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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this article is to explore apparel store choice behaviour of female Generation Y student shoppers
and analyse factors that influence their choice of apparel store. Generation Y female consumers have been
identified as an important segment, particularly for apparel. A total of 370 Generation Y female students provided
usable responses to the survey. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was used to examine the research aim.
The results revealed that store atmosphere, sales personnel and availability of merchandise influence apparel
store choice. The study has practical implications for apparel retailers targeting female consumers and suggests
how they can improve store atmosphere to enhance the shopping experience, ensure that sales personnel are
friendly, supportive and knowledgeable, and ensure the right merchandise is available to avoid customer
switching and negative word-of-mouth. The results of this study, while not generalisable, offer important insights
for apparel stores and apparel marketers targeting female Generation Y consumers.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

In today’s post-modern era, young female students face the decision of which retail apparel
store to be loyal to and deciding where they will buy apparel products such as clothing,
cosmetics and shoes from. Selvakumar and Vikkraman (2012:10967) note that a great deal
of spending comes from young individuals, who are labelled as Generation Y in generational
studies and classified as those born between 1986 and 2005 (Eastman & Liu 2012:93;
Markert 2004:11. This puts them in the 14 to 33 age brackets in 2019. Nadeema, Andreini,
Saloa and Laukkanen (2019:433) point out that college-aged Generation Y individuals are
often experiencing the freedom of independence for the first time, and thus have specific
wants and needs as consumers. Generation Y was raised to view apparel shopping as a
difficult activity due to enhanced retail and product selection (Akinwale 2013:3).
Du Plessis and Rousseau (2003:240) and Cooper (2010:57) explain that consumers face
decisions about the store they buy from and the products and services they buy on a regular
basis. Since consumers are often unsure of the consequences of their store and purchase
decisions when making a retail store choice, they perceive a certain degree of risk. Studies
show that the personality of the consumer, past buying experience and the socio-economic
environment (lifestyle) have an impact on the decision of store choice (Narang 2011:134). As
consumers have become more refined in the marketing arena, marketers must try to gain
some understanding of how consumers collect and review information that ultimately affects
their store choice and loyalty behaviour (Mayland 2000:31). Hwang and Chung (2019:293)
also agree that the method of attracting consumers to stores (i.e. store choice) is an
important issue for retail chains.
Whilst many research studies have focused on Generation Y consumers and students
(Bevan-Dye, Garnett & De Klerk 2012:5582; Ladhari, Gonthier & Lajante 2019:113; Muda,
Mohd & Hassan 2016:292), there is scant research on how store atmospherics, sales
personnel and merchandise availability influence apparel retail store choice among
Generation Y female students. Within the South African context, prior scholars have
conducted their studies centred on the Generation Y cohort in various contexts by focusing
on:
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Antecedents of trust in mobile banking among Generation Y Students in South Africa
(Van Deventer 2019:51);



The influence of perceived integrity and perceived system quality on Generation Y
students’ perceived trust in mobile banking in South Africa (van Deventer, de Klerk &
Bevan-Dye 2017:128);



Consumer shopping styles (Mandhlazi, Dhurup & Mafini 2013:154);



Impulsive fashion apparel consumption (Dhurup 2014:168);



Generation Y students’ attitude towards online shopping (Makhitha 2014:49);



African Generation Y male students’ fashion consciousness behaviour (Motale,
Bevan-Dye & De Klerk 2014:121);



Innovation and risk-taking propensity of Generation Y students in South Africa
(Koloba & May 2014:19).

There is a knowledge gap and lack of studies focusing on the influence of store
atmospherics, sales personnel and merchandise availability on retail store choice among
female Generation Y student apparel consumers. In addition, to the best knowledge of the
researchers, only a few have used Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to test the causal
relationships of store atmospherics, sales personnel and merchandise availability on retail
store choice. In terms of the robustness of the research in question, the research conceptual
model proposed in this study is unique. This research thus adds to the literature by taking
results from a geographically distinct context and testing the suggested model in a
developing country context.
The rest of the article proceeds as follows: To start, the problem statement is elucidated and,
thereafter, this examination is placed in context. In addition, the theoretical framework
underlying this study is shown, thus prompting research hypotheses development. Next, a
section on research design and methodology is covered and, finally, there is a presentation
of the findings, discussion, and conclusion.

2.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

North, De Vos and Kotze (2003:41) argue that consumers of apparel are constantly involved
in the apparel purchasing process and retailers are therefore constantly faced with
challenges in determining and meeting the needs of these consumers competently as
possible. Goodman and Remaud (2015:120) argue that retailers should understand how
shoppers patronise a range of stores. Puligadda, Ross, Jinjie and Howlett (2012:571) points
out that there has been little research on understanding what actually influences the choice
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on ‘where to shop’, which is likely an antecedent of store loyalty. This suggests that store
choice has become an important area of concern for retailers, with no clear verdict as to
what drives customers to choose a store (Van Schalkwyk, Maziriri & Mokoena 2017:193).
The critical issue for retailers is developing an understanding of the factors that influence
consumers when choosing a store to buy a product from (Mowen 1995:439). It is possible to
conceptualise the dynamic store choice decision as a matter of deciding where and when to
shop (Leszczyc, Peter, Sinha & Timmermans 2000:324). It is therefore critical for retailers to
have extensive knowledge of the various factors that influence consumer decisions to
ensure successful product delivery and customer retention in the marketplace (Mandhlazi et
al. 2013:154).

3.

