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Abstract 

Developing and consolidating store image in the consumer’s psyche is undoubtedly an essential 

psychographic goal of decision makers from a retail enterprise. Regardless of the tools used to draw 

customers—assortment and particularly the unit’s own brands, assisted service or friendly and competent, 

attentive and carefully dressed personnel always eager to help customers, the selection of a proper 

location near the customer’s workplace or domicile or very close to other units—the retail enterprise must 

undertake sustained efforts to properly understand the consumer’s wishes and fancies. 

Moreover, the food or non-food retail enterprise will have to adapt itself to the customer’s ever-changing 

desires and, in the end, will have to take the necessary measures to make him/her return to the store, 

purchase again and develop retail brand associations. In order to attain this goal, the store will naturally 

seek to imprint a proper, strong, even unique image on the consumer’s mind. As the literature (Keller, 

1993) highlights, in order for a consumer to form an opinion in time about a particular brand, s/he must 

first perceive the brand, get to know it and undergo positive experiences with it. 

The current research advances a model designed to emphasize the contribution made by a store’s location 

and assisted service to shaping the store image. After the model’s theoretical concepts are operationalised, 

the data are validated by means of the reliability analysis. Finally, pertinent interpretations are provided 

through the existing correlations between the identified dimensions. 

The empirical research was conducted on a sample of 1800 Romanian consumers and reveals, for the 

selected retail formats, notable differences between the two characteristics of the retail brands in terms of 

their significance and impact on the store image. Finally, the research outlines several managerial 

implications that are relevant in taking future decisions concerning the best course of action to be taken 

with the aid of these two elements of the retail marketing mix. 
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Introduction 
Much like the service and customer loyalisation policies, the location policy originates in the 

physical evidence policy and the integration of the external factor (customer, information, 

nominal and material commodities) into the service provision. The unit proper, that is, the store 

(Cora Cluj-Napoca, Carrefour Orhideea) represents the interface between consumer and provider 

(retailer). Location is obviously an integral part of the distribution policy as it represents the 

geographical area where the enterprise expends its resources with a view to offering performance 

to its customers (Zentes & Swoboda, 2001: 505). Service, and the quality thereof in particular, 

delivered through the personnel of the store is another aspect that has a strong bearing on 
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consumer behaviour, on building and consolidating the image perceived by consumer, on his/her 

return to the store, repurchase as well as on the recommendation of the unit to friends, relatives, 

acquaintances or any other people (Dabholkar & Shepherd & Thorpe, 2000: 139 -173; Osman, 

1993: 136). The concept of store image has been intensively studied in the literature over time. 

Some authors (Martineau, 1958: 48-52; Lindquist, 1974-75: 31-32; Hildebrandt, 1988:95) equate 

store image with retail brand equity whereas others believe that retail brand equity is the outcome 

of the combined action of different marketing tools which contribute to developing retail brand 

equity and to properly imprinting the brand image on the consumer’s psyche/mind (Sirdeshmkh 

& Singh & sabol, 2002: 34). 

 

Literature review 

In most countries, store location has undergone constant evolution (changes) over time. Initially, 

retail units were clustered together in village/town/city centres or in the centre of districts but 

later on the outskirts became the preferred place for erecting retail units. Town and city centre 

areas captured again the attention of retailers because more and more public establishments and 

service providers appeared in these areas. However, retailing has lately been “relocated” to 

business centres and districts. Location is chosen depending on the type of retail unit (Liebmann 

& Zentes & Swoboda, 2008: 494). Proximity, specialty and discount stores are particularly to be 

found in densely populated areas, very close to people’s homes, near places with heavy flow of 

people (pedestrian zones and walkways) or near places where public establishments (hospitals, 

banks, schools) abound. Supermarkets are also placed in crowded or densely populated areas and, 

in addition, they have to provide customers with parking lots. Hypermarkets, cash &carry or DIY 

units are built on the edge of, or outside, the localities and can be reached by public or their own 

transportation means. 

