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Introduction
In academia and business an important and meaningful question considered by most researchers
and business practitioners relates to which factors affect customer loyalty. Customer loyalty has been

much researched in terms of which factors affect it and has been considered a vital priority of marketing.
Customer loyalty is defined as “a deeply held commitment to re-buy, re-patronize a preferred product or
service consistently in the future, thereby causing repetitive same-brand or same brand-set purchasing,
despite situational influences and marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching behavior~
(Oliver, 1997:392). In addition, the relationship between customer satisfaction and customer loyalty as
well as which factors affecting customer loyalty have still unceasingly debated between scholars.

However, these factors have not been researched to any great degree as they relate to strategic
industrial sector groups. Further, while most studies relating to customer loyalty in the retail grocery

sector have separately explored customer loyalty through specific factors such as brand image, social
responsibility, switching cost, there is little research on examining different factors that simultaneously
affect customerloyalty.

Based on strategic theories used in specific industries, different strategic groups might have different
factors affecting customer loyalty. Leask and Parker (2006) define a strategic group as a group of
corporations that employ the same or similar strategies in a specific industry. The term strategic group
seeks to identify configurations based on observing firms' behaviour and then explaining differential
performance. Similar characteristics for such group will likely relate to cost structure, formal organization,
control systems, management rewards and punishment. Such groups are important for retail logistics
and supply chain management (SCM) as different strategic positions of grocery retailers will shape their
retail supply chains and replenishment and fulfilment activities.

This paper is going to investigate consumer loyalty behaviour towards Vietnamese strategic retail
groups. As Vietham's increased growth is rapidly changing consumer buying power, and hence

expectations of product offerings and service as well as consumer loyalty behaviour are also changing.

The findings provide practical insights into this integrative phenomena for academic researchers and
business and strategic decision makers when looking at customer loyalty in grocery retail, especially
regarding applied business strategies for sustainable success. The structure of this paper is as follows.

After this introduction, the literature review method is presented, followed by thematic findings. Then,

research methodology will be briefly demonstrated, a discussion of these findings will be presented in
detail, ended by conclusion of the research.

Review Method
Literature review plays a vital role in the development of any research area. It summarises and

establishes connections between previous works, demonstrates different streams and results which can
help researchers identify research gaps and provides opportunities for proposing research directions
(Martins and Pato, 2019). According to Webster and Watson 2002:xv-xvi), “a high quality review is

complete and focuses on concepts”. In academic research, a systematic literature review approach is
used. According to Tranfield et al. 2003), a systematic literature review (SLR) bases on a clearly

formulated question, identifies relevant studies, appraises their quality and summarizes the evidence by
use of explicit methodology; it thus uses a concept-centric approach (\Webster and Watson, 2002). The

SLR approach starts from searching a keyword representing a researched topic; it can reduce the bias
when all reviewed documents represent the objectivity. Applying the SLR approach tothis study and

based on the main objectives of the research, we developed three a priori themes to explore this topic:
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strategic groups, customer perceived value and satisfaction, and customer loyalty. Reading materials
used based on reliable online databases and books related to retailing sector. From main keywords,
many sub-themes had been found; new sub-theme keywords such as customer perceived value,
customer satisfaction, service quality, in-store logistics, and customer behaviour were explored fully. This
process was applied thoroughly in order to meet the research objectives and all highly-related papers
were synthesised for analysis.

Thematic Findings from the Review

Strategic Groups
There are several concerning studies retailing strategy (Grant and Fernie, 2019). Researchers have tried

to form retail firms- strategic types and explored the linkage between strategic choice and firms:
performance (McGree and Petersen, 2000). Based on the strategic options of Porter, some scholars

have also considered a business strategy in retail markets in terms of low cost, differentiation and focus
strategies (Helms et al, 1992;. The options chosen depended on price leadership orientation,

merchandise differentiation or product market approach such as productivity improvement, penetration,
market development and diversification. Hawes and Crittenden (1984 investigated strategy in retail

industry at a functional level and found the different performance between different strategic groups
which were formed by firms: scope and resource allocation. For small retailers, strategies might only be

