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Abstract 

 

Purpose: Based on an experimental study, this paper studies hypermarket shoppers in order to evaluate how well the 

customer experience offered in-store matches the needs of customers and creates value for them. The findings of this 

study contribute towards customer value theory and develop future research topics for marketing researchers as well 

as business opportunities for retailers who amidst increasing price competition are in need of new tools for creating 

long-term relationships with their customers 

Design/methodology/approach: This paper is qualitative in nature in order to understand the subjective thoughts, 

emotions and feelings of grocery shoppers. Customers from a Finnish hypermarket store were recruited for 3 Focus 

Group discussions as well as 1 in-depth interview held between October and November 2015.  

Findings: Customer value theory is extended in order to show that in grocery retail customer experience creates value 

for consumers. The key theoretical contribution of this paper is identifying the role of trust in the relationship between 

consumers and retailers as well as its relevance to the retailers’ customer experience. According to the empirical 

findings of this study, trust combines the economic, functional and emotional value dimensions together meaning that 

the consumers are able to trust various factors in the store including the pricing, quality and selections. The lack of 

trust can also potentially alienate some customers and end the customer relationship.  

Practical implications: The practical implications are related to enhancing retailers’ communication with customers 

and creating trust through an integrated in-store offering. Most importantly by redefining the communication and 

marketing strategies retailers can better emphasize the human aspect behind the store management that according to 

this study’s findings customers enjoy, especially in an entrepreneur retailer run store where this study is conducted.   

Originality/value of the study: This study is an extension to the prior research on customer value; first of all it 

explores the relationship between customer value and customer experience in-store and secondly it identifies new 

combinations of value that is created through the customer experience.  

Keywords: Retailing, Trust, Customer Experience, Customer Value, Grocery Retail, Customer Loyalty, Customer 

Relationship Marketing, Consumer Behavior, Hypermarket, B2C  
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1. Introduction 

 

As competition, especially in grocery retail has increased in the last decade, retailers have begun to compete 

primarily with price often forgetting its customers and their needs. While price continues to motivate certain 

segments, it is a unique customer experience that creates competitive advantage that is difficult to imitate 

as e.g. Rintamäki et al. (2006) and Grewal et al. (2009) state. Despite the importance of understanding the 

link between customer experience and customer value this field has been under researched during the past 

decade, even though the adoption of new technologies has fundamentally changed the entire industry. 

Especially the relationship between customer experience and customer value offered in-store has not been 

empirically studied by academics especially in terms of understanding the different combinations of 

customer value that exist and the nature of a customer’s relationship to their preferred store. This raises the 

question whether the retailer’s customer experience matches the needs of their consumer and in the long-

term creates symbolic value and trust.  

 

Rintamäki et al. (2007) separate customer value to economic, functional, emotional and symbolic 

dimensions in the most relevant study that categorizes the different customer values in retailing. Other 

notable researchers have also shown that value is added for consumers throughout the shopping experience 

with valued created for customers through a distinct market offering that is “a fulfilling physical and 

emotional experience” (Mascarenhas et al. 2006). Furthermore, the customer experience is the sum of the 

consumers’ reactions to the retailer and is created through the customers’ direct or indirect interactions with 

the retailer from pre-purchase to post-purchase (Meyer & Schwager 2007; Verhoef et al. 2009). However, 

despite the practical and theoretical relevance of the topic, so far academics have not opened these values 

in more detail and compared them with the needs of individual customers. It is also worth pointing out that 

customer experience and customer value are both theoretically challenging topics without clear definitions 

which is why this study seeks to empirically prove existing frameworks that are identified in the literature 

review. 

 

This study aims to understand how value is created in grocery shopping for individual customers as well as 

if and how the in-store customer experience that the retailers offer adds value to individual customers. 

