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Synopsis 

 

A critical appraisal of the customer service and service quality in appliance sales 

departments in prominent South African retail stores 

by  

Alida J Gothan  

 

Supervisor: Prof Dr Alet C Erasmus 

Department: Consumer Science 

Degree: PhD Consumer Science (Interior merchandise management) 

 

This research investigated the service offering in appliance sales departments of 

prominent retail stores in an emerging economy to ultimately indicate whether stores‟ 

customer service, i.e. their presentation of the marketing mix is conducive for 

informed, responsible buying decisions.  The study was prompted by significant 

changes in the profile of South African consumers since 1994 when a new socio-

political dispensation was introduced.  A sharp increase in the middle-income group 

since has resulted in an increased demand for housing, electricity and consequently 

also major household appliances.  Retail responded more than willingly. Unfortunately 

the consequences of limited product related consumer socialization for millions of 

previously disadvantaged consumers and subsequent lack of structural and 

transactional knowledge in terms of their ability to cope in the market place was 

given little attention. 

 

The research involved four phases of data collection and the participation of five 

prominent department stores in Tshwane, RSA that was arranged through liaison with 

industry.   Phase 1 involved an in store survey: store managers assessed the customer 

service in the stores in the presence of the researcher, according to indicators that 
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were based on the marketing mix.  In phase 2, respondents (n=296) were recruited in 

the stores immediately after closure of a sales deal: questionnaires were completed 

on the spot.  It involved (1) an investigation of their satisfaction with the customer 

service; (2) an investigation of their perception of the service quality through a 

SERVQUAL scale and (3) a product knowledge test that pertained to the functional 

and performance attributes of the appliances that they purchased. During phase 3, 

experienced salespeople (n=18) were involved in a projective technique that 

expected of them to act as the managers of their respective stores and to propose 

recommendations to augment their stores‟ service offering to be more conducive for 

informed, responsible buying decisions. Finally, in phase 4, representatives from 

industry explained their potential contribution to augment customer service in retail 

stores.   

 

Findings revealed shortcomings in the customer service in retail that should be 

addressed to enhance informed, responsible buying decisions. In phase 1, store 

managers candidly admitted that in general, price was attended to more attentively 

than elements such as processes that could enhance informed buying decisions.  In 

the customer survey, exploratory factor analysis revealed a collapse of the original 

customer service scale from six elements to three, which suggests a more integrated 

judgement of customer service in the context of this research. Emphasis on price and 

product was diminished and directed towards value for money and personnel 

orientations. Similarly the five dimensional SERVQUAL scale was reduced to two 

dimensions (Supportiveness and Impressiveness). The product knowledge test was 

used to indicate whether consumers‟ judgement of the service offering was 

supported by evidence of informed, buying decisions. Consumers‟ scores 

contradicted their apparent satisfaction with customer service and their positive 

perception of service quality.  Sales personnel unequivocally accentuated their 

potential to augment customer service but revealed conditions that limit optimal 

performance. Representatives of industry acknowledged areas of concern and 

recommended concerted effort by retailers due to their direct interaction with 

consumers as well as personnel. 
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The findings of this study provide invaluable evidence that consumers “not necessarily 

know what they do not know”. Shortcomings in the customer service in retail are 

revealed and guidelines are provided to augment the service offering to the benefit 

of the parties involved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 v 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

 

I would like to express my sincerest appreciation and gratitude to the following 

individuals for their contribution to the successful completion of this study: 

 

 Prof AC Erasmus, promoter, for her support, guidance and belief in me. 

 Me Alexa Barnby for editing the language. 

 Also my sincerest appreciation for the contribution of Ms Rina Owen who 

assisted with the statistical analysis of the data. 

 

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank the management and staff of Dions, 

Furniture city, Game, Hirsch‟s Homes and Makro in Centurion, South Africa for their 

effort, support and contribution to the research data.    May I express the wish that 

this research would make a difference in their customer service offering and improve 

the service quality to ultimately assist consumers to make informed, responsible 

buying decisions that would be to the benefit of all the parties involved. 

