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EXPLORING RETAIL CUSTOMER SERVICE, A CASE
OF RETAIL FOOD CHAINSIN KWAZULU-NATAL

This study aimed at determining and evaluating éfificacy of customer service in
independently owned retail food chains within thevince of KwaZulu-Natal in South
Africa; managers; between customer's expectatiod #meir perceived satisfaction.
Furthermore, it included assessing the level oilretervice quality, current customer
service tools employed by independent food chainKwaZulu-Natal, and the extent to
which customer service tools are being used. Tirdysivas also about establishing if there
was a significant relationship between retail sEr\guality and customer satisfaction. The
study targeted both customers and managers of éndemt food chains in KwaZulu-Natal
from whom a sample of four mangers were intervievawl 444 customers were
conveniently selected to participate in the stulyth qualitative and quantitative methods
were employed in the collection of data.

The findings revealed that the majority of the oustrs were generally dissatisfied with the
quality of services offered by independent foodimhawing to lack of complementary
services (ATM terminals, parking, and toilets),ifiies for shoppers with special needs
(physically handicapped, wheelchaired, or transftanability to offer customers credit,
failure to provide wide product assortment, shgerating hours and general appearance of
the store (cleanness, good product display, prasenton how to use merchandise and
availability of shopping trolleys, signage to lozand identify merchandise). The results,
however, revealed that there is a relationship eetwcustomer’s expectation and their
perceived satisfaction. Equally significant, theulées showed that customers were satisfied
with the accessibility and safety of the stores #ad they will be considering independent
food chains in KwaZulu-Natal as their primary store

Keywords: Customer service, Independent food chains, serviedity, retailing, customer
service quality

1. INTRODUCTION

Independent food chains play an integral part & dstribution chain of goods and
services, uplifting the economy and advancemethefetailing industry (Radder, 1996).
More recently, independent food chains in Southicafrhave begun entering the
townships and expanding into rural areas. The openf independent food chains has
provided exposure to new segments of the populatidfhereas many of the
independently owned retailers have been seen ag milturally and empathetically
linked with their customer base, larger nationain§ have emphasized issues such as
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customer service, operational standards, and ag@omal training (De Bruyn and

Freathy, 2011). It is therefore unknown as to wiltalstomer service strategies
independently owned food chains are embarking ocotmter the strategies of national
retailers in competing for a shrinking a share ohsumers’ wallets; preference; and
patronage. Moreover, the customer service phenominimcreasing, but little is known

about its role (Hunter, 2006).

Customer service is about understanding the neédsfferent customers, keeping
promises, and consistently delivering high produuad service standards. The success of
any retail entity is determined by customer seriggmando and Njogu, 2012), as
customer service has that ability to heighten #well of customer satisfaction and act as
a differentiating factor amongst retailers aiminghiave the competitive advantage over
their competitors (Srivastava et al., 2015). ItHer, can increase product quality, gaining
profitable opportunities, and eventually increasgades and income (Jahanshani et al.,
2014).

Recent surveys have also confirmed that consunh@mk tetail customer service is
inadequate in retail outlets, and realizing theakging importance of customer service, an
increasing number of retailers have attempted torawe their service strategy (Bishop
Gagliano and Hathcote, 1994), by improving theiviee quality to the customers, which
has become the basic tool for retailers to enhdheeshopping experience, customer
satisfaction, revenues, cross-selling and alsoateperchase behaviour (Chandel, 2014).
Delivering high-quality service and having satidfiecustomers are viewed as
indispensable for gaining a sustainable advant&perowell, Yavas, and Bilgin, 1998).
However, retailers are still unable to effectivebter to the needs and wants of customers
and risk not only losing dissatisfied customersctaonpetitors but also the erosion of
profits and consequently failure (Wong and Soha(3).

Measuring customer service quality in the retattisg is different from any other
product or service environment. It is for this @mathat Dabholkar, Thorpe, and Rentz
developed the Retail Service Quality Scale (RS@8)rfeasuring retail service quality. It
should, however, be strongly emphasized that semyiclity in retailing is different and
complicated from any pure service environmenttascorporates a mix of merchandise
and services offered concurrently (Siu and Tak-Higeung, 2001). This is because of
the unique nature of retailing, and as such, imgnoents or measurements of quality in
retailing cannot be approached in the same wayhamny services setting. In a retail
environment, it is, therefore, necessary to loofatlity from the perspective of services
as well as goods and derive a set of items thatrately measure this construct.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Found in the literature review is a detailed disowus of an overview of two constructs
namely, retailing and customer service.