When choosing a particular location, the retailer will take into account a number of factors such 

as the distance from people’s homes, the competitors’ format and assortments, areas with busy 

(foot or road) traffic, the existing infrastructure, public transportation, the existence of other 

establishments in the area, the demographic factors (population size and density, ethnic 

composition, the number of single-, bi- or multi-parent households), the psychological and social 

factors, the competition in the area as well as the possibilities to expand or improve the location, 

its value and degree of attractiveness (Müller-Hagedorn & Natter, 2011: 133-142). 

Last but not least, when determining the place for a new subsidiary, the retailer will ensure that 

the ratio between the potential income forecast by the opening of a new location and the 

investments necessary to inaugurate and operate the store is optimal. Finding the best location for 

a new subsidiary equals finding an area with very good custom (Matmüller & Tunder, 2004: 

321). The selection of the best custom/location can be made by the retailer through a range of 

specific methods and procedures such as the concentric circles model, the method of temporal 

distance (measuring how much time is needed to reach the new location), the profile method (use 

of scoring models), the analogy method (the utility of a new retail location is assessed by analogy 

with an existing retail unit), the gravity models (studies the attraction or gravity that a retail pole 

exerts upon consumers) or the degree of centralization. 

The importance of studying personnel policy emerges from the fact that after the investment in 

building and opening a new store and the costs associated with the merchandise procurement, the 

staff is the third most significant expenditure for a retailer. This is, perhaps, the very reason why 

some retail chains – such as the discounters Lidl, Aldi, Penny Market – strive to give up the 

human factor, substituting it with a sort of standard arrangement of the store, and simplistic, but 

somehow logical, layout of the products on the shelf. The opposite is true, however, in the case of 

hypermarkets, supermarkets, department and specialty stores where the personnel abound. 

Naturally, the number of necessary employees in a retail unit is decided depending on other 

factors as well retail format, store’s location, customers’ daily or weekly frequency of visits to 
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the store, structure of the department, employee fluctuation from one period to another, store’s 

business hours as well as the days of the week when the store is open or the promptness with 

which an employer manages to serve a customer (Ahlert & Kenning, 2007: 221). 

Personnel play a key role in attracting consumers and „binding” them to the store. Therefore, 

personnel must have very good communication skills, show appropriate training, a good 

appearance and care, competence and objectivity in the expression, be helpful and attentive to the 

problems identified by clients and always have a friendly approach to their problems (Deery & 

Iverson & Walsh, 2002: 3-16). There is a strong relationship between customers and personnel 

particularly in the case of proximity stores, the mutual trust and kindness usually simplifying the 

acquisition act and leading, as a consequence of this, to its repetition. As part of the personnel 

policy, the retailer must pay attention to the planning, recruitment, selection, development, 

motivation, organization, remuneration, evaluation and loyalisation of employees (Ahlert & 

Kenning, 2007: 223-231; Müller-Hagedorn & Natter, 2011: 418-422). 

Self-service, specific to the majority of retail formats, and in particular to discounters, means the 

absence of personnel qualified to advise customers from the sections or departments of the retail 

unit. Basically, the merchandise shall be chosen by the customer, taken off the shelf and carried 

to the cash register, where it is scanned by the personnel or even by the customer himself/herself 

(Ahlert & Kenning, 2007: 224). Personal selling may be regarded as belonging both to service 

policy and to communication policy, the options varying in the technical literature. There are 

considerable differences between retail chains concerning the extent to which a retailer resorts to 

personnel to advise customers and promote sales.  

Personal selling conducted by means of customer advising is manifested in two forms, namely, 

the intensive one and the simple one. Whereas the first form of manifestation involves going 

through all the stages required to complete the sale, the second form only includes addressing the 

customer, delivering the goods and finishing the payment. For that reason the simple selling may 

be regarded as the “bridge” between personal selling and self-service (Mattmüller & Tunder, 

2004: 291). 