Overall, customer value theory and the effect of customer experience on the purchase behavior of 

consumers has not been studied by previous researchers qualitatively in grocery retail especially at such a 
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thorough level. The study clarifies some of the deficiencies of the past academic research in explaining the 

relationship between customer value and customer experience through research in a single-case context.  

 

The following research question guides the research process: 

 

How does grocery shopping add value to consumers through the in-store customer experience? 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

 

2.1 Customer Value Theory 

 

Customer value is defined in literature as a customer-centric phenomena (Slater 1997; Vargo & Lusch 

2004) taking into account the customers personal view and opinion on the quality of the product or service 

(Woodruff 1997; Ugala & Eggert 2005). So far in marketing and retail research, customer value studies 

have been theoretically oriented mainly considering how customers evaluate the value received from a 

product or service through use. Most notably customer value is described as the sum of what is received 

from a product versus the monetary and non-monetary sacrifices made (Zeithaml 1988; Lam et al. 2004) as 

well as the added benefits customers gain (Butz & Goodstein 1996). However, recently researchers have 

begun to describe the potential of co-creating value together with customers rather than only through 

designing products and services for them (Payne et al. 2008). Furthermore, it is worth noting that the 

customer values influencing product choice are not stable but they change constantly depending on the 

purchase situation (Sheth et al. 1991).  

 

2.1.1 Customer Value Theory in Retailing; its relevance and benefits 

 

Traditionally in retailing, customer value addresses the differences between what customers want to get 

from buying or using a product and what they actually get from it (Zeithaml 1988; Woodruff 1997). 

Customer value is especially relevant for retailers today as customers’ needs have radically changed in the 
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past decade and the service offering has become a prerequisite for differentiation (Rintamäki et al. 2007; 

Grewal et al. 2009). In an industry that has traditionally competed primarily on price (Burt & Sparks 2003), 

creating concepts and services that add value to the customers is crucial as a unique experience is difficult 

for competitors to imitate. Especially in grocery retailing the shift towards creating new mobile services 

and customer experiences has allowed retailers to differentiate from their price-focused competitors such 

as hard-discounters (Saarijärvi et al. 2014). Most notably Rintamäki et al. (2007) state that a retailer’s value 

proposition should be the main reason why they buy from a certain retailer. Overall, value theory in retailing 

has moved from looking at the purchase motivations of consumers (Sheth et al. 1991) to categorizing 

customer values. Recently in retailing literature, customer values have been categorized to economic, 

functional, emotional and symbolic value dimensions in terms of a retailer’s strategic orientation (Rintamäki 

et al. 2007) as shown through figure 1, with the framework looking at the customer value propositions 

created from different combinations of value. Overall, academics conclude that fulfilling the needs of 

customers is important as companies have noticed that a satisfied customer base leads towards increased 

satisfaction and loyalty towards its products, services and brands (Slater & Narver 2000). Each customer is 

unique and they are influenced by different environmental factors as well as how much the customer 

appreciates the overall experience they are receiving (Babin et al. 1994). 

 

Figure 1 Rintamäki et al. (2007) framework for identifying customer value propositions in retailing 
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2.2 Customer Experience 

 

Due to the importance of creating customer value in any successful business, a stream of research has 

focused on understanding how value is translated from the firms’ strategy to its customer experience. Like 

Alba et al. (1997) proclaimed consumers continue to prefer buying products they experience through their 

senses in brick-and-mortar stores rather than online. The customer experience is the sum of both the 

elements that the retailer can control and elements that the retail cannot control (Verhoef et al. 2009). A 

good customer experience increases the probability that a consumer will return to the store (Grewal et al. 