2.1. Retailing

Retailing is the set of business activities thalsadalue to the products and services
sold to consumers for their personal or family asd also involves the sale of services
(Levy and Weitz, 2012). It is the heart of markgtiand it is not a new concept in the
history of marketing, retailing is the interfacetween the producer and the individual
consumer for buying personal consumption. It is fihal activity in the supply chain
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(Chakraborty, 2014), and also a tail activity ie thusiness chain that links the end-user
and last middlemen in the business process (Prabh2®12).

The retailing concept is an overarching businedegbphy that creates superior value
for customers (Themba and Marandu, 2013) by attigctrecruiting, and retaining
a competent workforce to successfully compete en2hst century. Retailers operating
under the retail concept provide services and tassisroviding more product selections
(Liao, Chen and Wu, 2008). The concept further areges retailers to provide time,
place, and possession utility through their stoeation, environment, merchandise, and
salespeople (Singh, 2009), by also providing arorasent of products and services,
breaking bulk, holding inventory, and providing\sees (Levy and Weitz, 2012).

Retailing in South Africa is a rapidly changing sago with new competitors and
technological advances in doing business. Soutlt@fias a wide range of retailers who
have evolved to serve the needs of a marketplateigtcharacterized by many different
groups of potential customers in terms of racepnme, and culture (Terblanche, et al.,
2013). The retail industry is divided into orgamizend unorganized sectors. Organized
retailing refers to trading activities undertaken llcensed retailers, while unorganized
retailing, on the other hand, refers to unlicenseéhformal retailers (Bawa, Gupta, and
Sharma, 2013). Retailers are classified into twgomareas, namely: food retailers and
general merchandise retailers. The most common ffetadlers that are apparent in South
Africa are full-service supermarkets, hypermarketrehouse clubs, and convenience
stores (Terblanche et al.,, 2013). The South Afridand retail sector is highly
concentrated and dominated by four retailers nanfeigk ‘n Pay, Shoprite/Checkers,
SPAR, and Woolworths. All the larger retailers wug Africa have been expanding their
activities within South Africa, the number of rétsiores in South Africa increased by 77
percent to a total of 2 125 stores from 1994 to52@Browth in the retail sector is also
sustained and stimulated by the good performandbeoSouth African economy and the
emergence of a strong black middle socio-econortassc(Bienabe and Vermeulen,
2007).

The retail sector in South Africa continues to grexponentially, as evidenced by the
increase in the number of new shopping malls. Séffiica has some of the largest retail
enterprises in the world and is the largest economAfrica (Mafini and Dhurup, 2015).
Over the past decade, supermarkets have emergédpastant agents of change in
developing countries. Supermarkets have gone bejfoedupper-income consumers to
penetrate the mass market middle class, lower mididiss, and the poor (Neven et al.,
2006). South Africa’s retailing industry has als@nessed an increase in hypermarkets.
While hypermarkets have been in existence in Séditita for quite a while, the past
decade has seen a remarkable shift from convenistace investment to hypermarket
investment (Chinomona and Omoruyi, 2015).

Since the late 1990s, the number of supermarkeBoirth Africa has been steadily
growing (D'Haese and Van Huylenbroeck, 2005), aadehprogressed exponentially in
the retailing field in the last two decades. Suobgpession is evident in the retail sector,
where major retail stores (including supermarkets laypermarkets) were responsible for
more than half of South Africa's turnover on grie®r toiletries, and confectionery
(Dhurup, Venter and Oosthuyzen, 2014). Supermar&etsnot a new phenomenon in
South Africa. OK Bazaars introduced the concepghefsupermarket into South Africa in
1948 and by 1999 the top five South African supeketachains had a total of 1763 stores
and a 72.1 percent market share. The other sixrnthj@ins are Shoprite, Pick 'n Pay,
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Woolworths, Spar, Massmart, and Metro Cash andyC@vetcash) with the last two

performing both retail and wholesale functions (lkoat al., 2007). Supermarkets are
spreading quickly in developing countries, the taleis driven by an avalanche of
foreign direct investment (Reardon and Hopkins, 80@nd as such South African
supermarkets have expanded their operations im&igio countries and are beneficial to
small-scale farmers in those host countries. S@\ftican supermarkets expand their
market share in foreign countries through buyingeotsupermarkets, franchising, and
forming partnerships with other supermarket chéiiraongor and Kirsten, 2009).