based on product specialisation or customisation and customer service perspectives (Covin and Covin,
1990 and firms can differentiate themselves from others via functional levels of strategies. There are two
theories including resource-based view (RBV)theory and industrial organisation (O) theory which can be
used to explain the nature of how strategic groups are constituted. RBV argues that firms with differences
in resources and capabilities are a foundation of different firms- performance Solesvik and Westhead,
2010).In other words, the key difference amongst firms is their resources and how it is used, deployed,
allocated by firms.In 10 theory a structure-conduct-performance (SCP)framework has investigated how
the structure of an industry (all factors generate the market competitiveness)influences the conduct (the
behaviours/strategies used) and firms: performance. Both RBV and IO theory have shaped and provided
a good tool for strategic management researchers compare and contrast groups of firms (Leask and
Parker, 2006). In a retail industry, the different strategic positions of grocery retailers will shape their retail
supply chains and replenishmentfulfiiment activities.

Customer Perceived Value and Satisfaction
Regarding customer perceived value, it has recently received significant attention in the marketing
field because it has a crucial role in predicting purchase behaviour and contributes to firms: strategy-

adjustment (Chang and Wang, 2011). The concept behind «perceived value-is the relationship between

benefits and sacrifices, this term is assessed in terms of comparing between many firms leading to the
whole picture of <how buyers choose a certain product or supplier over others»Hanninen and Karjaluoto,

2017.606). l.e., perceived value is the overall assessment of customers toward the products or services

offered by suppliers based on what they received directly, in that brand image, store attributes are also
considered. A number of measurements have been developed in order to measure «perceived value» as

a unidimensional measure with a limited number of items that represent a perception of value (Eggert
and Ulaga, 2002). However, the determinants of perceived value are different among consumers and
thus measurements can lack validity.

Kotler and Keller (2009:789) defined customer satisfaction as «a person's feeling of pleasure or
disappointment that results from comparing a product's perceived performance or outcome with his/her
expectations~. Therefore, the level of customer satisfaction depends on the gap between expectation
and perceived performance. It is also a good indicator of firms- future performance, a crucial dimension
to long-term business success. In looking at customer satisfaction, firms can recognise their strengths

and weaknesses; if firms can fulfil their customer needs, they will receive customer satisfaction in return
and vice versa. In literature, there are two approaches of customer satisfaction that are highly accepted.

There is some research on which factors might affect customer satisfaction. According to Fornell et al.
(1996), three antecedents which are perceived value, perceived quality and customer expectation have
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been revealed. Service quality has a strong positive effect on customer satisfaction and loyalty,
especially in retail (Sivadas and Baker-Prewitt, 2000).

Customer Loyalty
Customer loyalty is defined by many researchers in different ways. However, they all have two

dimensions, which are: customers repeatedly purchase a good or service; and having favourable
attitudes toward a good or service offered by companies (Athavale et al,, 2015). Customer loyalty is
defined as «a deeply held commitment to re-buy, re-patronise a preferred product or service consistently
in the future, thereby causing repetitive same-brand or same brand-set purchasing, despite situational
influences and marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching behaviour~ (Oliver, 1997.392).

Many firms compete fiercely to get more customers and price is one of the factors influencing customer
loyalty; however, competitive pricing might not guarantee customer loyalty in the long-term. From the

beginning, Oliver (1997) classified loyalty in four steps which are cognitive, affective, conative and action.
The study from Sivadas and Baker-Prewitt 2000:78)in a retail store setting found a strong support for
the model, in that «cognitive loyalty is a significant predictor of affective loyalty; affective loyalty is a
strong predictor of conative loyalty and conative loyalty significantly affects action loyalty”. However, in

some cases, consumers repeatedly purchase but it cannot be seen as loyalty due to situational effects
such as low price, constant promotion programmes and proximity (Hartmann and lIbanez, 2007).

Therefore, many researchers have indicated that behavioural approach was not sufficient to explain
customer loyalty. Attitudinal loyalty relates to customers: psychological and sensation orientation, they

have a positive feeling about retailers and are willing to introduce others to buy products or services
from the retailers, reflect a positive word-of-mouth communication (Kursunluoglu, 2014).