Retail brand image is a mental and behavioural concept which conveys the consumer’s 

perception of the store and the entire retail chain, respectively. Brand image may also be 

described through the emotional and cognitive brand associations which together make up the 

brand behavioural value. Brand behavioural value can be analyzed in terms of behaviour effects 

generated by the brand strength on condition that the latter is correlated with marketing tools 

effectiveness. There are certain indicators whereby brand strength can be assessed such as 

loyalty, trust and appeal as well as brand acceptance in general and the consumer’s willingness to 

pay more for the preferred brand. In fact, brand image, which some authors equate with brand 

equity, is the totality of the cognitive (verbal and visual) processes which emphasize the 

“knowledge” about a particular brand. Brand knowledge, in turn, is the sum of all verbal 

associations and interior impressions and reflections on the brand (Morschett, 2002: 70-76). 

There are several attributes that make up brand image, such as attitudes, that is, the emotional and 

cognitive aspects associated with the brand, the intensity of brand commitment and the verbal 

and non-verbal representations of brand associations. These associations are understood as those 

cues that a consumer “sees” when s/he thinks of a particular brand. The clearer the cues are, the 

easier for the consumer to choose a particular brand. Brand image may also depend on how 

accessible and relevant brand associations are to consumers or on the number of possible 

associations. The strength of the brand image can also be built through the unique associations 

that consumers make with the preferred brand, namely, a plethora of individual characteristics 

whereby the brand is marked as different (unique) from competing brands (Keller, 1993: 1-22; 

Krishnan, 1996: 389-405). 
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2.2 Research operationalisation 

The theoretical concepts pertaining to location and service have been operationalised by paying 

attention to similar empirical studies published in the technical literature. The operationalisation 

of location took into account how optimal is the site where the unit is to be located (“The location 

of the preferred store is optimal”), how close the store is to other food, non-food units or service 

providers and the accessibility and convenience of location as these are perceived by customers 

(“The location of my preferred store is convenient for me”). Service operationalisation took into 

account aspects such as service impeccability (“The preferred store provides excellent service”) 

as well as personnel competence and amiability (“Personnel is amiable at the preferred store”). 

Also, attention was paid to the extent to which service is customer-oriented (“Through the service 

provided, the preferred store treats me seriously when I encounter difficulties”) as well as how 

fairly customers are treated by the store through personnel (Anselmsson, 2006:122; Birtwistle & 

Freathy, 1998: 322; Chowdhury & Reardon & Srivastava, 1998: 74; Porter & Claycomb, 1997: 

380; Sirdeshmkh & Singh & Sabol, 2002: 34). Finally, Brand image according to Keller (1993) 

has been operationalised by paying attention to the characteristics of his model: awareness (“The 

preferred store is a well-known brand”), uniqueness (“…is a unique brand”), strength (“… is a 

strong brand”) and attractiveness/appeal (…is an attractive brand”). 

 

3. Research methodology 
In order to provide the means for quantifying the previously described theoretical concepts, they 

were assembled into a questionnaire administered to Romanian consumers in the food and non-

food retailing. The statements with similar meaning were made with the aid of the seven-level 

Likert scale. The data were collected in 2011 under direct supervision of the author. Out of 2000 

received questionnaires, 732 were deemed valid for non-food retailing and 1084 for food 

retailing. The respondents were interviewed with regard to their preferred store but the retail 

format to which the stores belong was not made known to them. Classification according to retail 

formats has been made by the authors in accordance with the guidelines of the technical literature 

(Barth, 1999; Liebmann et al., 2008). The formats which made the object of investigation in the 

food retailing were the hypermarkets, supermarkets, the “category killer” stores (a type of stores 

that differentiate themselves through two or more characteristics which traditionally belong to 

different retail formats), the cash & carry units (very familiar to the investigated consumers for 

issuing them quite easily with loyalty cards), the proximity and discount stores. Non-food 

retailing was represented by DIY stores, electrical and household appliances stores, and shoe, 

textile or sports stores. The sample selection was made according to sex and age groups. The 

interviewing process generally respected the limits of the original structure, although slight 

deflections were recorded on several of these groups. The testing of data validity and reliability 

was made by using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, the “item-to-total” correlation and the 

exploratory factor analysis. The contribution of location and service to the creation of a retail 

brand image was subsequently studied by means of the multiple regression analysis/model as 

presented in Figure 1. 