The South African retail trade environment in tohips and rural areas was
dominated by small, mainly informal, business tradeffering basic products to a low-
income consumer market. Now of late, South Afrit@mnships are emerging as the new
markets for national retailers, especially supekeiachains. The increasing movement of
formal retailers into previously untapped middletdaw-income markets has increased
shopping center development in townships (Tustth&inydom, 2006).

2.2. Customer service

According to Andreassen and Olsen (2008), cust@®erice comprises creating and
delivering the service in the customer’'s presengmviding information, making
reservations, and receiving payment. It is an elgroéthe retailer's market offering that
takes place in all phases of a service’s life cytlhe pre-purchase phases (e.g. providing
information to make a better decision or traininggtomers in using the service), during
the purchase (e.g. front-line employees servicadadness, skills, and competences when
attending and responding to customer needs) and-pposhase (e.g. providing
information about usage, honoring guarantees owigirtg repair and spare parts).
Customer service is the provision of service to ¢hetomers before, during, and after
a purchase (Dhammi, 2013). It is all about theilestactivities that increase the value
received by consumers when shopping. Customercesrare tangible or intangible value
increasing activities that are related to prodectservices directly or indirectly to meet
customer expectations and finally to provide cusonsatisfaction and loyalty
(Kursunluoglu, 2014).

The customer service process is defined as stedttsets of work activities that lead
to specified business outcomes for customers (S¥emkatesh, and Joglekar, 2013)
which can be categorized into three tiers. Thet firsr is reliability, which means
performing the basics well. The second tier isliergie or the ability to respond to
failures of the customer service systems. The thigd is referred to as creativity or
innovation. Creativity means developing value-adgedgrams for customers such as
direct store delivery or packaging innovations (@d@ras, Laios, and Moschuris, 2005).
Elements of customer service comprise all the aatefactors that incite the consumer’s
mind. The interpretation of the individual elementfsCustomer service is considered
a cognitive activity that involves interpretatiornithin established schemata in memory
that are based on existing knowledge structuresrMad Erasmus, 2006). Customer
service can be measured in many dimensions susbrage empathy, access time, and
courtesy of staff but this study will consider thain dimension of service quality, service
speed, and responsiveness (Hassan, 2013).

Customer service has become a dominant objectiverdtail managers. In this
competitive world, high levels of service have bmeoa minimum requirement for
establishing and maintaining a presence in the etgBchary, 1992). It is how the retailer
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would like to have the services perceived by cust@memployees, and shareholders. It is
also referred to as the retailer's business prdéiposor customer benefit package, things
that provide benefit and value to the customer ¢&ein, et al., 2002). Customer service
is seen as another source of competitive advantétie greater revenue-generating
potential among retailers (Sade, Bojei, and Domadd2015). Fallah (2011) affirms that
customer service is a competitive means that difféate retailers. Customer service
greatly affects customer satisfaction and loyalthich results in the organisation’s
profitability. Therefore, providing satisfactoryrsee levels to customers must be the
priority for any retailer. Providing high servicevkls is costly, so it is important to set
service levels cost-effectively.

3. ROLE AND BENEFITS OF GOOD CUSTOMER SERVICE

In today’s competitive retail environment, retaflenust understand the importance of
consumer services. For retailers to be succesfdilers should develop a culture that
embraces service ideologies, thus encouragingetieation and growth of their customer
base (Beitelspacher, Richey & Reynolds, 2011). dtiag time and resources to satisfy
customer’s perceptions and expectations show thadees orientation to develop a long-
term relationship with customers, which, in turnceurages the customers to stay in that
relationship and sets an expectation of recipronatiVhen a retailer makes any kind of
relationship investment for customers, it creatdavarable impression in the minds of
customers (Deb, 2014) and pays off because it esetstie customers who are like
annuities, they keep pumping revenues into an @gton (Kimani et al., 2012).

As observed by Bouzaabia, Bouzaabia, and Cap&013], retailers must understand
the needs of customers and provide them with tgbdst value. A certain number of
factors contribute to the customers’ experiencenfoot, product availability, the delivery,
the return policy to satisfy the customer, and egogntly to guarantee loyalty. If the
customer’s needs are unmet, the effects of digaatiien can quickly multiply. The
consumer may go to another store, enjoy anothail tperience, and complain about
the earlier negative experience. Retailers that hr@eognized and implemented several
customer services programs have derived benefitdudimg increased customer
satisfaction, customer retention, customer loyaltyd positive word-of-mouth, increasing
opportunities for cross-selling, employee benefitroved corporate image, profit gains,
and financial performance (Kumar, Shivashankar &Maath, 2012).