Hoffman and Lowitt (2008) found that 70 percent of US consumers demonstrated their faithfulness to

their favourite retailers, but in the case of properly enticed programmes offered by rivals, 85 percent of
these so-called loyal customers are willing to switch immediately. Researchers have investigated the

structural linkage between customer loyalty and its predictors. It has attracted great interest from
academics and practitioners. Service quality has been considered as the key driver of loyalty; however,

some researchers have also proved that customer satisfaction is a weak indicator in terms of customer
loyalty (Prentice, 2014). From these studies, customers were happy and highly satisfied with products or

services offered, but they did not return and repeatedly purchase Barber et al, 2010). In addition,
Prentice (2014) confirms that, depending on the industry which firms are serving, service quality might

not always generate customer satisfaction and loyalty; via the research he proved that there are some
dimensions of service quality (model presented above) expressing negative effects on customers:

favourable behaviour. Therefore, the relationship between these factors is still being debated, and there
is little homogeneity over the operationalisation of the construct of loyalty amongst researchers.
“Relational trust and value are the strongest determinants of loyalty rather than satisfaction-and service
quality was also found as an antecedent of customer loyalty” (Kursunluoglu, 2014:532). Other studies

have investigated customer loyalty and they considered service quality, satisfaction, perceived value,
price, brand image, and identity as antecedents of loyalty and found that customer satisfaction does not
equate to customer loyalty (Kumar et al., 2013). Such findings continue to be debated.

Resulting Research Gaps
1. The relationship between customer satisfaction and customer loyalty, factors influencing
satisfaction, customer perceived value as well as which factors affecting customer loyalty are
still being debated between scholars.

2. Previous research has not investigated factors affecting customer loyalty in different strategic
groups, rather they have examined specific industries and generalised for the whole industry.

Based on strategic theories in a specific industry, different strategic groups might have different
factors affecting customer loyalty. This means that the differences between strategic groups in

the same industry have been ignored and no research has been linked to strategic terms.
Therefore, this research is required as it brings up the idea of «strategic groups~in customer
loyalty research.
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Research Objectives based on the foregoing gaps
1. Provide insights into the Vietnamese retail industry; classifying all current supermarket firms in
Vietnam into their proper strategic groups.

2. Investigate factors directly affecting customer loyalty, customer satisfaction and customer
perceived value in Viethamese supermarkets.

Related Research Questions
RQ1: How many strategic supermarket groups in Vietnam?

RQ2: Which factors directly affect customer loyalty, customer satisfaction and customer perceived
value in the Viethamese supermarket sector?

Research Methodology

The qualitative research includes semi-structured expert interviews, which will help the researcher
identify «strategic groups~ within the Vietnamese supermarkets in order to facilitate the subsequent
comparison of groups; semi-structure interviewing consumers will also help the researcher justify and
validate her proposed research framework, with constructs added after interviewing if required. At each
step, core questions were created based on the main objectives of this research, the research requires
to interview supermarket consumers and experts who can most likely offer valuable information. Based
on the differences and the research purpose, a non-probability method which includes purposive expert
sampling was chosen. According to Sekaran and Bougie 2011) purposive sampling is the method where
respondents are selected based on a variety of criteria which can include their relevance, their specialist
knowledge of the research topic or the willingness to participate in the research. It means that after
understanding the purpose of the research, the researcher will identify a predetermined target group. In

addition, back to back translation is a good technique which has been widely applied by researchers to
test the accuracy of translations in order to avoid mistakes occurring during the translation process,
particularly in cross-cultural research.

Discussion of Findings
The Vietnamese Retail Industry and Competitive Environment

In Vietnam, supermarkets have impressed with large realignment from being regarded as
unprofessional to professional and have reached international standards about how supermarkets
should be formed and served. Supermarkets used to sell some normal consumer products with average
quality. However, they have covered different kinds of grocery items and diversified their categories,
serving different segments with large scale and being rewarded by building retail brand names in the
long-term. In the past decade, the incredible development of retailing formats and competition between
firms in order to gain market share have led to a colourful and varied retailing landscape. In particular,
the market is currently undergoing many mergers and acquisition activities between firms, and fierce
competition with the entry of many strong foreign retailers. The traditional market itself has a certain role
in the Viethamese community, due to the fierce competition from other retailing formats, the traditional
markets have gradually changed the way they work in the big cities with more civilization, and they have
arranged their activities, as well as selling many items associated with the traditional consumption
culture of Vietnamese people. Besides that, as a result of globalisation, many people have been
changing their consumption styles and begun to prefer products with foreign brand names. The
population is also getting used to the term -fast food~. In general, many retail stores have established
complex formats serving consumers not only with grocery products but also fresh food, entertainment,
fashion and so forth, followed by the integration of advertising and media industries with names such as
Cresent Mall, Aeon Mall, Vivo City and so forth. Most of them have a modern and professional look and
enjoy comprehensively professional logistics services.