2009) with consumers comparing each new experience with previous ones when making their purchase 

decisions (Meyer & Schwager 2007). Previous research in customer experience has moved from simply 

understanding the relationship between customer experience and purchase behavior (Bloch et al. 1994) to 

grouping customers based on their needs and expectations related to the customer experience (Puccinelli et 

al. 2009). Overall, in retailing a customer centric strategy is a tool for adding value to customers and creating 

a competitive advantage over other retailers (Grewal et al. 2009; Mitronen & Lindblom 2015). More recent 

studies have shown that as retailers have struggled post-recession, they have started to pay more attention 

to the relatively small factors that influence customer satisfaction (Grewal et al. 2009) such as the 

communications between retailer and consumer. Overall, the most successful customer centric strategies, 

also form a source of competitive advantage for the retailer (Mitronen & Lindblom 2015) especially as 

modern shoppers are looking for more than fair prices and convenience (Rintamäki et al. 2006). While 

traditionally marketing researchers have explored these utilitarian shopping motivations, there are several 

hedonic reasons for consumers to shop as well (Arnold & Reynolds 2003) as consumers look for pleasurable 

products and experiences (Holbrook & Hirschman 1982). Despite the importance of understanding a 

customers’ purchase motivations, this study mainly focuses on the customer value combinations created by 

a retailers’ in-store customer experience. 

 

2.3 Theoretical Framework 

 

As the literature review demonstrates, customer value theory and customer experience have been researched 

extensively in the 1990’s and early 2000’s but these studies generally fail to dig deeper into consumer 

behavior and are outdated. The key theoretical gap identified in the literature review is the lack of research 

linking customer value and in-store customer experience. The most relevant study conducted in the retailing 
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context is the one by Rintamäki et al. (2007), however the paper maintains a more strategic perspective on 

firm-level value propositions of retailers rather than looking at how these values match customer needs in-

detail. This research focuses on evaluating the four value dimensions identified by Rintamäki et al. (2007) 

in order to extend the scope of that study and analyze what values or value combinations truly exist in the 

single-case context of a grocery retailer.  

 

Overall, the examination of past research in the field shows that the customer decision making process is 

complex, influenced by hedonistic and utilitarian factors, both in the control and not in the control of 

retailers. The lack of research in the context of grocery retailing raises the question what kind of values 

customers actually look to fulfill when they are shopping and whether grocery retailers meet these needs. 

The study first of all gains an understanding of how well the framework explains the value created for 

modern customers in practice and secondly identifies the different components that create the in-store 

customer experience in grocery retailing.  

 

3. Methodology 

 

Based on the literature review this paper seeks to investigate value creation in grocery retailing for 

individual customers in order to fill in the theoretical and contextual gaps identified. The research conducted 

in this study is qualitative in nature in order to understand the subjective thoughts, emotions and feelings 

of customers that would not be possible at a similar depth with quantitative methods. The research method 

used is a cross-sectional single case study on a single store with the use of focus group discussions and in-

depth interviews. The data was analyzed with the use of content analysis.  

 

The main research methodology and design used in this consumer research is focus group discussions as 

per the structures defined by Goodyear (1986) and Morgan (1997). In this study a total of 3 approximately 

120-minute focus-group discussions were conducted with the customers of one K-Citymarket store 

consisting of 3-6 participants per group. The discussion were held during October and November 2015 in 

order to gain a deep understanding of the needs and expectations of the customer base as well as explore 

their relationship with their preferred store. Each focus group discussion was recorded and thoroughly 

transcribed. The discussions were conducted in Finnish, the native language of each participant. Each focus 

group discussion started with a 15 minute walk around the store and proceeded with 60 – 90 minutes of 
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uninterrupted discussion. The focus group participants were invited to the discussion through three 

channels: email invitations through K-Group’s K-Plussa loyalty program, a Facebook invitation as well as 

personal invitations at the store. The sample was randomly chosen from the stores customer pool given that 

the focus group participants were at least occasional customers at the store.  

 

4. Findings 

 

The findings of the study show that customer experience creates value for customers in grocery retailing. 