 

4. Research findings 

4.1. Validity and reliability analysis 

The alternate application of Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and item-to-total correlation highlighted 

the fact that the operationalisation carried out for each theoretical construct may be validated for 

service, location and store image. Cronbach’s � coefficient takes on the value 0.807 for location, 

0.909 for service and 0.853 for store image. The use of exploratory factor analysis confirms the 

stability of the theoretical constructs location, service and store image as the value that they take 

on for the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) criterion is 0.835 for location, 0.840 for service and 0.730 



�

817�

for store image. Although these values are not optimal, we believe, however, that they can be 

validated and employed in subsequent analyses. 

 

4.2. Regression analysis 

The application of regression analysis on the model presented in Figure 1 revealed that both 

location and service exert an important and great impact (***p<0.001) on store image. As can be 

noticed, service exerts greater impact on store image than does location, leading to a positive 

contribution to building retail brand image. The impact of location in the consolidation of the 

brand image is slightly greater with non-food retailing (0.102***) than with food retailing 

(0.096****). This is probably due to the fact that, with non-food retailing, location has increased 

involvement in the decision making process. Service has greater impact on building non-food 

retail brand image than building food retail brand image (0.376**** as against 0.314****). This 

seems quite logical if we are to consider the fact that much more customer advising is needed in 

household appliances or clothes stores than in super- or hypermarkets. 

 

Figure 1. Findings of regression analysis for the overall sample 

 
(Legend: n.s. – not significant; *p<0,1; **p<0,05; ***p<0,01; ****p<0,001) 

Source: own research. 

 

The breakdown of findings according to food retail formats reveals that location exerts the 

greatest impact on building store image in the case of cash & carry units which, at least 

theoretically, consumers should not be familiar with. However, this significant impact of cash & 

carry units (in our case Metro and Selgros) may probably be attributed to the former which has 

been on the Romanian market for more than 15 years. By the time the Romanian market was 

penetrated by other retail chains, particularly hyper and supermarkets, Metro was for the 

Romanian customer the only viable alternative to traditional proximity stores. Moreover, it seems 

very likely that Metro has become for the Romanian consumer as a sort of benchmark against 

which other retail brands are judged. For this reason, consumers will likely be willing to cover a 

longer distance so that location may no longer be the most important element in building the 

image of this retail format. 

The impact of service on building brand image is insignificant in the case of proximity stores, 

represented in the current research by several chains (mic.ro or CBA), and some independent 

units, which indicates that these units fail to properly embed their image in the consumer’s mind 

through personnel or the processes taking place in the store. As can be seen in Table 1, contrary 

to our expectations derived from the literature, service exerts a strong and significant impact in 

the case of Lidl and Penny. It should be, however, weak and less important, much like that 

provided by Kaufland. It seems likely that, according to the Romanian customers’ perception, 

Lidl and Penny fail to gain a dominant position within consumer’s mind through proper price 

policy, unlike Kuafland which oftentimes uses specific slogans such as “the lowest prices in 

Romania” and “if you find a cheaper product we pay you back the difference” etc. We believe 

that the two units are perceived by the Romanian customers as a retail format resembling hyper 

and supermarkets rather than the category in which the literature includes them. 
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Table 1 – Impact of location and service on store image in grocery retailing 

Retail format Discount 
C&C Hyper-

market 

Proxi-

mity 

Super-

market 

CK Food 

retailing 

Location � SI 0,218*** -0,148
n.s.