RATIONALE AND IMPORTANCE OF SELECTING YOUNG
ADULT GENERATION Y FEMALE CONSUMERS

This section outlines the aspects to be examined and providing a foundation about
Generation Y female buyers. Inseng (2019:33) notes that female Generation Y students love
shopping. Females in particular tend to shop and spend their money on what they love, such
as clothing, shoes, make-up, jewellery and DVDs (Inseng 2019:33). Beaudoin, Lachance
and Robitaille (2003:23) argue that in the process of specifically fashion diffusion, "…
regardless of age, females play a significantly greater role than males’. With generation Y
representing the future potential of the clothing industry (Nadeema et al. 2019:433), this
study argues that females’ generation Y consumers are an important market to investigate.
Hence, it can be observed from the above-mentioned elucidations that female Generation Y
consumers have relevance in both the retail and academic environments. The subsequent
section is centred on the theoretical framework of the study.

4.

THEORETICAL GROUNDING

This study is anchored on the Engel-Blackwell-Miniard model, which emphasises the
decision-making process, which will serve as the starting point for the research initiative to
be developed and justified. The next section highlights the underpinning theoretical model.

4.1

Engel-Blackwell-Miniard model of decision-process behaviour

Since the 1940s, buying behaviour models have been developed to meet the goals of
describing and predicting consumer behaviour to achieve a more comprehensive
understanding of current and prospective customers (Marreiros & Ness 2009:2). Consumer
behaviour depends primarily on consumer decision-making, according to Engel, Blackwell
and Miniard (1995:150). The Engel-Blackwell-Miniard (EBM) decision-process behaviour
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model supports consumer decision-making's cognitive approach (Zietsman 2006:10). The
consumer behaviour model by Engel-Blackwell-Miniard defines the process of buying
behaviour and specifies variables that influence and shape decision making (Gravely
1999:6).
The model shows that consumers typically take the following seven steps in decisionmaking: the need for recognition, information search, pre-purchase evaluation, purchase,
consumption, post-consumption evaluation and divestment (Blackwell, Miniard & Engel
2006:85). Cooper (2010:2) explains that retailers will gain a better understanding of how
consumers decide from which retail store to buy by understanding the consumer decisionmaking process. The EBM model was chosen largely due to its emphasis on the decisionmaking process that is relevant to the subject matter and the variables chosen for this study.
Figure 1 shows EBM’s consumer behaviour model.
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FIGURE 1:

Engel-Blackwell-Miniard model of consumer behaviour
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Source: Blackwell, Miniard and Engel (2006:85)
Most people’s lives involve a series of daily decisions (Van Staden 2008:9). These decisions
or choices can only be made if two or more alternatives are available (Schiffman & Kanuk
2007:524). Michman and Mazze (2001:50) point out that consumers engage in a decisionprocess approach for store choice. The Engel-Blackwell-Miniard model shows that
consumers typically go through the following seven stages when making decisions:
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1. Need for recognition.
2. Search for information.
3. Repurchase evaluation.
4. Purchase.
5. Consumption.
6. Post-consumption evaluation.
7. Divestment.
This model also indicates that various environmental variables and individual preferences
have an influence on each consumer decision. Nevertheless, an understanding of the
consumer decision-making process will provide apparel retailers with a comprehensive and
systematic roadmap as to how female Generation Y student consumers make store
selection decisions.
Levy and Weitz (2004:111), provided a seminal model, considered to be the starting point in
the process of consumers’ store choice. The buying process starts with defining an
unsatisfied need. There also needs to be an acknowledgement that decisions do not happen
in a linear process and that cell phones are increasingly being used to compare and check
prices. A consumer identifies the stores that will satisfy this need. Alternative stores are
evaluated using criteria that influence store choice behaviour and as a result of this
evaluation, the store that will satisfy the consumers’ needs and wants is chosen. After
specifying the store, the buying process is completed (Levy & Weitz 2004:111). Post
evaluation of the selected store and the divestment stage wraps up the consumer decisionmaking process (Levy & Weitz 2004:111). The seven steps of the consumer decisionmaking process adapted from Levy and Weitz (2004:111) are expanded comprehensively in
the following sections.

4.1.1 Step 1: Problem (need) recognition
Problem recognition is regarded as the first stage of the consumer decision-making process.
Problem recognition is well-defined as the result of a difference between a consumer’s
desired state and the actual state and is thus enough to provoke and activate the decisionmaking process (Kerin, Hartley & Rudelius, 2009:116). A desired state refers to the way in
which an individual want to be and/ or feel. (Hawkins, Mothersbaugh & Best, 2007:514). On
the other hand, an actual state is the way an individual perceives his or her feelings and the
situation at the present time (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh 2010:500). In relation to this study,
the dynamic store choice decision can be conceptualised as a problem of deciding where
and when to shop (Leszczyc et al. 2000:324).
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4.1.2 Step 2: Information search
In order to make a purchase decision, the consumer searches for information about the store
in order to minimise the possibility of dissatisfaction (Mittal & Mittal 2008:27). An information
search is the process by which the consumer surveys his or her environment for appropriate
data to make a reasonable decision (Solomon 2011:260). For example, a Generation Y
female student seeking the best retail store to buy an elegant dress for a lecture
presentation can solicit information by visiting speciality clothing stores and fashion
designers. Additionally, the consumer could even receive recommendations from
neighbours, friends and family about the most appropriate place to go shopping (Mittal &
Mittal 2008:27). On the other hand, an ongoing search occurs on a regular basis, even when
problem recognition has not been activated (Du Plessis & Rousseau 1999:87). For example,
a consumer might constantly read fashion magazines and visit websites of different kinds of
apparel retail stores to be well informed.