Based on the empirical findings, economic value plays a less important role in store choice or the purchase 

situation when shopping at a grocery store with the customer experience creating primarily functional as 

well as emotional value for consumers. While price consciousness depends significantly on the customer 

segment and life situation; it is a combination of economic, functional and emotional value that serves as 

the primary motivator for the purchases. The main theoretical contribution of the study is identifying the 

concept of trust as an extension to previous research as it combines the economic, functional and emotional 

value dimensions. While trust has a strong role in B2B relationships, there is little research done on its role 

in the B2C context and especially retailing. The research question is answered by defining how the factors 

in the customers experience add value for the customers’ and influence the shopping process in the store. 

Overall, the study shows that retailers are able to create customer value through the customer experience 

that they offer in-store. 

 

Based on the findings of this qualitative study a revised framework (figure 2) is established for 

understanding the relationship between customer experience and customer value in grocery retailing. The 

revised framework shows how the in-store customer experience creates value for the customers with a 

combination of economic, functional and emotional value facilitating trust as well as symbolic value once 

the customer has had repeated positive experiences with the retailer. In this framework trust is a higher 

dimension that is formed through a combination of economic, functional and emotional value as trust is 

based on the consumers’ evaluation that all the different factors in the store are trustworthy and thus 

facilitate the creation of long-term relationship with the retailer. Symbolic value was identified as the highest 

construct that is formed once trust between the consumer and retailer has been established.  
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Figure 2 Revised Framework of Customer Value Dimensions 

 

 

4.1. Interpretation of Results 

 

“We like to go the market hall in the nearby city – If you can bring that kind of atmosphere and the specialties 

that you get from there, just a little bit to this market environment then you would have a great experience and 

not just something regular”  

 

The study shows that the in-store customer experience adds value to the customers through a combination 

of both utilitarian and hedonic factors as per the frameworks by Bloch et al. (1994) and Rintamäki et al. 

(2006; 2007). The empirical findings show that factors in the store design and the in-store aesthetics create 

value for customers as they extend the customer relationship and create an offering that surpasses 

expectations. While customers expect that certain functional aspects related to the service are maintained 

such as the speed of the cashiers; the findings show that it is the emotional and symbolic value that keeps 

customers loyal and coming back to the specific store. While the prices and certain functional elements in 

the store are stable for most retail players it is the in-store experience that is unique and difficult for 

competitors to copy.  
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“I am quite store loyal as long as everything works but then when they screw up the first time then it’s so that I will 

never go there again. It’s about trust and then service, if the service suddenly becomes very bad and even rude” 

 

The most notable contribution of this study is extending the framework by Sheth et al. (1991) and Rintamäki 

et al. (2007) in order to include the trust dimension. Trust combines the economic, functional and emotional 

value dimensions together meaning that the consumers are able to trust various factors in the store including 

the pricing, quality and selections. Once trust towards the retailer has been established, the creation of 

symbolic value is also facilitated. Already, Butz & Goodstein (1996) and Sirdeshmukh et al. (2002) defined 

trust in their customer value research, however, it was defined as a facilitator of the long-term relationship 

and not associated with individual retail customers. While several researchers have studied the role of trust 

in online retailing (Walczuch & Lundgren 2004; Mukherjee & Nath 2007) it has not been explored in offline 

retailing. Furthermore, in a wide range of B2B marketing literature, trust is identified as an important 

determinant in the buyer-seller relationship (Bunduchi 2008) with this study extending trust to a B2C 

relationship.  

 

“When we need milk we turn the car around and come here – We have always come here, as long as we have lived 

in this city” 

 

The Rintamäki et al. (2007) framework is also extended to show that symbolic value is created when 

consumers begin to attach meanings towards the retailer and feel some sense of mutual ownership to the 

store as shown in figure 2. Similar to the findings by Butz & Goodstein (1996) once trust is established, an 

emotional bond is formed between the customer and retailer. However, it is important to note that Rintamäki 

et al. (2007) define that symbolic value is important for consumers who are primarily motivated by the self-

expressive aspects of consumption with the study showing that most consumers do not attach strong 

meanings to grocery retailers. The results show that especially younger customer segments make their 

purchase decision purely on convenience and price rather than attaching any stronger meanings to their 

preferred retailers. Even though it is not supported by this study, it is possible that symbolic value is also 

created without trust or a combination of economic, functional and emotional value if the consumer strongly 

related to or believes in the retailers values such as eco-friendliness.  

