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Abstract

Purpose-The study aims to measure the customers’ expectation levels
of service quality in the food retail sector against their perceptions
levels of the service quality at Uchumi hypermarkets(a Government
owned enterprise) and to determine the gap between customers’
expectations and their perceptions of the service quality.
Design/Methodology/Approach-A descriptive research design was
adopted to carry out the research. Using a SERVQUAL survey
instrument based on the Dabholkar RSQS model this study was
conducted with customers from Uchumi stores in Nairobi Kenya..
Through a self reported questionnaire, 150 respondents were
approached using a convenience sampling method from the store
locations. The survey instrument that was used to collect primary data
was the SERVQUAL questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of 29
statements of service attributes grouped into five service quality
dimensions and participants were asked to provide the ratings of
perceptions on the provided statements related to service quality.
Findings-Key findings include confirmation that customers have
higher expectations for service quality in retail supermarkets than is
anticipated. Gap 5, which is a gap between customers’ Expected
Service and customers’ Perceived Service, was identified. Also
Uchumi needs to offer its online shopping services to satisfy its
customers and stay in line with its competitors who have already been
offering this service.

Research Limitations-This study does not differentiate applicability of
the RSQS in the different formats of the retail store. Future research
should examine the impact of the different retail formats in using the
scale for measuring retail service quality. Also the customers were a
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little reluctant in revealing the information because of the lengthiness
of the questionnaire.

Originality/ Value-This is one of the few studies which attempted to
investigate customers’ expectations of service quality in retail
supermarket in Kenya. Though some studies have been conducted in
South African Supermarkets but a detailed study has not conducted in
Kenya.

Keywords: Service Quality, Customers’ Expectations, SERVQUAL,
Service Quality Model.

1. Introduction

For the past few years, retail sector has been experiencing the highest growth rate in
terms of revenues in many countries as well as in Kenya. Despite the ongoing concern
about service quality, most of the retailers in kenya focus primarily on expanding their
customer base and tend to overlook investing in service quality. In the context of such
an intensifying competition in this sector, service quality is imperative to achieve
competitive advantage.. In the last decade, many firms have come to realize that
understanding, meeting and anticipating customer needs is probably the most
important source of sustained competitive advantage (Vilares & Coelho, 2003). In-
depth knowledge of how to satisfy customers is particularly important in developing
countries such as Kenya, where small convenience stores still have a strong presence
in comparison with large supermarkets that are expanding to sub-urban areas and
elsewhere. Organisations need to be able to satisfy customers and meet their
expectations of service quality in order to gain competitive advantage (Gagliano &
Hathcote, 1994) (Lovelock, Christopher, 2007) states that Satisfaction means that a
supermarket has just barely met the customer’s expectations, not exceeded nor
disappointed those expectations. The benefits of taking the customer’s response
beyond satisfaction at this level by exceeding expectations, is a competitive strategy
many retailers aspire to achieve. This in turn also states the fact that customers derive
their perceptions of service quality on the levels of satisfaction they experience with a
particular retail organisation. Thus marketers need to continually assess customers’
expectations of service quality in order to avoid customer dissatisfaction (Zeithaml,
Bitner, 1996).

2. Background

Uchumi Supermarkets, often referred to simply as Uchumi, is a Kenyan supermarket
chain. The name Uchumi means "economy" inSwabhili. Uchumi is a supermarket chain
headquartered in Kenya, with retail outlets in East Africa. As of September 2013, the
chain is one of a number of Kenyan supermarket chains that serve the region, including
market-leader Nakumatt, Tuskys, Ukwala and Naivas. Currently, Uchumi maintains
outlets in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, with a view to establish a presence in Burundi,
Rwanda, and South Sudanin the next few years.! The latest publicly available
valuation, in June 2013, estimated the total company assets at about US$66.1 million
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(KES:5.57 billion), with shareholder equity of approximately US$34.7 million
(KES:2.93 billion)

The company was founded in 1975, as a public limited liability company, by three
Kenyan parastatal companies, namely (a) Industrial Commercial & Development
Corporation(ICDC) (b) Kenya Wine Agencies Limited (KWAL) and (c) Kenya
National Trading Corporation (KNTC). The main objective at the time was to create
outlets for the equitable distribution of commodities and to create retail outlets for
Kenyan manufactures. In 1976, Uchumi's shareholders signed a management contract
with Standa SPA, an Italian supermarket chain to train Kenyan talent to run the new
enterprise. The shares of the company stock were listed on the Nairobi Stock
Exchange(NSE) in 1992.