 

Ek kan net in nederigheid op my knieë gaan en my Hemelse Vader dank vir die 

vermoëns wat Hy vir my gegee het.  Sonder sy krag sou ek nooit hierdie pad kon stap 

nie, en sonder die liefde van my gesin, die ondersteuning van my familie, my kosbare 

vriende en die beste studieleier ooit, sou ek nooit aan die einde van hierdie pad 

gekom het nie.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 vi 

 

 

TTaabbllee  ooff  ccoonntteennttss  

 

 
 

LIST OF TABLES_______________________________________________________ 

 

x 

LIST OF FIGURES_______________________________________________________ xi 

LIST OF ADDENDA _____________________________________________________ xii 

 

 

CHAPTER 1: THE RESEARCH IN PERSPECTIVE ___________________________________ 1 
1.1 INTRODUCTION AND JUSTIFICATION FOR THE RESEARCH __________________________ 1 
1.2 A FOCUS ON CUSTOMER SERVICE IN RESEARCH _________________________________ 2 
1.3 CUSTOMER SERVICE AND SERVICE QUALITY IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES ____________ 3 
 1.3.1     Introduction ______________________________________________________________ 3 
 1.3.2     Retail-related problems ___________________________________________________ 4 
 1.3.3     Challenges for salespeople in developing countries _________________________ 4 
 1.3.4     Augmented customer service in developing countries ______________________ 5 
1.4 A UNIQUE SOUTH AFRICAN CONSUMER MARKET _______________________________ 6 
 1.4.1     South Africa as an emerging economy _____________________________________ 6 
 1.4.2     Problems faced by South African consumers _______________________________ 8 

1.4.2.1 Culture differences ____________________________________________________ 8 
1.4.2.2 Limited product knowledge ______________________________________________ 8 
1.4.2.3 Limited product-related consumer socialisation ______________________________ 9 
1.4.2.4 Difficulties encountered during the decision-making process __________________ 11 

1.5 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ACQUISITION OF HOUSEHOLD APPLIANCES _________ 12 
1.6 RESEARCH PROBLEM _____________________________________________________ 14 
1.7 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES ___________________________________________________ 15 
1.8 PRESENTATION AND STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS ____________________________ 16 

 

 
 

CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES AND LITERATURE REVIEW _____________ 18 
2.1 CHOICE OF THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ___________________________________ 18 
 2.1.1     The systems approach __________________________________________________ 19 

2.1.1.1 Motivation for following a systems theory approach __________________________ 19 
2.1.1.2 Core assumptions of the systems theory __________________________________ 19 

 2.1.2    The cognitive perspective _______________________________________________ 22 
2.1.2.1 Motivation for incorporating the cognitive perspective ________________________ 22 
2.1.2.2 Application of the cognitive perspective in the research ______________________ 23 

2.2 AN EXPLICATION OF CUSTOMER SERVICE WITHIN THE SYSTEMS APPROACH_____ 24 
 2.2.1     Introduction ____________________________________________________________ 24 
 2.2.2     Customer service defined _______________________________________________ 24 

 
 
 



 vii 

 

                 2.2.3 The elements of customer service (CS)  (Inputs of the system) ________________ 26 
2.2.3.1 Products ___________________________________________________________ 27 
2.2.3.2 Price ______________________________________________________________ 28 
2.2.3.3 Physical environment _________________________________________________ 29 
2.2.3.4 Personnel __________________________________________________________ 30 
2.2.3.5  Processes _________________________________________________________ 32 
2.2.3.6 Promotions _________________________________________________________ 32 

 2.2.4 The interactive contribution of the elements of CS to the service offering           

(Transformation)- ________________________________________________________ 33 
 2.2.5 Customer service as a determinant of informed, responsible buying decisions   

(Output) ________________________________________________________________ 35 
2.3 A DISCUSSION OF SERVICE QUALITY WITHIN A SYSTEMS APPROACH ____________ 36 
 2.3.1     Service quality defined __________________________________________________ 36 
 2.3.2     The importance of SQ in retail ___________________________________________ 37 
 2.3.3     The dimensions of SQ ____________________________________________________ 39 
 2.3.4     An interpretation of SERVQUAL __________________________________________ 41 
 2.3.5     Consumers’ assessment of customer service (CS) and service quality (SQ) __ 43 
2.4 SOUTH AFRICAN CONSUMERS‟ SITUATION IN AN EMERGING ECONOMY__________ 46 
 2.4.1     Consumer socialisation __________________________________________________ 46 
 2.4.2     Ownership of household appliances _____________________________________ 49 
 2.4.3     Confusion created by rapid development in technology __________________ 50 
 2.4.4     Consumers’ inability to handle information overload ______________________ 51 
2.5 CUSTOMER SERVICE IN TERMS OF SERVICE QUALITY AND CUSTOMER 