Customer service is an important means for rewiler gain a competitive
advantage, customers who are satisfied tend tornrefar future business and
sometimes assist in marketing service organizatiopugh word-of-mouth (Hassan,
2013). Good customer service can significantly uefice store loyalty, customer
satisfaction (Hirogaki, 2014), high revenues, iased customer retention and leads to
repeat customer purchase behaviour which ultimdtelyeases the market share of the
retailer (Ramakrishnan & Ravindran, 2012). Gengralbod customer service enhances
customer trust and satisfaction with the retaifeustomers may be more willing and
intend to do something beneficial to the stratégialth of the retailer as a result, customer
loyalty will gradually form. It is believed that pitive perceptions of customer service
increase the chance of customers being involvesupporting the firm and developing
loyalty behavior (Yuen & Chan, 2010).
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Hassan (2013) concludes that customer service caidlda retailer in continually
satisfying its customers and lead to increase sai@sth and employee growth. Hence,
customer service acts as a driver of organizatigraith.

4. OBJECTIVES

This study aims to determine and evaluate custosmwice undertaken by
independent food chains in KwaZulu-Natal and thgliapbility of any strategies thereof.
To accomplish the primary objective, several seaoyndobjectives have to be met,
namely:

» To assess retail service quality in independeailretod chains; and

« To assess the level of customer satisfaction fremmices offered by independent

retail food chains;

« To identify what customers, perceive to be theiy k&fluential factors of retail

customer service;

5. METHODOLOGY

The target population was all customers of indepahdbod chains in the Kwa Zulu
Natal. A total of 444 useable responses were gadher

The study engaged both qualitative and quantitatiterviews to gather data from
customers. The researcher constructed an interstd@dule that listed all the questions
that were asked. A funneling approach was adoptbdreby questions were arranged to
start from broad questions and gradually leadingnimre focused questions (Tofade
Haines and Elsner, 2013), to allow the respondentgradually adapt to the line of the
questioning. The Interviews were recorded on arcataghe and responses were recorded
with notes taken during the interviews which bathnfed part of the raw data that was
analyzed.

Responses were recorded coded, and analyzed uginglitative research software
(NVivo) and SPSS for quantitative responses. N\lietped to manage, shape, and make
sense of unstructured information, it reduced atgnember of manual tasks and gave the
researcher more time to discover tendencies, réo®ghemes and derive conclusions
(Hilal and Alabri, 2013).

6. ETHICAL CONSIDERATION

Along with the request to cooperate in the studtipipants being customers and
retail managers were provided with an explanatibthe purpose, outline, and ethical
considerations of the study in writing and verbaltywas explained and emphasized that
participation in the study was voluntary, that &jng to be interviewed was taken as
consent to participate in the study, and that thengmity of the respondents would be
protected. Furthermore, all of the processes irahn this study were conducted
following the research plan as approved by thecstliommittee of the Faculty of
Management Sciences, Durban University of Technol&thical clearance was obtained
as per regulations of the university before reanaitt of participants, as ethics in research
do not solely rest upon the relationship betweenrésearcher and participants but upon
the wider research community (Miller and BrewerQ2)) and participants were also
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entitled to withdraw their participation from théudy at any point (Jirojwong, et al.,
2014: 70).

7. RELIABILITY

Reliability pertains to the consistency of scor&sttér, 2010), dependability, and
replicability of the results obtained from a pieskresearch (Zohrabi, 2013), and the
extent to which results are consistent over timasfir, Afzal, and Azeem, 2008).
Sekaran and Bougie (2013) further postulate thatréekiability of a measure indicates the
extent to which it is without bias (error-free) am@nce, ensures consistent measurement
across time and the various items in the instrumenither words, the reliability of
a measure is an indication of the stability andseziency with which the instrument
measures the concept and helps to assess the gearfremeasure.

To provide a measure of the consistency and ¥gli@ronbach's alpha was used as an
important measure of reliability (Tavakol and Deqi2011), as it is a test reliability
technique that requires only a single test adnadisin to provide a unique estimate of the
reliability for a given test (Gliem and Gliem, 2Q0&ronbach's alpha measured how well
a set of items (or variables) measured a singledimensional latent construct (Hussain,
2012), and the interrelatedness of a set of it&dnay, 2007).