During the early 2000s the company encountered financial difficulties and was
placed in receivership in June 2006. It was simultaneously de-listed from the NSE.
Following a period of inactivity that lasted six weeks, the company resumed
commercial activity at some of its stores under interim management and a caretaker
administrator. The management and staff have since worked tirelessly to redeem the
company.

This study was conducted at Uchumi stores in Nairobi to know the level of service
quality and its impact on customer satisfaction.

3. Literature Review

Retail Service Quality factors like, Problem solving, Access and Personal Interaction
Store Merchandise have a significant impact on customer satisfaction in retail outlets
(S.P.Thenmozhi and D.Dhanapal., 2011). Dabholkar, Thorpe and Rentz (1996)
proposed an instrument based on SERVQUAL which measures service quality in a
retailing environment. This instrument also captures, apart from the common
dimensions that are likely to be shared by pure service environments and retail
environments, additional dimensions of retail service quality relevant to the retail
environment..

Although the study found the instrument to be valid and reliable for measuring
retail service quality in South Africa, its applicability in East Africa, kenya must be
investigated through a formal research. To fill this research gap, this study replicates
Dabholkar, Thorpe and Rentz’s (1996) work and evaluates their retail service quality
instruments’ validity and reliability.

3.1 Retail Service Quality and The Instrument

Dabholkar, Thorpe and Rentz (1996) proposed that retail service quality has a
hierarchical factor structure. While different researchers think of retail service quality
at different levels. Dabholkar, Thorpe and Rentz (1996) proposed five dimensions—
physical aspects, reliability, personal interaction, problem solving, and policy. They
also expanded sub-dimensions of each dimension to combine related attributes into
sub-groups.
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Scale development and validation”, Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science (24), 1, p.6

The first dimension—physical aspects—envelopes the appearance of the
physical facilities and the convenience offered to the customer by the layout of the
physical facilities. Retail literature suggests that store appearance is important to retail
customers (e.g., Baker ,Dhruv and Parasuraman, 1994). Gutman and Alden, 1985;
Hummel and Savitt, 1988; Mazursky and Jacoby, 1985; Oliver, 1981) also proposed
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that customers value the convenience of shopping that physical aspects such as store
layout offer.

The second suggested dimension is reliability. It has two sub-dimensions and
other variations. (Dabholkar, Thorpe and Rentz, 1996) found that customers view
reliability as a combination of keeping promises. Westbrook (1981) suggested that
availability of merchandise is also a measure of reliability. So, the sub-dimensions of
reliability are promises and doing it right.

The third proposed dimension is personal interaction. It has two sub-
dimensions—service employees inspiring confidence and being courteous/helpful.
These sub-dimensions are very closely related and capture how the customer is treated
by the employee.

The fourth dimension is problem solving which addresses the issues of handling
of goods returned and exchanges as well as complaints. (Hart, Heskett and Sasser,
1990; Kelley and Davis, 1994) identified Service recovery as a critical part of good
service ldentifying and resolving problems should emerge as a separate factor in
customer evaluation. Westbrook (1981) found that customers were quite sensitive to
how service providers attend to problems and complaints. Westbrook (1981) and
Mazursky and Jacoby (1985) also mention that the comfort of returning and
exchanging merchandise is very important to retail customers. This dimension does not
have any sub-dimension.

The fifth proposed dimension—policy—talks of aspects of service quality that
are directly influenced by store policy. For example, when customers evaluate a store
on the basis of convenient hours, it is viewed as whether the store’s policy is
responsive to customers’needs. Westbrook (1981) and Mazursky and Jacoby (1985)
mentioned in their study that an important criterion on which customers evaluate stores
is the credit and charge account policies of the store. Customers also appear to value
parking availability for retail shopping (Oliver, 1981).