SATISFACTION ______________________________________________________ 52 
 2.5.1     Customer service with the intention to achieve customer satisfaction ______ 52 
 2.5.2     A perception of service quality relates to customer satisfaction ____________ 53 
 2.5.3     Customer satisfaction achieved _________________________________________ 54 
2.6 AUGMENTED CUSTOMER SERVICE __________________________________________ 56 
 2.6.1     Definition _______________________________________________________________ 56 
 2.6.2     The challenge in terms of CS _____________________________________________ 56 
2.7 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK ________________________________________________ 59 

 

 

CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY _____________________________________ 61 
3.1 INTRODUCTION ___________________________________________________________ 61 
3.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT ____________________________________________________ 62 
3.3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES ___________________________________________________ 62 
3.4 RESEARCH STRATEGY ____________________________________________________ 63 
3.5 RESEARCH DESIGN _______________________________________________________ 64 
 3.5.1 Phases 1 and 2:  Quantitative approach (surveys) _________________________ 65 
 3.5.2 Phases 3 and 4: An implementation of qualitative techniques: projective 

techniques and personal interviews ______________________________________ 66 
3.6 METHODOLOGY __________________________________________________________ 67 
  3.6.1 Phase 1: Customers’ judgement of the CS in retail stores ___________________ 67 

3.6.1.1 Sample and sampling _________________________________________________ 67 
3.6.1.2 Measuring instrument: the questionnaire __________________________________ 68 
3.6.1.3 Pre-testing of the questionnaire _________________________________________ 72 
3.6.1.4 Data collection ______________________________________________________ 72 
3.6.1.5 Data analysis _______________________________________________________ 74 
3.6.1.6 Strategies to eliminate error ____________________________________________ 75 

 
 
 



 viii 

 

3.6.2     Phase 2: Observational survey of the in-store environments _____________ 77 
3.6.2.1    Sample and sampling ________________________________________________ 77 
3.6.2.2  Measuring instrument ________________________________________________ 77 
3.6.2.3  Data collection ______________________________________________________ 78 
3.6.2.4  Data analysis _______________________________________________________ 78 
3.6.2.5  Strategies to eliminate error ___________________________________________ 79 

               3.6.3      Phase 3: Salespeople’s judgement of CS through a projective technique80 
3.6.3.1  Sample and sampling ________________________________________________ 80 
3.6.3.2  Measuring instrument ________________________________________________ 80 
3.6.3.3  Data collection ______________________________________________________ 81 
3.6.3.4  Data analysis _______________________________________________________ 81 
3.6.3.5  Strategies to eliminate error ___________________________________________ 82 

               3.6.4       Phase 4: Interviews with industry to investigate their concerns about 83 
3.6.4.1  Sample and sampling ________________________________________________ 83 
3.6.4.2  Measuring instruments _______________________________________________ 84 
3.6.4.3  Data collection ______________________________________________________ 84 
3.6.4.4  Data analysis _______________________________________________________ 84 
3.6.4.5  Strategies to eliminate error ___________________________________________ 85 

3.7 GENERALISATION OF THE FINDINGS _________________________________________ 85 

 

 
 

CHAPTER 4: RESULTS _______________________________________________________ 87 
4.1 DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION OF THE SAMPLE _______________________________ 87 
 4.1.1     Sample _________________________________________________________________ 87 
 4.1.2     Gender of respondents _________________________________________________ 88 
 4.1.3     Age of respondents _____________________________________________________ 88 
 4.1.4     Respondents’ personal experience with appliances _______________________ 89 

4.2 CONSUMERS’ SATISFACTION WITH CUSTOMER SERVICE AFTER A SALES ENCOUNTER _ 90 
 4.2.1    A proposed factor structure for customer service90 
 4.2.2 The relationship between specific influencing factors and consumers’ 

satisfaction with CS ______________________________________________________  94 
4.3 CONSUMERS‟ PERCEPTION OF THE SERVICE QUALITY OF RETAIL STORES _______ 96 