4.1.3 Step 3: Pre-purchase evaluation of alternative
Alternative evaluation is the third step in the consumer decision-making process (Lamb (Jr),
Hair, Mcdaniel, Boshoff & Terblanche 2004:68). Kotler (2000:180) have defined alternative
evaluation as a process by which alternatives are evaluated and selected to meet customer
needs. After the consumer has gone through the process of gathering information, the
consumer must select from the possibilities (Chae, Black & Heitmeyer 2006:26; Solomon &
Rabolt 2004:362).
This phase considers the alternative choices as obtained through the information search
phase (Blackwell et al. 2006:80). From the authors’ explanation, it can be noted that
consumers weigh their options to select the best store, as well as the best product or service
according to a set of criteria. The consumer’s evaluation of a retail store, over and above the
evaluation of the actual merchandise, is a complex process (Grace & O’Cass, 2005:227).
Consumers will have obtained information on various attributes, features and benefits at this
stage, and must evaluate these in order to make a decision.

4.1.4 Step 4: Store choice decision
Once an alternative is selected, a final decision must be made and the consumer then
moves to the purchase phase, where they attempt to put their thoughts into action (Tusiime,
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2009:19). Based on the information gathered and evaluated in the problem-solving stage,
the consumer decides whether to purchase and which product and retailer to choose (Lusch,
Dunne & Carver 2011:104). During the purchase stage of the decision process, consumers
decide whether to buy, when to buy, where to buy (type of retailer and specific retailer) and
how to pay (Cooper 2010:32). There are certain concerns, which the consumer must
address in executing a purchasing action, such as whether or not to buy, when to buy, what
to buy, where to buy and how to pay (Kotler 2000:182).
This phase holds the possibility of a complete disregard of the previous phases as
circumstances may prevail, altering them or making the intended choices impossible to
execute (Blackwell et al. 2006:81). For example, a female Generation Y consumer may plan
to purchase a jacket from Store A after seeing their advertisement, but when she goes to the
store, it is closed. As a result, the consumer purchases a similar jacket from another store. It
is at this stage that a consumer makes a store choice decision, as well as the purchase of
products.
4.1.5 Step 5: Consumption
The fifth step in the consumer decision-making process is consumption. Evans (2019:499)
defines consumption as the process of using the product or service purchased. Consumption
could either occur immediately when the consumer purchases the product, or be delayed.
Sahelices-Pinto, Lanero-Carrizo and Vazquez-Burguete (2018:307) posit that consumers
may decide to use the product as intended or as they choose, especially when instructions
are not included or not read. How consumers use the products has a great effect on their
satisfaction (Dahiya & Gayatri 2018:80). As such, consumption is considered to be a
determinant of satisfaction (Stankevich 2017:11).
Apparel goods are used to express one’s identity (Fasoli, Maass, Volpato & Pacilli 2018:2).
Consumers have control over what they wear and are conscious of what they may
communicate through clothing (Crane 2012:174). A comparative study conducted by
Goldsmith, Flynn and Clark (2012:114) found that women invest more money and time in
finding the perfect outfit compared to men. Moreover, people tend to choose the outfit to
match the social activities they intend to perform (Lee & Choo 2015:264). According to
Piacentini and Mailer (2004:254), consumers express how they feel through clothing.

4.1.6 Step 6: Post evaluation of the selected store
The post-consumption evaluation stage can be defined as consumers’ evaluation of a
product's performance considering their own expectations (Kerin et al. 2009:116). According
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to Blackwell et al. (2006:210) consumers experience a sense of either satisfaction or
dissatisfaction during this stage but can also experience what is called post-purchase
dissonance.
Satisfaction is measured in terms of whether the expected performance was met. If it does
not perform as expected, it may cause dissatisfaction (Blackwell et al. 2006:82). According
to Kardes, Cline and Cronley (2011:91), satisfaction can be viewed as a post-consumption
evaluation of whether a chosen evaluation is at least met or if the consumer’s expectations
have been exceeded. On the other hand, dissatisfaction is the opposite response; it is the
degree of discrepancy between the expectations and the actual results (Kardes et al.
2011:91). In relation to this study, a satisfied Generation Y female consumer will frequently
buy apparel products from the chosen apparel store, whereas a dissatisfied consumer will try
an alternative apparel retail store the next time. Cognitive dissonance occurs after
consumption, which makes consumers judge their choice of products or service (Schiffman
& Kanuk 2007:547). If they think their decision was good, their cognitive dissonance will be
little (Schiffman & Kanuk 2007:547). In relation to this study, a female Generation Y student
consumer may feel uncertain about whether the right store choice has been made or may
even regret the decision made.
4.1.7 Step 7: Divestment
The last step in the consumer decision-making process is divestment (Sahelices-Pinto et al.
2018:307). Divestment refers to how consumers dispose of the packaging or product after
consumption (Chen, Nguyen, Klaus & Wu 2015:963). In this stage, consumers are faced
with three options, namely: disposal, recycling and re-marketing. Oke, Kamolshotiros,
Popoola, Ajagbe and Olujobi (2015:46) maintain that this stage is essential for organisations.
Hence, more organisations are now interested in producing environmentally friendly
products. Rayport and Jaworski (2003:278) point out that customers tend to continuously
buy products when they are happy with a reinforcement stage. In relation to the apparel
industry, there has been an excessive turnaround of apparel due to the fast-changing
fashion trends, affordable apparel stores and the continuous supply of new apparel designs
(Kamis, Suhairom, Jamaluddin, Syamwil & Puad 2018:4250). In the post-modern era,
consumers - particularly female consumers - tend to purchase more apparel goods at
affordable prices but dispose of them after consumption for only one season (Fletcher
2008:142). Fast fashion is considered a major contributor to the waste generated by the
textile industry. Social campaigns have been developed to influence consumers to donate
their clothes to welfare organisations (Bianchi & Birtwistle 2012:337). Recycling has been
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identified as one of the strategies that can be implemented to reduce waste. As such,
consumers are more willing to purchase apparel that can be recycled (Kamis et al.
2018:4250). In addition, apparel consumers have become environmentally conscious, and
are now interested in protecting the environment by buying textile products that can be
recycled (Wai Yee, Hassan & Ramayah 2016:5). Based on the abovementioned
elucidations, and in relation to the context of this research, it is essential to note that
Generation Y female students are likely to be more attracted to stores that allow them to
dispose of their apparel products for the purpose of recycling it into of other fashionable
apparel products.