8. DATA ANALYSISAND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

All the data in the sections below were statishicalnalyzed in an attempt to
determine and evaluate customer service undertékeindependent food chains in
KwaZulu-Natal. The research instrument consisted 8@f items, with a level of
measurement at a nominal or an ordinal level. Thestionnaire was divided into 7
sections which measured various themes as illestia¢low:

Biographical data

1. The physical aspects of independent food chains

2. The reliability of services provided by independfaatd chains

3. Personal interaction with independent food chains

4. Problem-solving at independent food chains

The results were presented in descriptive and enfal statistics. The descriptive
statistics were in the form of graphs, cross-taimia, and other figures for the
quantitative data that was collected. Inferentghhiques include the use of correlations
and chi-square test values; which are interpreséguthe p-values.

9. DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION OF THE RESPONDENTS

This section summarises the biographical charatiesiof the respondents. In total,
500 questionnaires were despatched and 444 were rdtuniéch constituted a response
rate of 88.8%. Respondents were described in tesmthe following demographic
characteristics: age and gender (Table 1), eduwtiqualification (Fig. 1), and the
frequency of their shopping (Table 2). Respondar@se mainly females (64.0%), with
males constituting (36.0%). The results are in lirih observations by Dholakia (1999)
who observed that women enjoyed going shopping riae men and that shopping is
still considered a gendered activity with womenuasisig primary responsibility for
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household grocery shopping. Overall, the ratio afes to females is approximately 1:2
(36.0%: 64.0%) concluding that women are the predam shoppers.

In terms of age group, 29.5% of respondents \eteveen 18—-29 years old; 25.0%
were between 30-40 years old, 27.5% were betweeBbA¢ears old and 18.0% were
between 56-65 and above years old. It is worthngathat in the age category of 30—40
years, 37.8% were male. Within the category of sidtmly), 26.3% were between the
ages of 30 to 40 years. This category of males dxmtvthe ages of 30 to 40 years formed
9.5% of the total sample.

In terms of the frequency respondents going shapB6.0% shopped once a week,
33.8% shopped twice a week, and 30.2% shoppecetbrienore in a week. It is worth
noting that two-thirds (50.5%) of the respondesfsorted that the choice of the store they
shopped was influenced by the prices offered byréft@ler as outline in (Table 3), and
19.8% of them indicated that complementary serviah as ATM terminals, parking,
and toilets were the best service offered by theests illustrated in (Table 4).

Table 1. The overall gender distribution by age

Gender of | respondents
Male Female Total
Age in years |18-29 Count 49 82 131

% within Age in years 37.4% 62.6% 100.09

% within Gender of 30.6% 28.9% 29.5%

respondents

% of Total 11.0% 18.5% 29.5%
30-40 Count 42 69 111

% within Age in years 37.8% 62.2% 100.09

% within Gender of 26.3% 24.3% 25.0%

respondents

% of Total 9.5% 15.5% 25.0%
41-55 Count 39 83 122

% within Age in years 32.0% 68.0% 100.09

% within Gender of 24.4% 29.2% 27.5%

respondents

% of Total 8.8% 18.7% 27.5%
56-65 and | Count 30 50 80
above % within Age in years 37.5% 62.5% 100.09

% within Gender of 18.8% 17.6% 18.0%

respondents

% of Total 6.8% 11.3% 18.0%

Total Count 160 284 444

% within Age in years 36.0% 64.0% 100.09

% within Gender of 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

respondents

% of Total 36.0% 64.0% 100.0%
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Educational qualification of the respondents

6C

5C

Percent 4
3C

2C

1C

0

Less than matric Matric Post matric
Fig. 1. Educational levels of the respondents

Fig. 1 depicts that 25 .9% of the respondents hasd than a matriculation certificate,
while 50.5% of respondents do hold a matriculatertificate and 23.6% of the
respondents had post matriculated. Therefore, #jerity of the respondents (50.5%) had
a matric qualification. It can, therefore, be caigd that the majority of customers of
independent food chains in KwaZulu-Natal have higitkication.