Regarding supermarket sector, Viethamese supermarkets have been developed through three
stages. At the first phase, supermarkets served many main daily consumption needs such as flip-flops,
household utensils, pet food, flowers, electronic items, food, grocery products, bakery, clothing,
television and furniture. Typically, Maximax, Coopmart and BigC supermarket, they all still have a certain
position and some of them are holding court and becoming leaders with huge market share in the
consumer goods market. They can be considered as enjoying similar popularity to that of Walmart in the
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United State. The second stage has marked the emergence of specialised supermarkets with specific

products or functions, with many wholesale formats being established and indirectly competing with
supermarkets in the first stage (Metro or Aeon). The third stage (for about the last six or seven years)is

the current situation where supermarkets are serving the multi-segments such as daily food, groceries,
entertainment and its services, drugstores, beauty parlours, barber shop, fashion and so forth. These

formats have attracted consumers from different groups, especially at the weekend, when people enjoy
a day shopping and using the other comprehensive services offered nearby. With this format,

supermarkets have integrated with many other retailers, alliances with famous-drink and food brand
names, pulling other retail groups to operate in the same areas in order to cross-serve their consumers.
It can be said that “everything people need to enjoy their days, they have it in here~. The idea of gathering

possible services needed by consumers in the same place is a great improvement in the Viethamese
retailing industry. There are many services and products offered for children as well, such as ground

play, English centres for both children and adults. This also is a reason that retailers can attract more
family consumer groups. Besides that, some banks have located in this supermarket format as well in
order to facilitate their customers during the shopping process or other personal requirements.
Accordingly, the advertising industry also follows and penetrates to these multi-purpose supermarkets.

The whole integrated provision of services has led to greater efficiency of the supermarkets which can
replace other supermarket formats in the future. However, compared to the UK supermarkets, other

integrated establishments such as gas stations, car washes, bill-paying service and repair shops have
not appeared in Vietnam.

Regarding the competitive environment, strong and full development is the current nature of
Vietnamese supermarkets in the last five years. With the supermarket format, strategic groups are clearly

separated but the development is still not synchronised. Differences and variety of functions are also a
factor that can facilitate grouping a client-group flow. For instance, with daily shopping for groceries,

Vietnamese consumers usually choose Coopmart and Big C; shopping with entertainment services,
consumers choose a multi-functional supermarket. Besides that, wholesale supermarkets are still

competing with other strategic groups to some extent, the main competitive point is to focus on selling
foreign products and specialised items with large quantities, and in return consumers can enjoy
reasonable prices. The level of competition and attractiveness between strategic groups is different.

Therefore, competitive forces at each strategic group will be different. However, the summarised analysis
that follows can demonstrate a five forces review affecting the retailing industry: consumers have a high

power; suppliers have a low power compared to supermarkets themselves; and there is a significant
threat of substitution; the Vietnamese retail market is identified as fragmented, competition is high; the
threat of new entrants is high. Besides that, there is competition between different strategic groups and

within groups, groups located near each other in the strategic group map usually attract more consumers
from other groups by using marketing with good promotion and services offered, concentrating on
specialised products. For instance, that Lotte and Aeon offer multi-functional products and services leads

other supermarkets to mimic these improvements and apply to their business model. Therefore, fierce
and ceaseless competition between supermarkets is happening. The term -ecosystem-strategic
supermarkets~ or “Supermarket Ecosystem~can be used in this situation. In that, supermarkets are much
more than large grocery stores, they also offer various business integrations and are operating as
commercial centres. Services offered attached to supermarkets have been considered as one of the
main factors that can attract more consumers. This business format has been becoming very popular in
Vietham.