 

“That is just the kind of experience that a grocery store should have. You need to differentiate from basic box stores 

in a big way. I think it’s so that the service is good, the selection is clearly higher”  
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Overall, based on the empirical findings, value is created for consumers by combining the different value 

dimensions defined by Rintamäki et al. (2007). For example, economic value is mainly a driver for the 

customers to come to the store with functional and emotional value generated through the actual in-store 

experience. Thus, value is created through combining economic and functional as well as functional and 

emotional dimensions. Customers noted that a combination of functional and emotional factors related to 

the store design, service quality or the experiential factors at the store extend the in-store experience with 

customers expecting retailers to offer more than self-service.  

 

“I don’t buy because of the price or search for discounts. Food offers are rarely something that would get me going. 

I have something specific in my mind that I go out to buy. On the way I might see something interesting but it 

doesn’t matter what it says in the advertisements” 

 

The study shows that utilitarian and hedonic shopping motivations (Babin et al. 1994) also influence 

customers. Families with children were more guided by the utilitarian motives while the other participants 

such as the retirees were more motivated by the stores hedonic experience. Thus, it is important that the 

retailer is able to maintain a balance between emphasizing economic value such as the amount of 

promotions as well as the functional and emotional dimensions such as the aesthetics and service levels in 

order to satisfy the various shopping motives that exist.  

 

“I think that one criteria for coming here is how easy it is to shop at this store. You aren’t the cheapest option in 

anyway, it’s not my criteria. -- It’s about a combination of those things and also the familiarity. I don’t want to 

think about where I can find the products. The journey around the store is always pretty much the same” 

 

While the majority of the theoretical contributions of this study are related to the benefits that customers 

get through the in-store customer experience, the findings also identify some of the sacrifices that customers 

make during grocery shopping which influences their purchase behavior. The key non-monetary sacrifices 

found in the empirical findings were related to the time spent during the shopping process from pre-purchase 

to post-purchase as customers are interested in solutions that will further minimize their time spent at the 

store. While customers did not directly state that the non-monetary sacrifices serve as a barrier for shopping 

they still affect their perceptions of the store. Overall, the findings of this study complement existing 

literature on non-monetary sacrifices (Zeithaml 1988; Babin et al. 1994; Lam et al. 2004; Rintamäki et al. 
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2007) by showing that minimizing the consumers non-monetary sacrifices will create more value and 

contribute positively to their evaluation of the store.  

 

“When you have these discounts or campaigns at the store, then people know that now there is something extra. 

We look with a different lens, what is on offer and what do we possibly need.” 

 

Finally, the classifications by Butz & Goodstein (1996) of expected, desired and unanticipated value are 

also extended. Customers are motivated by factors in the customer experience that allow them to break their 

routines and explore new products that they would not otherwise have found without direct or indirect 

influence at the store. For example, factors in the customer experience such as in-store promotions, 

campaigns and samples were found to be important for creating unanticipated value. While customers 

expect that certain utilitarian aspects related to the functional value dimensions are fulfilled in the store for 

example related to the cleanliness, quality, or selection of the stores offering, it is the unanticipated value 

that motivates customers. This unanticipated value establishes the actual nature of the customer – retailer 

relationship and facilitates the forming of a stronger emotional bond as well as the creation of emotional 

and symbolic value through repeated positive in-store experiences.   