Table 2. Frequency of shopping

‘ Frequency Percent

Once a week 160 36.0
Twice a week 150 33.8
Thrice and more 134 30.2
Total 444 100.0

lllustrated in Table 2, 36% of respondents indidateat they did their shopping once
in a week, 33.8% of them did their shopping twineai week and 30.2% did shopping
thrice and more in a week. The results imply tHz¢ majority of customers visit
independent food chains in KwaZulu-Natal more thaite in a week. Maruyama and
Trung (2009) also observed a similar trend in Va@nand concluded that almost all
supermarket consumers shop at least five or siggimmweek or every day or even more.
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Table 3. Key factors that influence store choicetistomers

Frequency Percent

Prices offered by the 252 56.8
retailer
Convenience of the storg 101 22.7
Services offered by the 53 11.9
store
Other 38 8.6
Total 444 100.0

As exemplified in Table 3 above, the majority a§pendents indicated that price is the
key influencer on their store choice, followed e tconvenience of the retailer, and
services offered by the retailer. Munnukka (20@8)Her supports the finding that price is
an important element that affects store choiceepififluencers of the store as noted by
Sinha and Banerjee (2004) are the prices offeredhbystore, nature, and quality of
product and service, and customer proximity ofdesce to the store. It is therefore
apparent that the majority of customers shop atpeddent food chains because of the
prices they offer and convenience.

Table 4. Factors that describe good customer seoffered by retailers

Frequency Percent

Helpfulness of store staff 81 18.2

Complementary services 88 19.8
offered by the retailer (ATM
terminal, parking, and toilet

2]

Appearance of store 84 18.9
(cleanness, good product
display, and presentation

Store operating hours 57 12.8
(Extended hours)
Facilities for shoppers with 45 10.1

special needs (physical
handicapped, wheelchaired
or translators)

Ability by the retailer to offe 40 9.0
customers credit

Proving wide product 49 11.0
assortments
Total 444 100.0

Customers were then again asked to rank what tt@ydaconsider good customer
service offered by independent food chains. Compldary services offered by the
retailer which few include ATM terminals, parkingda toilets constituted 19.8%, the
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appearance of the store made 18.9%, helpfulnesfooé staff 18.2%, store operating
hours 12.8%, product assortment 11%, facilitiessfusppers with special needs (physical
handicapped, wheelchaired or translators) 10.1% avitity by the retailer to offer
customers credit constituted 9%. It is worth notihgt majority of customers perceived
complementary services offered by retailers to bedgcustomer service practices. It is
therefore recommended that independent food retaflather adjust their setting and
offer more complimentary service to allure moresianers into the unplanned purchase,
thus boosting the sale volume and profits. Reta#diould further place more attention on
keeping the fresh and healthy shopping atmosphethis will entice consumers to stay
longer and become more loyal to the retailer (@fing, and Luong, 2014).

10. PHYSICAL ASPECT OF INDEPENDENT FOOD CHAINS

A large proportion of the respondents (60.8%) dised that the merchandise of
related products is shelved together. Similarlyd as shown in Table 7, 54.7% of the
respondents disagreed that the independent steemimaern-looking equipment and
fixtures, while 50.0% of them also disagreed tiet physical facilities at the store are
visually appealing. It was no surprise that the arigj of the respondents (40.8%)
disagreed that materials associated with the inudgr@ store's services such as shopping
bags, catalogues, or statements are visually apgeal

40.8% of the respondents disagreed that the sigoait makes it easy for customers to
find what they need, and 45.9% of them equally gtisa that the store layout makes it
easy for customers to move around in the stores Ty be related to the general
ergonomic layout of the independent food chainestoAs was observed that 50.0% of the
respondents disagree that the stores' ventilatistes is satisfactory, and 53.4% of them
also disagree that the store can handle a lot@flpeln contrast, the majority (50.2%) of
the respondents, agreed that the stores provideagte lighting.

In general, a noteworthy attribute of the respot&ledescription of the physical
aspects of the independent stores was that majafritigeir opinions were negative with
the average level of disagreement indicated as%7(Bigure 2). This was further
expressed by the majority of the respondents wlsagileed that the stores provide
directional signs to merchandise and departmenrtsl¢s); the store provides parking
facilities (57.2%); the store has clean, attragtared convenient public areas (48.8%); and
the store offers online shopping or mobile appi@a{62.4%).

Table 5. Respondents scoring pattern on the physspect of independent food chains

Agree \ Uncertain Disagree

Count RowN% Count RowN% Count RowN %

| encounter problems
with merchandise display 250 56.3% 100 22.5% 94 21.29
in this store

The merchandise of
related products is 138 31.1% 36 8.1% 207 60.8Y
shelved together.

This store has modern-
looking equipment and 144 32.4% 57 12.8% 243 54.79
fixtures.
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Table 5 (cont.). Respondents scoring pattern omphiysical aspect of independent food

chains

The physical facilities at
this store are visually
appealing.