Strategic Group Mapping

Checking similar points between supermarkets in many ways such as from the products and services
offered, degree of specialisation, company structure, prices, targeted segmentations, firm size, brand
name building, expanding strategies, the ways of competition or alliance can facilitate strategic group
mapping process. There are 12 main supermarkets in Vietham, located across the country. Based on
Porter, Vietnamese supermarkets can be grouped into five different strategic groups, based on
recommendation from an expert in retailing from Vietnam, as follows:
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1. Group 1: Specialised daily consumer goods: firms in this group have covered a wide

geographical area across the country, the business focus to serve consumers with their basic daily
consumption of food, grocery products, and household utensils. Typical of this group are Coopmart and

BigC.
2. Group 2: Multipurpose premium supermarkets: operating under ecosystem-strategic format but

choose to locate at prime locations and luxury areas, focus on a group of rich people living at newly
created cities, luxury apartments, especially concentrating only on retail sales rather than wholesale.

Typical of this group is Lotte.
3. Group 3: Premium supermarket chains with convenience stores: the characteristics of this

group are high quality products such as fresh meats and organic vegetables without chemical pesticides;
products with clear origin, especially fruits. They also offer daily consumer goods but with premium

quality and cover a huge geographical area in a main city with flexible stores allocated, especially, a
majority of their customers being people who live in new urban segments and areas. Besides that, they

have expanded markets with a huge amount of convenience stores in urban areas in order to attract
more customers, compared to GROUP 1, GROUP 3 is considered as a “premium-~group with premium

price charging. Typical of this group is Vinmart.
4.Group 4: Group of Multipurpose supermarkets: operating under ecosystem-strategic format
including Aeon mall, Vivo city, Cresent mall or wholesale format as Metro. These groups often
locate in crowded areas but far away from the central area.
5.Group 5: Other supermarkets

It can be noted that «ecosystem supermarkets or malls~in Vietnam might be different from the concept
in western areas, malls in Vietnam are characterised by a form of large battlefield. Many stalls and areas
in the whole supermarkets or a mall are not owned by supermarket owners. They are from different small
retailers who sign a partnership contract or even just rent a space for their business. There is a good
linkage between many retailers; they compete with each other or even with supermarkets themselves.

Besides that, when supermarkets integrate with other attached businesses, they create a favourable
business environment to avoid fierce competition. For example, at the food court, there is a limitation on

the number of country-specific restaurants and variety of choices of food from different countries. These
stores will be asked to move out if they cannot achieve a business with good profits. In another scenario,
the supermarket owner will give a chance for potential and good firms moving in.In general, the decision
of which firms can move in and integrate with the supermarket business is very selective. Supermarkets
itself have more power than other small retailers and always choose “win-win~ strategies. The mall and

multifunctional supermarkets also compete fiercely and threaten to take over market share from other
strategic groups; the form of ecosystem in supermarkets is significantly successful in Vietnam.

Many main points collected from the expert interview, including the current situation in the
Vietnamese retail industry, and specifically the supermarket sector; the comments on competitive
business environment; the suggested techniques to group firms to strategic groups, then applying these
techniques in practice, the case in Viethamese supermarket sector. Via this interview, the brief picture

about the Vietnamese retailing industry, particularly the supermarket sector was presented. In the end,

the expert commented, noticed and discussed some further factors which might affect customer loyalty,
apart from the one presented at the literature review part.

Analysis for consumer interviewing: Customer loyalty perception

There were 21 interviews conducted and 35 questions asked based on the objective of the research
which is to investigate consumer loyalty behaviour towards Vietnamese strategic retail groups. This

qualitative interview revealed all possible factors that might affect customer loyalty. Many respondents

choose to shop at supermarkets because of its advantages such as clean and fresh atmosphere,
trustworthy and diverse goods as well as its types, a variety of delicious and fresh food, not worrying
about bargains because clearly presented prices, good returns policies, nice and polite attitude of in-

store staff, safe household utensils offered, clearly stated origin, an eye-catchingly display, easy to find,

especially, the comfortable feelings of whether purchasing or not after checking without worrying
annoyed anyone; home-delivery service offered. As consumers explained, products from supermarkets

seem to have a higher quality compared to the one at traditional markets.
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Considering factors affecting customer satisfaction, a majority of respondents emphasised the
importance of good customer services, friendly well-trained in-store staff, product quality, excellent in-

store logistics and promotion programmes, a supermarket brand name and firm image. In general, when
consumers perceive high-value reception when shopping, they will be more satisfied. Some respondents
considered about where supermarkets' brand names are coming from, including domestic and foreign
brand name. They demonstrated that foreign supermarkets give them a reliable feeling. It generates a
positive effect in the purchase decision.