5.

EMPIRICAL LITERATURE

This section focuses on reviewing literature on the research variables under investigation,
namely: store atmospherics, sales personnel, merchandise availability and retail store
choice.

5.1

Store atmospherics

Francioni, Savelli and Cioppi (2018:334) stipulate that store atmospherics can be generally
referred to as all the physical and non-physical elements of the store that could affect a
shopper's behaviour toward a retailer. Sîrbu, Săseanu and Ghiță (2015:568) point out that
the concept of store atmosphere reflects the effort to create an environment that generates
emotional-specific effects on a buyer, effects which increase the probability of a buyer to
purchase. In order to estimate how store atmosphere impacts customers’ behaviour in terms
of approaching or avoiding the store, Sîrbu et al. (2015:568) used variables specific to store
atmosphere in terms of:


Time spent in the store;



Amount of money spent;



Intention to return to the store;



Intention to recommend the store;



Communication with the staff in the store;



Assessment of products offered and satisfaction regarding the store.

Singh, Katiyar and Verma (2014:16) explain that store atmospheric attributes such as colour,
lighting, interior decoration or music form the overall context within which shoppers make
store selection and patronage decisions and are likely to have a significant impact on store
image. A pleasant store atmosphere can prolong the time consumers spend in a store,
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increasing the likelihood that a consumer will find something he or she needs, as well as
increasing impulse buying (Chen & Hsieh 2011:10055).

5.2

Sales personnel

Osman, Ong, Othman and Khong (2014:182) state that a retail salesperson often serves as
a critical nexus between retailers and their customers; a salesperson can provide customerassisted information and services during the buying process. Al-Ali, Bazin and Shamsuddin
(2015:288) claim that shoppers prefer frequenting shops with experienced sales staff who
are friendly and courteous. Usually consumers visit clothing shops with friendly, supportive,
attentive and courteous staff (Mafini & Dhurup 2015:1296).
A trained salesperson can minimise frustration by guiding and assisting a consumer in the
buying process and increasing the purchasing behaviour or impulses impulsive buying.
Employee attitude and behaviour will also affect the experiences of customers towards the
store - and customers will feel satisfied when employees can solve their queries (Lata & Jain
2015:81). Osman et al. (2014:182) found that when customers are involved in interaction
with retail salespersons, they often experience emotions. If such behaviour is interpreted as
redolent of aggression (Lee & Dubinsky 2003:21), customers may also consider a
salesperson's over enthusiastic behaviour as annoying. Helpful and knowledgeable sales
staff has a positive effect on consumers’ perception of store image, making store staff one of
the key retail elements (Hu 2011:83). In addition, knowledgeable, well-trained and motivated
staff provide after-sales service, product information, solve problems, and handle grievances
which is indispensable to an apparel retailer (Skottman 2015:21).

5.3

Merchandise availability

Asuquo and Igbongidi (2015:1) defined merchandise as the products and services or lines
offered to the target market by a retailer. Merchandise is the most important factor
contributing to consumer store preference and merchandise is a major influence on the
consumer choice of store (Hasan & Mishra 2015:10). A variety of merchandise helps
retailers attract more consumers and induce them to buy (Chang, Cho, Turner, Gupta &
Watchravesringkan 2015:140). In addition to helping retailers attract more consumers, a
wider variety of merchandise can also encourage retailers to increase their purchase volume
and frequency (Martinez-Ruiz, Jimenez-Zarco & Cascio 2011:506). Summers and Hebert
(2001:145) stated that a more attractive store with better lit merchandise could also attract
shoppers, make them linger and hopefully make a purchase.

5.4

Retail store choice
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Retail store choice is recognised as a cognitive process and is as much a behaviour in
information processing as any other purchase decision (Sinha & Banerjee 2004:482). Store
selection, according to Rutenberg (2003:114), refers to a retail store where the consumer
chooses to shop. Mowen (1995:414) explains that store choice is the process in which a
consumer makes a choice between two or more alternatives to shop at a retail outlet.
Rikhotso (2004:27) refers to retail store choice as store patronage behaviour or store loyalty.
Bailey (2011:25) points out that it may be more important for the consumer to choose a store
than to choose a brand, and this may involve a complex set of criteria.
Choosing a store is of great importance as apparel consumers often gather information,
evaluate alternatives, and make purchase-point decisions (Du Preez & Visser 2003:16). Du
Preez and Visser (2003:16) further stated that consumers choose retail outlets according to
their shopping orientations and the challenge for manufacturers is to distribute their
merchandise to the correct stores. It is therefore critical for a retailer to understand and the
reason why consumers choose a specific store (Taylor & Cosenza 2002:396).

6.