 0,127** 0,275*** 0,111* 0,184** 0,096**** 

Service � SI 0,355**** 0,609**** 0,349**** 0,090
n.s.

 0,459**** 0,124* 0,314**** 

F 20,683**** 10,556**** 34,229**** 6,032*** 31,783**** 6,824*** 74,856**** 

R
2 
adjusted 0,208 0,323 0,162 0,083 0,236 0,056 0,124 

Durbin-Watson 1,874 2,012 1,707 1,936 2,021 2,021 1,845 

Legend n.s. – not significant, *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0,01; ****p<0.001  

Source: own research. 

 

As far as food retail is concerned, discount and proximity stores are the formats in the case of 

which location exerts the greatest impact on store image building which indicates that their 

perception by consumers is relatively similar. Location has a positive influence, albeit low in 

terms of intensity and significance, in the case of hypermarkets. Thus, the significance of location 

according to food retail formats reveals that this characteristic does not hold a special place in 

building retail brand image. 

In the case of non food retail, all retail formats feature strong influence of service in building 

store image, the greatest impact being recorded with DIY stores (0.530****). The product range 

of the DIY stores is the very reason for which they have to hire personnel capable of advising 

properly the customer and putting forward the best solutions to his/her problems. Interestingly, 

service has greater impact on building brand image in the case of textile and sports stores than in 

the case of electronic and household appliances stores. The low impact of service is likely to be 

the result of the fact that by the time of the purchase act, the consumer already analysed carefully 

the offer of electrical and household appliances so that his/her consumption decision is not made 

based on the advice received from the store personnel during purchase but well in advance. It is 

also possible that the customer, upon entering a household appliances store, should know 

precisely what s/he wants and appeal to personal advising only for finding information about 

maintenance, warranty or compatibility with other products. On the other hand, location has an 

important and strong impact only in the case of shoe stores which bespeaks the Romanian 

consumer’s care when choosing the unity where s/he will buy shoes. Surprisingly, location has 

very little, if any, impact on building retail brand image in the case of household appliances and 

sports stores, and a negative one in the case of DIY stores. This is accounted for by the fact that, 

in order to attain their objective, that is, obtain the desired items, consumers are willing to cover a 

longer distance just as they do in the case of cash & carry units. 

 

Table 2 – Impact of location and service on store image in non-food retailing 

Retail format DIY Electro Textile 
Shoes 

Sports 
Non-food 

retailing 

Location � SI -0,236* 0,017
n.s.

 0,143** 0,319*** 0,140
n.s.

 0,102*** 

Service � Store Image (SI) 0,530**** 0,372**** 0,396**** 0,274** 0,382** 0,376**** 

F 7,955**** 6,229*** 36,976**** 10,76**** 5,43*** 79,111**** 

R
2 
adjusted 0,208 0,118 0,226  0,211 0,171 0,176 

Durbin-Watson 1,840 1,824 2,100 1,492 1,443 2,017 

Legend n.s. – not significant, *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0,01; ****p<0.001  

Source: own research. 

 

6. Implications 

The obtained findings reveal that service has a greater and more important impact on store image 

whereas location makes a smaller contribution thereto. By comparison, notable differences can be 
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noticed between the analysed retail formats as to the impact of service on store image. In the case 

of food retail, some formats (supermarkets, hypermarkets, discount units) feature relatively 

similar impacts, the only difference being the cash & carry stores where service has a very great 

impact on brand image. Non-food retail formats feature significant differences in terms of service 

and its impact building store image. On the other hand, store location contributes to building 

store image only in the case of some retail formats, with notable differences between them. 

One of the main limits of the current research consists in the fact that non-food retail formats are 

much more heterogeneous than their food counterparts. Likewise, the number of questionnaires 

for the analysis of retail formats must have an as equal distribution as possible for each particular 

format. However, the present findings may serve as a basis for pertinent conclusions about the 

impact of service and location on the consolidation of the retail image. 
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