4. Methodology

4.1 Sample Design

A sample of 150 customers was selected from Uchumi supermarket stores in Nairobi
area for the study. The research used Non-Probability sampling in selecting the
research participants. Using the Non-Probability, also known to as convenient
sampling, enabled the researcher to locate and distribute questionnaires to people who
have were regular visitors with Uchumi stores that the study focused on. Non-
Probability sampling provided convenience and assisted in avoiding high research
costs.

4.2 Survey Instrument Design

The survey instrument that was used to collect primary data was the SERVQUAL
questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of 28 statements of service attributes
grouped into five service quality dimensions that were highlighted in the previous
section of conceptual framework. Participants were asked to provide the ratings of
perceptions on the provided statements related to service quality. The service quality
statements used in the survey were rated using a five-point Likert scale, with 1
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indicating STRONGLY DISAGREE,2-DISAGREE, 3-NEUTRAL, 4 AGREE, and 5-
STRONGLY AGREE. Thus the difference obtained from subtracting the expectation
scores from the perception scores revealed the gap between customers’ expectations
and their perception of the service quality at Uchumi stores.

4.3 Data Collection
Primary data was collected primarily through survey method using a structured
guestionnaire which was designed to obtain the factors affecting customer satisfaction
across Uchumi supermarkets. Secondary data was collected through magazines,
journals and articles.

5. Findings
GAP SCRORE= PERCEPTIONS-EXPECTATIONS (assuming scale of 5 for
expectations)

Construct Scale items Perception | Gap score
Score
Physical This store has modern-looking equipment| 3.1075 -1.8925
Dimensions |and fixtures
The physical facilities at this store are 3.06 -1.94
visually appealing
Materials associated with this store’s 3.165 -1.835

service (such as shopping bags, catalogs,
or statements) are visually appealing

This store has clean, attractive, and 2.8 -2.2
convenient public areas (restrooms, fitting

rooms)

The store layout at this store makes it easy| 3.2825 -1.7175

for customers to find what they need and
move around in the store

MEAN GAP SCORE For PHYSICAL -1.917
ASPECTS
Reliability | This store provides its services at the time| 3.5075 -1.4925
it promises to do so
This store has merchandise available| 3.2575 -1.7425
when the customers want it
When this store promises to do something| 3.3125 -1.6875
by a certain time, it will do so
This store insists on error-free sales| 3.4575 -1.5425
transactions and record
MEAN GAP SCORE FOR RELIABILITY -1.616
Personal Employee in this store have the knowledge 3.49 -1.51

Interaction | to answer customers’ questions
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The behaviour of employees in this store| 3.2425 -1.7575
instill confidence in customers
: Customers feel safe in their transactions 3.58 -1.42
with this store
Employees in this store give prompt 3.265 -1.735
service to customers
Employees in this store are never too busy| 3.2525 -1.7475
to respond to customer’s requests
This store gives customers individual| 3.0475 -1.9525
attention
Employees in this store are consistently 3.275 -1.725
courteous with customers
MEAN GAP SCORE FOR PERSONAL -1.692
INTERACTION

Problem When a customer has a problem, this store| 3.3075 -1.6925
Solving shows a sincere interest in solving it
: Employees of this store are able to handle| 3.1375 -1.8625
customer  complaints  directly  and
immediately
MEAN GAP SCORE FOR PROBLEM -1.777
SOLVING
Policy This store offers high quality merchandise 3.4675 -1.5325
This store provides plenty of convenient| 3.2275 -1.7725
parking for customers
This store has operating hours convenient 3.255 -1.745
to all their customers
This store accepts most major credit cards 3.8175 -1.1825
This store willingly handles returns and 3.13 -1.87
exchanges
The store offer customer loyalty cards to| 4.0375 -0.9625
its customers
Does the store offer online shopping 1.695 -3.305
services
Which is the supermarket which offers the 1.63 -3.37
most prompt service online?
Which store offers different modes of 3.34 -1.66
payment for your shopping ?
In terms of advertising campaigns, which 2.63 -2.37
supermarket catches your attention the
most?
MEAN GAP SCORE FOR POLICY -2.417