CONCEPTUAL RESEARCH MODEL AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

The relationship between the variables investigated in this study is described in a conceptual
model (Maziriri, Mapuranga & Madinga 2018:3). The conceptual model of this study
suggests that the predictor variables are store atmospherics, sales personnel and
merchandise availability. In addition, the model also indicates that retail store choice is the
dependent or outcome variable of this conceptual model. Store atmospherics, sales
personnel and merchandise availability are all considered to influence retail store choice
(Dhurup, Mafini & Mathaba, 2013:359; Singh, Katiyar & Verma 2014:15). A conceptual
model based on the above-mentioned constructs was used to guide the empirical study (as
shown in Figure 2).
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Key Drivers that Influence Store Choice in the
Contemporary Gauteng Apparel Retail Market
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Source: Author’s construction based on the findings from the literature review

6.1

Store atmospherics and retail store choice

It is imperative to elucidate the nexus between store atmospherics and retail store choice.
Lillian (2016:9) maintains that a store’s atmosphere can influence:


consumers’ shopping satisfaction;



the physical time spent browsing and evaluating the merchandise;



the eagerness of consumers to communicate with store personnel and to make use
of store facilities such as dressing rooms;



the consumers’ willingness to spend more money than originally planned;



the possibility of future patronage.

In their study, which focused on the importance of atmospherics in the choice of
hypermarkets and supermarkets, Marques, Trindade and Santos (2016:17) found that
atmospherics positively influence the consumers’ choice of retail store. According to Ghosh,
Tripathi and Kumar (2010:77) store atmospheric attributes (including colour, lighting, sales
personnel, music, etc.) form the overall context within which shoppers make decisions of
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store selection and patronage. Thang and Tan (2003:198) also suggest that pleasing store
atmospherics that offer comfortable, fashionable, stylish gratifications that contribute to
customers’ sense of well-being tend to enhance consumer preferences for a store. From the
above, it can be inferred that the atmosphere of any retail store is essential and will often
determine whether consumers are prepared to spend more time browsing. The following
hypothesis has been formulated:
H1: Store atmospherics have a positive and significant impact on retail store choice

6.2

Sales personnel and retail store choice

It is also important to clarify the nexus between sales personnel and retail store choice. As
suggested by Moschis, Ferguson and Zhu (2011:796), the availability of store personnel is
an important factor in the selection of apparel stores. Consistent with these findings, studies
by Gundala (2010:71) and Clodfelter (2010:139) concluded that consumers usually visit
stores with experienced sales personnel who are friendly, supportive, attentive and
courteous when shopping for clothing. Helpful and knowledgeable sales personnel have a
positive effect on consumers’ perception of store image, which makes store personnel a
crucial element in retail (Hu & Jasper 2006:41; Hu 2011:99). As such, to have sufficient welltrained and skilled sales personnel in the retail sector - especially the apparel sector, creates
a competitive advantage over those who lack in such provision (Dalwadi, Rathod & Patel
2010:32; Grewal, Baker, Levy & Voss 2003:265). Dhurup, Mafini, & Mathaba (2013:364)
also concur that sales assistants in retail stores should have enough knowledge of the
products offered and must also be willing and capable of responding. Therefore, based on
this assumption, a second hypothesis is formulated as follows:
H2: Sales personnel have a positive and significant impact on retail store choice

6.3

Merchandise availability and retail store choice

Van der Vyver (2008:78) posits the ease of finding merchandise within a retail store is
important to customers. Thang and Tan (2003:193) examined how the perception of
consumers towards retail store attributes affects their preference for a store. On their postvisit ranking, the authors identified that merchandising significantly influence retail store
choice among consumers. For many shoppers, quickly finding the merchandise they seek
powerfully influenced their retail choice (Bianchi 2009:311). Thompson, Ellis, Soni and
Paterson (2018:157) established that Generation Y Twixter customers prefer clothing stores
which provide high quality, unique and fashionable merchandise that meets their value for
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money requirements. Along these lines, deriving from the literature and the empirical
evidence above, it is hypothesised that:
H3: Merchandise availability has a positive and significant impact on retail store choice

7.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This investigation pursued a positivist paradigm as it tried to discover a connection between
constructs expressed for this examination and utilised target estimation instruments for the
information gathering and investigation methods. A quantitative research approach was
selected, since it elevates the accuracy of results through statistical analysis. A target
population is the complete unit from which a sample is chosen (Bryman & Bell 2011:176),
share similar characteristics relevant for a research study (Kent 2007:227). Sampling also
includes restricting individuals who do not qualify to form part of the population specified
(Clow & James 2014:226). The target population for this study was restricted to Generation
Y female students located within the Gauteng province during the che termourse of the
survey.
The sampling frame for this study comprised of female Generation Y student consumers
who were registered at one university of technology and a traditional university within the
Gauteng province. A simple random sampling technique was used in this study, because
each element of the population had an equal and known chance of being selected as part of
the sample (Maziriri, Mapuranga & Madinga 2018:4). That is, where every name on the list
of female Generation Y students registered as per the database of these two institutions had
an equal chance of selection.
The Raosoft calculator for sample size was used to calculate the size of the sample (Raosoft
Incorporated 2019:Internet). The calculation took into account the population of
approximately 9 400 Generation Y female students officially registered at one university of
technology and one traditional university in the year 2019, a 5% margin of error, 90%
confidence interval, and the recommended 50% distribution, and returned a minimum
sample size of 370 respondents.

7.1

Measurement instrument and questionnaire design

A self-administered questionnaire was used for this study to collect the data needed. Leedy
and Ormrod (2010:197) state that a questionnaire is research in which the researcher asks
willing participants a series of questions, summarises their responses with percentages,
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frequency counts, or more sophisticated statistical indexes on which references are drawn
about a population. From previous studies, measurement scales have been operationalised.
The questionnaire was divided into five sections:
1. Section A, which will consist of questions about the demographic factors of the
respondents, including age, current year of study, types of apparel stores usually
purchased from and the university of the students.
2. Section B evaluated "store atmospherics" and was measured using a four-item scale
adapted from Sharma and Stafford (2000:191).
3. For Section C "sales personnel" was measured using a ten-item scale adapted from
Rikhotso (2004:86).
4. Section D evaluated the "accessibility of merchandise" and used a twelve-item scale
adapted from Rikhotso as well (2004:84).
5. Section E of the questionnaire included "retail store selection" questions measured
using an eight-point scale adapted from Van Schalkwyk, Maziriri and Mokoena
(2017:193). To express the degree of agreement, all the questions were measured on
a five-point Likert-type scale-1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

8.