4.3.1     Verification of a SERVQUAL scale in the context of this research ___________ 97 
4.3.2     Consumers’ perception of SQ in appliance departments in retail stores ___ 101 

4.4 AN EVALUATION OF Consumers‟ PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE ______________________ 102 
 4.4.1 Consumers’ product knowledge with regard to selected product categories102 
 4.4.2 Consumers’ product knowledge related to specific variables _____________ 110 

4.4.2.1      The relationship between gender and product knowledge _____________________ 110 
4.4.2.2       The relationship between product related experience and product knowledge_____ 110 
4.4.2.3       The relationship between difficulty experienced and product knowledge _________ 112 

4.5 AN IN STORE SURVEY TO INVESTIGATE EVIDENCE OF THE SERVICE OFFERING__ 113 
 4.5.1 Stores’ presentation of specific indicators of the various elements of CS ____ 113 

4.5.1.1 Scores that pertained to the six elements of CS across the five stores (top score     
180)

2
 _______________________________________________________________ 114 

4.5.1.2    Scores that pertained to the focus on specific elements of CS across the five stores 
(top score 150)

2
 ____________________________________________________ 116 

4.6 SALES PEOPLE‟S SUGGESTIONS FOR AUGMENTED CUSTOMER SERVICE IN 
DEPARTMENT STORES _____________________________________________ 117 

4.7 INDUSTRY‟S VIEW ON AUGMENTED CUSTOMER SERVICE _____________________ 122 
4.8 SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS ______________________________________________ 125 

4.8.1        Introduction _________________________________________________________ 125 
4.8.2      Customers’ satisfaction with the service offering based on tangible evidence 

of the service offering _______________________________________________ 125 

 
 
 



 ix 

 

 4.8.3  Customers’ perception of the service quality in appliance sales departments 

in retail stores ___________________________________________________________ 126 
 4.8.4 A verification of consumers’ judgement of the service offering in appliance 

sales departments in retail stores in terms of their product knowledge ______ 127 
 4.8.5     Store managers’ judgement of tangible evidence of the service offering __ 128 
 4.8.6  Sales people’s suggestions for augmented customer service in department 

stores __________________________________________________________________ 129 
 4.8.7     Augmented Customer Service __________________________________________ 131 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ______________________ 134 
5.1 INTRODUCTION __________________________________________________________ 134 
5.2 A DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS IN TERMS OF THE RESEARCH OBJECTIVES ____ 135 
 5.2.1 Consumers’ judgement of Customer Service in appliance sales departments 

in retail stores ___________________________________________________________ 135 
5.2.1.1  The elements of CS _________________________________________________ 135 
5.2.1.2 Consumers‟ satisfaction with CS _______________________________________ 138 

 5.2.2 Consumers’ perception of the Service Quality in appliance sales departments 

in retail stores ___________________________________________________________ 142 
5.2.2.1 An identification of the dimensions of SQ _________________________________ 142 
5.2.2.2 Consumers‟ perception of the SQ in retail stores ___________________________ 144 

 5.2.3 An assessment of consumers’ product knowledge ________________________ 145 
5.2.3.1 Product knowledge as an indication of consumers‟ ability to conclude informed, 

responsible buying decisions ____________________________________________ 145 
5.2.3.2 Consumers‟ product knowledge related to gender; years of experience with appliances 

as well as ease of making the buying decisions ______________________________ 148 
 5.2.4  An in store assessment of the service offering in retail stores by store 

management __________________________________________________________ 151 
 5.2.5 Augmented customer service from the perspective of experienced sales 

people ________________________________________________________________ 154 
 5.2.6   Industry’s responses to the service offering in appliance sales departments in 

retail   stores _______________________________________________________ 157 
 5.2.7 Proposals for augmented Customer Service ______________________________ 159 

 

 
 

CHAPTER 6: EVALUATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS _______________________ 163 
6.1 LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY ______________________________________________ 163 
6.2 VALUE OF THE RESEARCH ________________________________________________ 164 
6.3 VALIDITY AND TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE STUDY ___________________________ 165 
6.4 CONTRIBUTION TO THE THEORY ___________________________________________ 167 
6.5  IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ___________________________________ 168 