Count

137

Agree

30.0%

‘ Uncertain

Row N % Count

85

Row N %

19.1%

Disagree

Count

222

Row N %

50.09

Materials associated with
this store’s services (such
as shopping bags,
catalogues or statements)
are visually appealing.

140

31.5%

123

27.7%

181

40.8%

The store layout at this
store makes it easy for
customers to find what
they need

149

33.5%

91

20.5%

204

45.99

The store layout at this
store makes it easy for

in the store.

customers to move around

155

34.9%

81

18.2%

208

46.89

The store's ventilation
system is satisfactory.

149

33.6%

71

16.0%

224

50.59

The store provides
appropriate lighting.

223

50.2%

89

20.0%

132

29.79

—

The store can handle a Ig
of people.

123

27.7%

84

18.9%

237

53.49

The store provides
directional signs to
merchandise and
departments

141

31.8%

76

17.1%

227

51.19

facilities.

The store provides parking

99

22.3%

91

20.5%

254

57.29

This store has clean,
attractive, and convenien
public areas (toilets).

=3

147

33.1%

89

20.0%

208

46.89

The store offers online
shopping or mobile
application.

94

21.2%

73

16.4%

277

62.49

11. RELIABILITY OF SERVICESPROVIDED BY INDEPENDENT

FOOD CHAINS

With regards to the respondents’ perceptions ofdfiability of services provided by
the independent food chain stores, results wetestitally different. A point deserving

mentioning is that majority (57.9%) of the respamdeagreed that an independent food

chain store has merchandise available when cussowsatt it.
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Table 6. Reliability of service provided by indepentifood chains
Agree Uncertain \ Disagree

Count RowN%  Count RowN %\ Count | Row N %

When this store
promises to do
something by a 109 245 % 87 19.6 % 248 55.9 %
certain time, it will
do so.

This store provides
its services at the
time it promises to
do so.

This store performs
the service right the 145 32.7% 49 11.0% 250 56.3 %
first time.

This store has
merchandise
available when
customers want it.

This store insists on
error-free sales
transactions and
records.

The store does
promote its product 238 53.6 % 70 15.8 % 136 30.6 %
offerings.

126 28.4 % 52 11.7 % 266 59.9 %

257 57.9 % 38 8.6% 149 33.6 %

162 36.5 % 61 13.7 % 221 49.8 %

12. PERSONAL INTERACTION WITH INDEPENDENT FOOD CHAINS

On the issue of customer’s interactions with theependent food chains, the majority
of the respondents were in disagreement that eraptoyn the store know to answer
customer’'s questions (59.2%); that the behaviorenfployees in the store instills
confidence (50.7%); employees in the store givanptoservice to customers (54.1%);
employees in the store tell customers exactly wdemwices will be performed (39.2%);
employees in the store are never too busy to respmrtustomers request (53.6%); the
store gives customers individual attention (54.1%ijnployees in the store make
customers feel important and appreciated (52.9%jl@yees in the store have a positive
attitude, helpful, and friendly towards customebd.6%); employees in the store are
consistently courteous with customers (53.4%); eyg®s in the store understand
customers’ needs and want (50.9%), and employeteistore go an extra mile to make
customers shopping experience enjoyable and meteo¢ab.6%). Despite the negative
agreement on customers’ interaction with independ®rd chains, it was worth noting
that the majority (49.1%) of the respondents agréed customers feel safe in their
transactions with the store, while (47.1%) of thaiso agreed that employees in the store
are readily available and accessible to help tistocoers.
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Table 7. Personal interaction with independent folmains

Employees in this
store know to
answer customers
questions.

Count

106

Agree
Row N %

23.9%

Uncertain \

Count

75

Row N % |

16.9%

Disagree

Count

263

Row N %

59.2%

The behavior of
employees in this
store instills
confidence in the
customer.

125

28.2%

94

21.2%

225

50.7%

Customers feel
safe in their
transactions with
this store.

218

49.1%

47

10.6%

179

40.3%

Employees in this
store give prompt
service to
customers.

136

30.6%

68

15.3%

240

54.1%

Employees in this
store tell customer|
exactly when
services will be
performed.

2

157

35.4%

113

25.5%

174

39.29

Employees in this
store are never toq
busy to respond to
customers’
requests.

125

28.2%

81

18.2%

238

53.6%

These stores give
customers
individual
attention.

130

29.3%

74

16.7%

240

54.1%

Employees in this
store make
customers feel
important and
appreciated.