 

5. Conclusions 

 

The purpose of this study has been to understand how the in-store customer experience creates value for 

grocery shoppers and whether this offering matches the needs of modern customers. As especially grocery 

retailers have started to compete primarily with price after the recent recession, they have often failed to 

focus on their customers’ needs. While online retailers have been able to generate competitive advantage 

through their superior customer experience, the majority of grocery retailers have continued to compete on 

price and selections. The research question set for this study “How does grocery shopping add value to 

consumers through the in-store customer experience” is answered by showing that retailers are able to 

create customer value through the customer experience that they offer in-store with the customer experience 

creating different combinations of economic, functional and emotional value. The main theoretical 

contribution of the study is identifying the concept of trust as an extension to previous research frameworks, 

with trust created in a long-term relationship and through multiple positive encounters with the retailer. 

Overall, in the context of grocery retailing the customer experience that the retailer offers serves as a way 
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of differentiating from other players such as hard-discounters and creating long-lasting loyalty between 

consumer and retailer.   

 

Further research is needed in order to understand the role of trust in grocery shopping as well as extend the 

study to a wide range of retail contexts both in Finland and abroad in order to comprehensively understand 

the value combinations of different customers and the nature of their shopping behavior. As there is a 

theoretical gap in understanding how customer value is created in an omni-channel world, the role of trust 

in retailing should be studied in more detail in order to explore the implications of trust for retailer choice. 

Future research should also focus on understanding symbolic value and whether it is possible to have 

symbolic value towards a retailer even if they were otherwise not satisfied with the in-store offering as well 

and if they lack elements of trust in the relationship. Based on this study, symbolic value was created when 

the relationship towards the retailer was long-term and trust had been generated through a combination of 

the different values. While this study primarily focuses on the relationship between customer experience 

and the added value in-store and during the shopping process, the findings can be extended to the concept 

of retailer choice as well.  

 

The findings of the study need to be critically examined as they represent the viewpoint of individual 

customers. While focus group discussion and the in-depth interviews facilitated a lot of discussion around 

the topic, the sample was still relatively small. Despite each of the focus groups eliciting a lot of discussion 

and good interaction between the participants, due to the small group sizes the full potential of the focus 

group method was not realized.  It is also worth pointing out that this study was conducted in only one store 

and in the context of grocery retailing which limits the generalizability of the findings. In order to examine 

the topic further it would be necessary to conduct this examination in other stores and with both non-

customers as well as loyal customers. Finally, it would be interesting to extend the scope outside of grocery 

retailing towards other forms of retailing where the transactions are more service focused both in Finland 

and abroad.  
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Appendixes 

 

Appendix 1. Table of Study Participants 

 

 

Focus Group 1 Participant 1 Male, 30-50 years old Loyal customer, family with 4 children 

Focus Group 1 Participant 2 Female, 30-50 years old Loyal customer, family with 4 children 

Focus Group 1 Participant 3 Male, 50+ years old Adult household, recently changed to K-

Citymarket from Prisma  

Focus Group 1 Participant 4 Female, 50+ years old  Adult household, recently changed to K-

Citymarket from Prisma 

Focus Group 2 Participant 5 Female, 30 – 50 years old Adult household without children  

Focus Group 2 Participant 6 Female, 50+ years old Family with children  

Focus Group 2 Participant 7 Female, 30-50 years old Single parent with two teenagers in the 

household 

Focus Group 3 Participant 8 Female, 50+ years old Retired, adult household 

Focus Group 3 Participant 9 Male, 50+ years old Retired, adult household 

Focus Group 3 Participant 10 Female, 50 + years old Retired, adult household, lived abroad for a long 

time  

Focus Group 3 Participant 11 Female, 30 – 50 years old   Family with 2 children 

Focus Group 3 Participant 12 Female, 30 – 50 years old Family with 2 children 

Focus Group 3 Participant 13 Male, 50+ years old  Adult household, children moved out of home 

Interview 1  Interviewee Female, 30 – 50 years old Loyal customer (top percentile of the store), 

family with children 