 

 

LIST OF REFERENCES _______________________________________________________ 170 

APPENDIX 1 ______________________________________________________________ 187 

APPENDIX 2 ______________________________________________________________ 191 

APPENDIX  3 _____________________________________________________________ 199 

APPENDIX 4 ______________________________________________________________ 200 
 

 
 
 



 x 

 

 

LLiisstt  ooff  ttaabblleess  

 

TABLE 4.1: ROTATED FACTOR LOADINGS FOR THE ELEMENTS OF CUSTOMER SERVICE 

IDENTIFIED THROUGH FACTOR ANALYSIS (N=296)______________________ 

 

92 

TABLE 4.2: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SPECIFIC FACTORS AND CUSTOMERS‟ 

SATISFACTION WITH CS (N=292)______________________________________ 

 

95 

TABLE 4.3: FACTOR LOADINGS FOR THE TWO DIMENSIONS OF SQ THAT WERE 

IDENTIFIED THROUGH FACTOR ANALYSIS______________________________ 

 

99 

TABLE 4.4: RESULTS OF THE KNOWLEDGE TEST FOR DISHWASHERS (n=135)__________ 104 

TABLE 4.5: RESULTS OF THE KNOWLEDGE TEST FOR FRIDGE FREEZERS (n=242)_______ 105 

TABLE 4.6: RESULTS OF THE KNOWLEDGE TEST FOR WASHING MACHINES (n=236)___ 106 

TABLE 4.7: RESULTS OF THE KNOWLEDGE TEST FOR MICROWAVE OVENS (n=248)___ 107 

TABLE 4.8: RESULTS OF THE KNOWLEDGE TEST FOR TUMBLE DRYERS (n=114)________ 108 

TABLE 4.9: SUMMARY OF THE SCORES IN THE PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE TESTS________ 108 

TABLE 4.10: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GENDER AND CONSUMERS‟ PRODUCT 

KNOWLEDGE________________________________________________________ 

 

111 

TABLE 4.11: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PRODUCT EXPERIENCE AND CONSUMERS‟ 

PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE______________________________________________ 

 

111 

TABLE 4.12: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EASE OF DECISION MAKING AND 

CONSUMERS‟ PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE________________________________ 

 

111 

TABLE 4.13: THE  OVERALL VISUAL PRESENTATION OF THE ELEMENTS OF CS IN THE 

STORES______________________________________________________________ 

 

114 

TABLE 4.14: THE VISUAL PRESENTATION OF THE ELEMENTS OF CS IN THE STORES_______ 116 

TABLE 4.15: PERSONNELS' REFERRAL TO ELEMENTS OF CS IN THE PROJECTIVE 

TECHNIQUE (N=18)___________________________________________________ 

 

121 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 



 xi 

 

LLiisstt  ooff  ffiigguurreess  

 

FIGURE 2.1: A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK THAT DEPICTS THE CONCEPTS THAT 

PERTAIN TO AN INVESTIGATION OF THE SERVICE OFFERING 

(CUSTOMER SERVICE AND SERVICE QUALITY) IN RETAIL STORES 

WITHIN THE SYSTEMS APPROACH_________________________________ 

 

 

 

59 

   

FIGURE 4.1: AGE CATEGORIES OF RESPONDENTS_____________________________ 89 

   

FIGURE 4.2: A SCHEMATIC PRESENTATION OF SALESPEOPLE‟S SUGGESTIONS 

FOR AUGMENTED CUSTOMER SERVICE___________________________ 

 

121 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 xii 

 

  

LLiisstt  ooff  AAddddeennddaa  

  

 

APPENDIX 1 ______________________________________________________________ 187 

APPENDIX 2 ______________________________________________________________ 192 

APPENDIX 3 ______________________________________________________________ 200 

APPENDIX 4 ______________________________________________________________ 201 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


	FRONT
	Title page
	Declaration
	Synopsis
	Acknowledgements
	Table of contents
	List of tables
	List of figures
	List of addenda

	Chapters 1-2
	Chapters 3-4
	Chapters 5-6
	Back