OVERALL MEAN GAP SCORE: -1.829
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5.1 Results and Interpretations

Physical Dimensions

Physical dimension encompasses of those things that a customer can see or touch
(Kurtz and Clow, 1998). These includes the appearance of physical facilities, the
furniture, the equipment uses to perform services, cleanliness, store layout. The results
in this dimension showed that customers always have high expectations for an
excellent supermarket. However, when their perceptions of Uchumi for modern
looking equipment were compared to their expectation levels a gap of (-1.89) was
found. This means that customers perception of Uchumi stores as actually having
modern looking equipment were marginal low than what they expected. Furthurmore
physical facilities at Uchumi also resulted in a (-1.94) gap score. An overall Gap Score
for the Physical Dimension was (-1.917), which In turn justifies the fact that
Customers are not satisfied and there is gap of more than 1 which means physical
dimensions offered by Uchumi stores is very low and Uchumi should make the
necessary changes in order to bridge the gap.

Reliability is related to the consistency of performance and dependability,
Gronroos (1983). This dimension includes keeping promises, availability of
merchandise, error free sales and transactions. Out of four sub-dimensions availability
of merchandise has a maximum Gap score of (-1.742 ), which is the highest
contributor to the Gap, that in turn cautions Uchumi stores to come up with appropriate
strategies to minimize the Gap The latest products are not available on time.An overall
Gap score (-1.616) has been accounted for Reliablity The gap implies that customers
had higher expectations for an excellent supermarket to keep up to their promises,
however they felt that Uchumi stores could perform much better to their desired levels
in this service attribute.

Personal Interaction. Wittink , McLaugh and Gomez(2004 ),mentioned that
differences in the ‘shopping experience’ between retail outlets (e.g. store ambience,
disposition of associates, store service) are often as important to customers as the
differences in physical characteristics of the goods offered. The least gap score(-1.42)
was noted for sub dimension that Customers feel safe in their transactions with this
store. Which means that the customers perceptions are quite close to expectations and
they are satisfied in this regard and feel comfortable to transact at any time.
Customers’ expectations exceeded much above their level of perceptions in all the
other service statements under the Personal interaction dimension. “The reason why
employees’ responsiveness usually lacks is because organizations often focus on hard
skills training. This includes training in the areas of product knowledge, technical skills
and administrations, while deemphasizing the importance of positive attitude in the
way employees deal with customers” (Cook, 2002).According Hoffman and Bateson
(2001), employees’ willingness to help customers may be affected by a number of
factors and may vary greatly from one employee to the next. The unwillingness to
perform may be as a result of employee frustration and dissatisfaction with the job
(Hoffman and Bateson, 2001). Customers’ expectations for employees to instill
confidence , never too busy to respond to them resulted in a gap of -1.75 and -1.74
which means that Uchumi Stores should emphasize more on Soft skills training in
order to bridge the gap.The highest contributor towards the overall mean Gap score (-



An Empirical Study of Customers Expectations and Perceptions of Service 283

1.692) was the sub-dimension that of the store giving customers individual attention (-
1.92).This implies that Uchumi stores need to improve their internal relations
management in order to motivate their employees to perform excellent and meet
customers’ expectations.Problem Solving is the next identified dimension according
to Dabholkar which has resulted in a gap score (-1.777). Both the sub dimensions that
when a customer has a problem, this store shows a sincere interest in solving it and
Employees of this store are able to handle customer complaints directly and
immediately have resulted in a big gap. The problem could be the procedure and the
time involved in handling complaint accordingly but this surely an alarm to Uchumi
stores to speed up their complaint handling process and impart better training to its
employees to be able to justify on these attributes.The last identified dimension is
Policy which has resulted in the highest negative mean gap score (-2.417).The stores
capability to provide quality merchandise has resulted comparatively in a less gap
score(-1.535 ). At least customers are satisfied in this regard. The biggest contributor
towards a gap is online shopping(-3.305). Reason being that Uchumi is not offering
any online services whereas its other competitors Nakumatt and Chandrana are long
back offering these services. Customers prefer convenience and are busy so Uchumi
needs to seriously work towards bridging the gap by offering online shopping.

