a 
specific factor, when the loading was 0.3 or greater for that 
factor and less than 0.3 for the other, was used to interpret 
the rotated factor pattern. Sixteen items loaded on the first 
factor, nine on the second and three on the third. Table 3 
reveals questionnaire items and corresponding factor 
loadings. 

 
 

TABLE 2 
RECOMMENDATION OF SUPERMARKETS 

 
Supermarket Variable n Mean Std dev 
Aa  V69 311 4.4340 0.7959 
A  V68 307 4.3159 0.80511 
Bb V66 338 4.1243 0.6950 
Cc  V74 294 4.1122 0.7995 
B V67 308 3.9805 0.8501 
C  V73 334 3.9790 0.8143 
D  V71 274 3.2774 1.0322 
Dd  V70 301 3.1927 1.0658 
E  V72 224 2.6652 0.0324 

 
 
 

TABLE 3 
THE THREE ELEMENTS AND RELEVANT ATTRIBUTES IDENTIFIED THROUGH  

FACTOR ANALYSIS AS CRUCIAL FOR SQ 
 

 
Three groups of attributes were identified and labeled in terms of their prominent denominators to identify coherent elements 

Attributes relevant to factor/element 
1 

Attributes relevant to factor/element 2 Attributes relevant to factor/element 3 

V14 Clean trolleys V18 Bargains in store on a regular basis V17 Friendly enthusiastic staff assistance 
V15 Comfortable environment V24 Regular promotions/demonstrations V25 Well-trained, knowledgeable staff 
V16 Well-organised store layout V28 Uniformly dressed staff V27 Efficient staff assistance 
V20 Practical shelf layout V32 Lowest price, cheapest products 
V21 Security in store V40 Store with a modern appearance 
V22 Short queues at cashiers  V42 Provision of free plastic carry bags 
V23 Pleasant store atmosphere V45 Durable carry bags  
V26 A large product variety V46 Regular advertising 
V29 Products of excellent quality V47 Access to internet shopping 
V33 Well-located parking bays 
V34 Easy access to parking area 

from road 
V35 Efficient packers at cashiers 
V38 A clean store 
V39 Location of store is in a safe 

area 
V41 Strict control of freshness of 

products 
V44 Convenient store location 
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of CS. The first element, namely processes, contains 16 attributes that can be associated with hassle-free shopping and 
minimum frustration; the second, labeled value for money, consists of nine attributes that have relevance to the image of the 
supermarket in terms of image and value-for-money shopping; while the third element, personnel, contains three attributes. 
Instead of as many as seven elements of CS commonly discussed in the literature, only these three were identified as crucial 
in terms of judgment of SQ. Table 4 presents the factor loadings. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
TABLE 4 

FACTOR LOADINGS FOR THE THREE ELEMENTS IDENTIFIED THROUGH FACTOR ANALYSIS 
 

Variable Element 1 Element 2 Element 3 
V14 0.402 0.034 0.120 
V15 0.332 0.092 0.028 
V16 0.242 0.041 0.136 
V20 0.368 0.104 0.124 
V21 0.374 0.187 0.157 
V22 0.398 -0.151 0.076 
V23 0.376 0.136 0.074 
V26 0.311 0.110 0.259 
V29 0.399 0.078 0.152 
V33 0.663 -0.037 -0.057 
V34 0.629 -0.061 -0.109 
V35 0.360 0.144 0.182 
V38 0.329 -0.025 0.246 
V39 0.526 0.141 -0.015 
V41 0.394 -0.030 0.193 
V44 0.498 0.132 -0.112 
V18 -0.094 0.733 0.007 
V24 -0.017 0.663 0.062 
V28 0.090 0.299 0.190 
V32 0.219 0.453 -0.194 
V40 0.244 0.376 -0.038 
V42 0.079 0.504 0.003 
V45 0.162 0.332 0.125 
V46 -0.189 0.886 0.058 
V47 0.033 0.504 0.033 
V17 0.024 0.061 0.697 
V25 0.113 0.009 0.621 
V27 0.022 0.038 0.822 

Cronbach Alpha 
0.813 0.799 0.794 

 
 
 
Linear regression and calculation of Pearson correlation coefficients were used to determine whether the three identified 
elements of CS can be used to predict satisfaction with CS and willingness to recommend a supermarket to others. A small 
yet significant correlation is found between element 1 (processes) and consumer satisfaction, as well as between element 2 
(value for money) and consumer satisfaction. There is also a significant correlation between element 3 (personnel) and 
consumer satisfaction. Thus two elements of CS, namely processes and value for money, make a significant contribution in 
terms of customer satisfaction with supermarkets, although the relationship is not strong (r²= 0.1130). None of the elements 
of CS have a significant contribution in terms of customers’ recommendation of supermarkets to others.  
 