142

32.0%

67

15.1%

235

52.9%

Employees in this
store have a
positive attitude,
helpful, and
friendly towards
customers.

148

33.3%

67

15.1%

229

51.6%
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Table 7 (cont.). Personal interaction with indepamdood chains

Agree Uncertain \ Disagree
Count Row N % Count Row N % ‘ Count Row N %

Employees in this
store are
consistently 133 30.0% 74 16.7% 237 53.4%
courteous with
customers.

Employees in this
store understand
customers’ needs
and want.

Employees in this
store are readily
available and 209 47.1% 69 15.5% 166 37.4%
accessible to help
customers.

Employees in this
store go the extra
mile to make
customers 127 28.6% 88 19.8% 229 51.6%
shopping
experience
enjoyable and
memorable.

144 32.4% 74 16.7% 226 50.9%

13. PROBLEM-SOLVING AT INDEPENDENT FOOD CHAINS

With regards to problem-solving abilities at thdépendent food chains, 50.9% of the
respondents believe that when a customer has #eprpthe store does not show a sincere
interest in solving it. Similarly, 51.6% of themliewed that the employees at independent
food chain stores cannot handle customer’s congldinectly and immediately. As such,
it was understandable that 45.5% of the responddistgyreed that employees resolve
customer’s complaints speedily, efficiently, anilya This is concerning, particularly as
45.0% of the respondents think that the stores aftoseek customer’s opinions and
suggestions. Overall, there was a general disagneeamongst the respondent on the
problem-solving abilities of independent food chsiares with the level of disagreement

given as 45.65%. Notwithstanding this, and in terofsthe accessibility of the

independent food chain stores, 46.2% of the resggrusdare in agreement that the store is

easily accessible.
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Table 8. Respondents scoring pattern on problenirgpht independent food chains

This store offers
high-quality
merchandise.

Count

125

Agree

Row N %

28.2%

Uncertain

Count

142

Row N %

32.0%

Disagree

Count ‘ Row N % ‘

177

39.9%

When a custome
has a problem,

this store shows a
sincere interest in
solving it.

143

32.2%

75

16.9%

266

50.9%

Employees
resolve customer:
complaints
speedily,
efficiently, and
fairly.

1°2)

175

39.4%

67

15.1%

202

45.5%

The store does
seek customers'
opinions and
suggestions.

141

31.8%

103

23.2%

200

45.0%

The store is easil
accessible.

205

46.2%

58

13.1%

181

40.8%

Are you satisfied with the level of service sergicdfered by the retailer?

Fig. 2. Customer’s satisfaction of service receifreth the retailer
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Figure 2 depicts customers’ satisfaction levelsthweservices received from
independent food chains. 60% of the respondent® wet satisfied with the level of
service they received from independent food chaitle 40% of the respondents were
satisfied. Similar trends of results were also olesé by Grzeskowiak, Sirgy, Foscht, and
Swoboda (2016) and they recommend that retailery, nfiar example, structure
assortments around different shopper lifestyles atsb retail services and the
presentation of products could be used to reinfahee connection between the retail
experience and shopper identity.

14. RECOMMENDATIONS

The study concludes by recommending that indepeama¢ail food chains study their
customer profiles as it was evident during intemgethat customer profiling or
segmentation was not undertaken in detail; remitee edged to identify and establish
customer service needs and requirements so asilitata proper product and service mix
design; retailers are also recommended to keegatregommunication with customers to
inform them about promotions or any new developmeaking place; retailers should
introduce customer loyalty programs; provide regusltaff training on customer service
continuously through workshops and follow-up reffiscourses; retailers should offer
quality merchandise and incorporate latest teclygiodd innovations; handle and process
third party payment; meet and exceed customer aerexpectations of customers;
upgrade their facilities to accommodate custometh disabilities; and finally retailers
should have well defined returns policy, parkingilfaes, restrooms and introduce
trolleys with baby seating facility

15. FUTURE RESEARCH

It is recommended that other studies using a suavelyobservation method be done
that will explore and discover, in-depth, more abetail customer service. It was also
noted that some respondents needed to say mord abstomer service and service
quality but the questionnaire was not designedrnmeaner that allowed them to elaborate.
Therefore, further research is recommended.

It is further recommended that other studies ofimailar nature be undertaken or
extended to other provinces as this would be oftgbenefit to the South African retail
sector. This type of researches could enable indip# retail food chains to learn more
from one other or provide a platform to share gand best practices.
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