Loyalty behaviours can be linked with many factors such as convenience in terms of location,
customer service, retail brand experience, service quality offered, clean toilets provided and origins of
products, the quality of products, prices, no scandal occurred, nice corporate image and store image,
habit, super-friendly well-trained and supportive in-store staffs, nice store atmosphere. Many respondents

emphasized the most crucial factor if firms want to keep consumers loyal to them is in-store staff's

behaviours; if staff express disrespectful behaviour and seem not to be supportive, they might move to
other retailers even though the original supermarket satisfies all their needs.

Respondents also explained that if there are new supermarkets built which are far away from their
houses compared to the currently chosen one and many suitable attached services around that area, in
the case other factors match their needs, they will move to the new supermarkets and use other services
offered. For example, even the new supermarkets are slightly far, but it is located near other services

such as spa/beauty salon, cinema, book stores, consumers might re-consider their choices and choose
new supermarkets. Besides that, some respondents said that they will lose trust in supermarkets which

do not have a positive corporate social responsibility, in the case they have alternative choices, they
might move to new supermarkets.

Although some consumers do not care about CSR, if supermarkets treat their employees nicer,
employees might be happy and give consumers a better service. Some serious situation such as

business from supermarket seriously affect a natural environment and cause pollution and damage
people’s living environment, all respondents will commit not to shop at that supermarket anymore. All

respondents expressed their disappointed behaviour to firms who do not pay taxes, but some of them
still choose to shop at these supermarkets due to its indirect effect to them. Further, when mentioning a

brand name experience, logo and brand identity should be considered; 100% of the respondents

admitted that the colour and how the logo of specific brand name is designed are also considered as
the crucial factors to decide the first impression of consumers about a specific brand.

50v% of respondents explained that store image is a crucial factor, in the case that other factors match

or exceed their expectations they might feel annoyed and unpleasant if bad store image provided such
as cramped and dirty in-store atmosphere, illogically allocated shelves as well as products, unfriendly,

irresponsible and unsupportive in-store staff. They all argued that they cannot be satisfied with

supermarkets in such circumstances and emphasised that to be loyal with a specific supermarket brand
name, they have considered many factors, and store image seems to be an important factor. However,

the rest explained that store image seems not to significantly affect their choices, they argued that being
a supermarket, at least store image should be above average in order to make it work and compete with
others. The researcher also asked consumers -Are you loyal to a supermarket brand name or their

specific store?” and 57% of the respondents admitted that they are loyal to a specific store of a
supermarket brand name. Surprisingly, all of these consumers mentioned convenient store accessibility
in which it is located near their houses or its convenient locations.

A majority of respondents stated that bonus points or discounts slightly stimulate their purchase
decision if product quality remains unchanged. If other supermarkets which are further from consumers:
houses offer an attractive promotion, consumers tend to move to that supermarket to experience
discounted shopping, but all participants supposed that they will not change supermarkets which they
are currently loyal to. In the case, supermarkets offer good promotion programmes, but their employees
show disrespect to consumers or behave in unsupportive ways, respondents will commit not to go to
that supermarket for shopping as well. Switching costs positively affect customer loyalty as well, as
consumers consider high switching costs; they are more likely to be loyal to their current supermarkets.
The qualitative research also revealed that alternative attractiveness negatively affects customer loyalty
and also confirms many factors affecting customer loyalty, apart from factors investigated in the literature
review, trust and habit were also considered as factors influencing customer loyalty.
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Conclusions

This papers contribution is theoretical understanding of grocery retail in a rapidly changing emerging
nation and provides guidance for the various retail groups to set-out their respective strategies and
establish competitive advantage. In addition, the findings of this research can result in a conceptual
framework that could be used to test in the future. A practical contribution would be strategic group
mapping and consumers’ loyal behaviours, which allows practitioners to understand more about

Viethamese supermarkets and these issues should not be ignored by academic researchers and
practitioners from other industries. A limitation of this paper is that the question of which level the involved

factors affecting customer loyalty.customer satisfaction and customer perceived value is still under-
researched. Therefore, future research should implement a quantitative research based on the results
of this study to fully explore and understand relationships between factors mentioned.
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