6. Conclusion

From the research results, this article can conclude that the overall gap score
summating all the dimensions is(-1.829) which means that customers’ expectations of
service quality in Uchumi supermarket are higher than their perceptions of service
quality at Uchumi. Customers have higher service quality expectations that if not met
by Uchumi can result to customer dissatisfaction and losing customers to competitors.
But with consistent research in areas like consumer behavior and Employee training
Uchumi stores can surely bridge the gap and satisfy the consumer completely.

7. Recommendations

The results of the study have reflected that there are certain dimensions on which
customers are little satisfied but certain other dimensions need a lot of improvement to
bridge the gap between customers expectations and perceptions of Uchumi stores.
Training of Employees, motivation would help employees to serve the customers
better. One very important area that Uchumi needs to introduce Online shopping to
Uchumi customers. This would help the supermarket to match customers’
expectations in their service delivery.

8. Bibliography
[1] Baker, J; Grewal, Dhruv and Parasuraman, A (1994).“The Influence of Store
Environment on Quality Inferences and Store Image,” Journal of the Academy
of Marketing Science, 22(4), 328-339
[2] Boshoff, Christo and Terblanche, Nic S (1997). “Measuring Retail Service
Quality: A Replication Study,” South African Journal of Business
Management, 28(4), 123-128.



284
[3]
[4]

[5]

[6]

[7]
[8]

[9]

[10]

[11]
[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]
[16]

[17]

Puja Malhan

Cook, S. (2002). "Customer Care, How to Create and Effective Customer
Focus”. 4th Edition. UK and USA. Kogan Page Limited

Dabholkar, P A; Thorpe, D | and Rentz, J O (1996). “A Measure of Service
Quality for Retail Stores: Scale Development and Validation,” Journal of the
Academy of Marketing Science, 24(1), 3-16

Gagliano, K.B. & Hathcote, J (1994) Customer Expectations and Perceptions
of Service Quality in Retail Apparel Speciality Stores. Journal of Services
Marketing, Volume.8, Issue No 1, pp. 60-69

Gomez, Miguel, Edward W. McLaughlin, and Dick R. Wittink. Forthcoming.
Customer satisfaction and retail sales performance: An empirical
investigation. Journal of Retailing.

Gronroos C, 1983, “Strategic management and marketing in the service
sector”, Boston: Marketing Science Institute, Chapter 4.

Hart, Christopher W L; Heskett, James L and Sasser Jr., W Earl (1990). “The
Profitable Art of Service Recovery,” Harvard Business Review, 68(4), 148-
156.

Hoffman,K.D and Bateson, J. E.G. (2001). Essentials of Services Marketing:
Concepts, Strategies, and Cases. 2nd Edition, USA: South Western. Thomson
Learning

Kim, S. and Jin, B. (2002), “Validating the retail service quality scale for US
and Korean customers of discount stores: an exploratory study”, Journal of
Services Marketing, VVol. 7 No. 2, pp. 223-37

Kurtz, D, L, and Clow, K, E (1998). Services Marketing. New York: John
Wiley and Sons.

Lovelock, C & Wirtz J, 2007, Service Marketing-People, Technology,
Strategy, Pearson Prentice Hall

Mehta, S.C., Lalwani, A. and Han, S.L. (2000), “Service quality in retailing:
relative efficiency of alternative measurement scales for different product-
service environments”, International Journal of Retail & Distribution
Management, Vol. 28 No. 2, pp. 62-72.

Thenmozhi S.P, and Dhanapal D,(2011) Unorganised Retailing in India — A
Study on Retail Service Quality. European Journal of Social Sciences 23(4):
68-75.

Vilares, M.J. and Coelho, P.S. (2003). The employee-customer satisfaction
chain in the ECSI model.European Journal of Marketing, 37 (12), 1703-22.
Westbrook, Robert A (1981). “Sources of Consumer Satisfaction with Retail
Outlets,” Journal of Retailing, 57(3), 68-85.

Zeithaml, V, A.& Bitner, M, J. (2003) Service Marketing: Integrating
Customer Focus Across the Firm, New York: McGraw-Hill Higher Education