DATA ANALYSIS

After screening the returned questionnaires, the collected data from Generation Y female
students were then coded and captured onto an Excel spreadsheet. This data was then
analysed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS version 25.0) software for
descriptive statistics, calculating the Cronbach alpha values and correlations. Structural
equation modelling (SEM) was performed using the AMOS (version 25.0) package to test
the causal relationships. SEM is a multivariate technique of data analysis (Hair, Black, Babin
& Anderson 2010:19) that estimates and tests relationships between one or more
independent variables, and one or more dependent variables (Ullman 2006:35). SEM also
provides a way to test the specified set of relationships between observed and latent
variables and permit theoretical testing, even if experiments are not possible (Chang & Chen
1998:246). As a result, in all social and behavioural sciences, these methods have become
omnipresent (MacCallum & Austin 2000:203). SEM is a large sample technique and should
ideally include more than 200 responses (Barrett 2007:820), which is said to provide
statistical power in multivariate analysis for data analysis (Hoe 2008:77).
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Sample composition

The age distribution of the sample is illustrated in Table 1. The largest group of the
participants indicated that 26.5 percent (n=98) of the respondents were 21 years of age,
closely followed by 20.5 percent (n=76) who indicated being 22 years of age, followed by 17
percent (n=63) who were 20 years of age. For the remaining respondents, 15.1 percent
(n=56) indicated that they were 23 years of age, 12.0 percent (n=44) were 19 years of age
and, lastly, 8.9 percent (n=33) were 18 years of age. Table 1 also presented the
classification of information related to the participants’ current year of study. According to
Table 1, 35.7 percent (n=132) were students in the first year of study, 25.1 percent (n=93)
were students in their third year of study, 21.9 percent (n=81) were students in their second
year of study. The remainder (small portion) of the respondents 14.1 percent (n=52) were in
their fourth year of study, and 3.2 percent (n=12) were postgraduate students. Table 1 also
reported that 58.1 percent (n=215) of the respondents buy apparel from fashion speciality
stores, while 21.9 percent (n=81) of the students buy apparel from boutiques and lastly 20.0
percent (n=74) indicated they buy apparel from department stores. According to Table 1, 47
percent (n=174) of the respondents came from one university of technology and 53 percent
(n=196) from one traditional university.

TABLE 1:

Sample demographic characteristics

Years of age

Frequency

Percentage

18 years of age

33

8.9%

19 years of age

44

12.0%

20 years of age

63

17.0%

21 years of age

98

26.5 %

22 years of age

76

20.5%

23 years of age

56

15.1%

Total

370

100%

First year of study

132

35.7 %

Second year of study

81

21.9%

Third year of study

93

25.1%

Fourth year of study

52

14.1%

Postgraduate students

12

3.2%

Total

370

100.0%
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Types of stores usually purchased from

Frequency

Percentage

Fashion speciality stores

215

58.1%

Boutiques

81

21.9%

Department stores

74

20.0%

Total

370

100.0%

Student University

Frequency

Percentage

University of technology

174

47.0%

Traditional university

196

53.0%

Total

370

100.0%

Source: Calculated from survey results

8.2

Reliability analysis

The statistical measures of accuracy tests presented in Table 2 indicate the distinct
measures that were utilised to survey the reliability and validity of the constructs of this
study. The table contains the means and standard deviations, Item to Total connections,
Cronbach alpha values, Average Variance Extracted (AVE), Composite Reliability (CR) and
Factor Loadings are reported below.