 
TABLE 5 

PEARSON CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS FOR ELEMENTS OF CS VERSUS CUSTOMER SATISFACTION 
AND STORE RECOMMENDATION 

 
 Factor/element 1 Factor/element 2 Factor/element 3 
Satisfaction 0.28303 

<0.0001 
0.360469 
<0.0001 

0.10814 
0.10814 

Store recommendation -0.06111 
0.2742 

0.02719 
0.6268 

0.04922 
0.3787 
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Correlation coefficients reveal value for money to be of greater significance than processes. Figure 1 indicates the interactive 
contribution of the three elements of CS that signify SQ and probably store loyalty.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 1 
ELEMENTS OF CUSTOMER SERVICE THAT SEEM CRUCIAL IN TERMS OF SQ AND STORE LOYALTY 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

The findings reveal a significant difference in 
participants’ satisfaction with different supermarkets. 
Participants, however, also admit that consideration of 
affordability prevents them from patronizing the stores that 
they are more satisfied with. Despite a significant 
dissatisfaction with one of the supermarkets, participants 
still shop there because of an apparent experience of value 
for money in conjunction with convenient location of the 
stores (processes), which apparently negates certain 
unacceptable attributes of CS. This confirms the initial 
notion that consumers will severely criticise a certain 
attribute of CS for a particular supermarket when this 
attribute is evaluated in isolation, but that they will 
nevertheless eventually still shop there. Participants tend to 
compromise in terms of a “whole shopping experience” 
which reinforces the belief that consumers’ rating of 
individual elements of CS should be considered less 
important than that of a collective of CS attributes in 
judgment of SQ and potential store loyalty.  

Three elements of CS—namely value for money, 
processes, and personnel—can be eventually identified as 
crucial in terms of SQ that will enhance store loyalty in 
supermarkets. A significant correlation of value for money 
and processes with consumer satisfaction with CS indicates 
the importance of affordability in conjunction with product 
quality, as well as the need for an offering of additional 
services (processes) that will moderate frustration, for 
example, clean trolleys, comfortable environment, well-
organised store, good shelf layout, in-store security, short 
queues at cashiers, and easy access to parking. The 
attributes that are used to describe two of the significant 
elements of CS, that is, processes and personnel, confirm 
the importance of context in a discussion of CS, and 
suggest that strategies specifically designed for the specific 
context could be beneficial to enhance SQ in a third-world 
country. Unique descriptors (in the South African context) 
that are included in the questionnaire after completion of 
the focus group discussions include safety issues and 
competence of sales personnel. The latter may be ascribed 

Processes 

Value for money 

People/ personnel 

CUSTOMER 
SERVICE 

0.283 
 

0.108 
 

0.361 
 

CUSTOMER 
EXPECTATIONS 

Positive disconfirmation/satisfaction 

SERVICE QUALITY 

 

STORE LOYALTY 
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to an application of so-called affirmative action in the work 
place that implies that job appointments are often based on 
race rather than on competence. In an article in a national 
Sunday newspaper (Rapport, 17 April 2005), a list of the 
top 10 South African spenders on advertising in the country 
during the preceding financial year included four of the five 
supermarket groups that were included in this research. 
Interestingly, the supermarket group that was rated best in 
terms of its CS was not included in this list. The worst-rated 
supermarket, however (in terms of CS and SQ), happened 
to be the top spender on advertising. The content of the 
advertisements of these supermarkets revealed strong 
emphasis on price while price per se, as an element of CS, 
was not identified as one of the most important elements of 
CS that was expected by customers in terms of SQ. It is 
suggested that the money spent on promotion and price 
(two of the universal elements of CS according to previous 
literature), could perhaps be better invested in terms of the 
training of personnel, an element of CS that was strongly 
criticised throughout the study. While this research 
specifically focuses on CS in supermarkets, similar studies 
could be done to examine CS in other retail contexts such 
as clothing retail and appliance sales where the importance 
of the elements of CS will most probably be interpreted 
differently. This study suggests that it would be worthwhile 
to explore the importance of well-trained, competent staff. 

 
LIMITATIONS 

Because of financial considerations, the research was 
done in a specific geographical area where well-known 
South African supermarkets are well represented and 
conveniently located. Another motivation is the 
demographics of the area, since Tshwane is one of the most 
affluent provinces in the country and consequent 
competition in the marketplace will probably ensure that the 
CS offered by the various supermarkets is better than 
average in terms of other areas in the country. Although the 
findings reveal aspects that deserve further attention, a 
more representative sample might be required before any 
generalization of the findings in terms of supermarkets’ CS 
on a national level can be made. 
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