TABLE 2:
Research
variables

SA

SP

Accuracy analysis statistics
Code

Scale item

item
SA1

Mean

SD

3.31

1.041

Test Item-

α

Total correlation
values

value

0.723

0.745

CR
value

AVE
value

0.742

0.419

Factor
loadings

0.648

SA2

0.716

0.584

SA3

0.888

0.695

SA4

0.801

0.659

SP1

3.79

1.454

0.567

0.841

0.880

0.450

0.728

SP2

0.512

0.627

SP3

0.564

0.617

SP4

0.702

0.644

SP5

0.664

0.719

SP6

0.741

0.657

SP7

0.718

0.621

SP8

0.705

0.630

SP9

0.658

0.849
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Scale item

item
Mean

SD

SP10
MA

RSC

MA1

Test Item-

α

Total correlation
values

value

CR
value

AVE
value

0.618
4.17

1.705

0.601

Factor
loadings

0.874
0.869

0.901

0.500

0.684

MA2

0.699

0.645

MA3

0.622

0.666

MA4

0.601

0.692

MA5

0.699

0.685

MA6

0.710

0.643

MA7

0.655

0.720

MA8

0.622

0.759

MA9

0.810

0.740

MA10

0.555

0.745

MA12

0.622

0.770

RSC1

3.93

1.458

0.715

0.860

0.889

0.521

0.647

RSC2

0.661

0.753

RSC3

0.573

0.663

RSC4

0.549

0.726

RSC5

0.653

0.721

RSC6

0.520

0.787

RSC7

0.864

0.644

RSC8

0.938

0.711

Note:
α=alpha;
CR=composite reliability;
AVE=average variance reliability; SA=store atmospherics;
SP= sales personnel;
A=merchandise availability,
RSC= retail store choice
Source: Calculated from survey results
On merchandise availability (MA), 1 item was deleted, which is MA11 since the item to total
correlation value was less than 0.5. It is worth mentioning that this item was deleted,
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because it did not meet convergent validity. In other words, the item did not measure at least
50% of what it was supposed to measure and that is why it was not used for further analysis.
Cronbach alpha testing was adopted as the measure of internal consistency for the
measurement scale, and was used with a co-efficient value of 0.7 as cut-off point (Nunnally
1978:245). An important property of the co-efficient alpha is that its value tends to increase
with an increase in the number of scale items (Bryman & Bell 2011:158). A large alpha value
indicates a high reliability. Scores close to zero indicate that the reliability of the instrument is
low (Malhotra 2010:724). The results provided in Table 2 range from the lowest Cronbach
alpha (0.745) to the highest (0.865). The Cronbach alpha scores indicated that each
construct exhibited strong internal reliability. Therefore, Cronbachs’ alpha values of the
constructs exceeded the recommended 0.70, thus meeting the required threshold and
demonstrating that the constructs used to measure variables are very reliable for all the
variables.
Item loadings for each corresponding research construct were above the recommended
value of 0.5 (Aldalaigan & Buttle 2002:369). As shown in Table 2, the item loadings range
between 0.584 and 0.787 and this means that the instruments loaded well on their
respective constructs. The results also indicate an acceptable individual item convergent
validity, as more than 50 percent of each items variance was shared with a respective
construct.
Composite reliabilities (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct were
also computed using the formulae proposed by Fornell and Larcker (1981:40) i.e.
CRη= (Σλyi)2/[(Σλyi)2+(Σεi)]
Where
CRη = Composite reliability, (Σλyi) 2= Square of the summation of the factor loadings; (Σεi) =
Summation of error variances.
Vη=Σλyi2/ (Σλyi2+Σεi)
Where
Vη= Average Variance Extracted (AVE); Σλyi2= Summation of the squared of factor
loadings; Σεi= Summation of error variances.
Hair et al. (2010:710) indicate that composite reliability coefficients of 0.7 and above,
indicate high levels of construct reliability. As per the results in Table 2, all the constructs
used in this study showed very high levels of reliability. The Composite reliability coefficients
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of the constructs range from 0.742 to 0.901, with the lowest for store atmospherics, and the
highest for merchandise availability.
For Average Variance Extracted (AVE) a value of 0.40 or higher indicates a satisfactory
measure (Anderson & Gerbing 1988:411). The AVE values above 0.40 indicate that
convergent validity was achieved, and this further confirms an excellent internal consistency
and reliability of the measurement instruments used. As such, all pairs of constructs
revealed an adequate level of discriminant validity (see Table 3). Therefore, the results
indicate that the scale for the current study is reliable.

TABLE 3:

Results of discriminant validity analysis

VARIABLES

SA

SP

MM

RSC

SA

1.000

-

-

-

SP

0.283

1.000

-

-

MM

0.582

0.543

1.000

-

RSC

0.542

0.429

0.564

1.000

Note: SA=store atmospherics; SP= sales personnel; MA=merchandise availability, RSC= retail store choice
Source: Calculated from survey results
Golafshani (2003:598) and Cooper and Schindler (2011:289) note that one of the strategies
used to observe the discriminant validity of research was to assess whether the connections
between latent buildings were below 0.60. Empirical literature prescribes a correlation
estimate of less than 0.60 to assert the presence of discriminant validity (Golafshani
2003:598; Cooper & Schindler 2011:289). The inter-construction correlation estimates, as
shown in Table 3, range from 0.283 to 0.582 and these are all below the reliable guideline of
0.60 (Golafshani 2003:598; Cooper & Schindler 2011:289), showing the achievement of
discriminant validity. Table 3 therefore shows that the results further approve the presence of
discriminant validity.

8.3

MEASUREMENT MODEL ASSESSMENT

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed to examine the reliability, convergent
validity and discriminating validity of the multi-item constructs measures. This study used
generally acceptable CFA fit indices. In order to meet the acceptable level, the chi-square
(CMIN / DF) value must be limited to 1 and 3, according to Schreiber, Stage, King, Nora and
Barlow (2006): the Goodness Index (GFI), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the IFI and
the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) must be equal to or greater than 0.90 to be acceptable
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(Schreiber et al. 2006:330). Similarly, in order to be accepted, the average root square
approximation error (RMSEA) must be equal to or below 0.08 (Schreiber et al. 2006:330).
The RMSEA “tells us how well the model, with unknown, but optimally chosen parameter
estimates would fit the populations covariance matrix” (Hooper, Coughlan & Mullen
2008:54). The recommended figures showed an acceptable data fit for the final general
model evaluation, i.e.: X2/(df)=1,954, GFI=0,912, TLI=0,922, IFI=0,945, CFI=0,938,
NFI=0,951 and RMSEA=0,064, respectively.

8.4

STRUCTURAL MODEL ASSESSMENT AND HYPOTHESIS TESTING

The structural model was examined after establishing the goodness of the measurement
model to establish its fitness, as well as testing the hypothesised relationships. For the SEM
phase, a model fit analysis was performed before the hypotheses were tested. All other fit
indices showed acceptable fit of the structural model according to Mpinganjira (2014:606)
and Hair et al. (2010:672). Results show a ratio of 1,956 between the Chi square and the
degree of freedom. This is below the 3.0 threshold recommended and confirms the model’s
fitness. CFI, RMSEA, NFI, TLI, IFI, GFI and AGFI values of 0.954, 0.045, 0.932, 0.933,
0.949, 0.941 and 0.913 respectively met the recommended thresholds. These results are
evidence of the structural models’ acceptable fit. To regulate the strength and weakness of
causal relationships, the hypothesis path modeling test was developed. The structural model
is shown in Figure 3 below.

FIGURE 3:

The final structural model of the study

Source: Calculated from survey results
Note: SA=store atmospherics; SP= sales personnel; MA=merchandise availability, RSC= retail store choice
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Results of structural equation model analysis.

Relationships

Hypothesis

Path Coefficient

P Value

Remarks

β
RSC  SA

H1

0.482

***

Supported

RSC  SP

H2

0.434

***

Supported

RSC MA

H3

0.350

***

Supported

Note:
SA=store atmospherics;
SP= sales personnel;
MA=merchandise availability,
RSC= retail store choice
Note: Arrows signify the relationships between each construct to indicate the proposed hypothesis.
Source: Calculated from survey results

9.

OUTCOME OF HYPOTHESES TESTING

Path coefficient values - as well as p-values for the structural model - were used to
determine the testing of the hypotheses noted for the purpose of this study. The results
affirmed the models’ adequacy and asserted support for the three hypotheses. In the model,
the construct relationships suggested in this study generate the path coefficients. The
subsequent section outlines the test results for the hypotheses.

9.1

Outcome of testing hypothesis 1: Store atmospherics and retail store
choice

The primary hypothesis expressed the positive and significant impact of store atmospherics
on retail store choice. The relationship between store atmospherics and retail store choice
shows a β=0.482 at p-value < 0.01 based on the results of the final model test. This
evidence shows support for hypothesis 1. Therefore, hypothesis 1 was accepted. This
result suggests that if apparel retailers are to have attractive store atmospherics, this
ultimately will influence female student Generation Y consumers when making their retail
store choice. This examination does not dismiss H1 along these lines. It is important to note
that several scholars (Dhurup et al. 2013:359; Petermans & Van Cleempoel 2010:33;
Thenmozhi & Dhanapal 2011:22) also found similar findings in their studies, thus confirming
that store atmospherics is a persuasive store choice element.
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Outcome of testing hypothesis 2: Sales personnel and retail store
choice

The second hypothesis expressed the positive and significant impact of sales personnel on
the choice of a retail store. This assumption is upheld in this investigation based on the
results. The final structural model presents the relationship between sales staff and retail
store selection, resulting in a coefficient of β= 0.434 at p < 0.01. Hypothesis 2 is therefore
supported. This result implies that sales staff does influence Generation Y student
consumers when making their retail store choice. This inquiry subsequently supports H2.
These results are in line with literature - for example, Kumar (2016:1694), who researched
retail consumers’ criteria for store decision-making and patronage behaviour and found that
the friendliness of sales staff is an important attribute in store choice decisions and thus
increases re-patronage and positive word-of-mouth communication about a store.

9.3

Outcome of testing hypothesis 3: Merchandise availability and retail
store choice

The third hypothesis indicated that the availability of merchandise has a positive and
significant impact on the choice of a retail store. This hypothesis has been upheld in this
examination. The relationship between merchandise availability and retail store choice
shows a β= 0.350 at p-value < 0.01 based on the results of the final model test. This
evidence shows support for hypothesis 3. This result acknowledges that the more apparel
retailers provide readily available merchandise for Generation Y female students, the more
likely they would be to selected a retail store. These results are in line with the work of
Bianchi (2009:311), which emphasised that for many shoppers, finding the merchandise they
are looking for influences their retail store choice. These results are also consistent with the
works of Thompson et al. (2018:157), who found that Generation Y Consumers Twixter
prefer clothing stores who provide high-quality, unique and fashionable merchandise,
fulfilling their demands for value for money. Twixters are consumers between 18 and 30
years old, who still stay with their parents (Yanli, Trent, Sullivan & Matiru 2003:313). They
still live with their parents because they cannot afford to stay alone or simply because they
enjoy the conveniences their parents offer (Grossman 2005:1; Thompson et al. 2018:160).

10.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

For academics, this study offers significant implications. The research findings, for example,
show that the availability of merchandise and the choice of retail stores have a strong
influence on one another, as indicated by a coefficient of 0.350. This finding enhances the
understanding of the relationship between merchandise availability and retail store choice in
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the area of retail management and marketing, as this is a useful contribution to existing
literature on these two variables.
The findings demonstrate the importance of store atmosphere and its influence on consumer
behaviour. Therefore, this study draws the attention of apparel retail management to the
importance of atmospherics. In order to attract and retain customers, retail stores should pay
attention to four atmosphere dimensions, namely:


Visual (colour, brightness, size and shapes);



Aural (volume and pitch); olfactory (scent and freshness);



Tactile (softness, smoothness and temperature).

This will assist retailers in reinventing the shopping experience. A unique environment can
be used by retailers as a point of difference, which will lead to consumers selecting their
store over their competitors. This study found that store atmosphere is a key factor for
apparel store choice. The findings will allow the retail managers to be proactive, rather than
reactive, in changing their store designs to fit the needs of their target market. Apparel
retailers should improve their store interior design to enhance shoppers’ experience.
Apparel store managers should communicate the importance of dress code to the sales
personnel, who should also then understand that the manner in which they present
themselves influences how consumers perceive the retail store. Sales personnel are a very
crucial factor in the store selection process. Retail management should train their sales
representatives. As outlined by Mafini and Dhurup (2015:1296), consumers usually select
stores with sales personnel who are friendly, supportive and knowledgeable about the
products and the industry. Training on handling customer grievances and providing aftersales service is important for retaining existing customers.
Merchandise is the most important factor contributing to consumer store preference (Hasan
& Mishra 2015:10). Consumers do not like uncertainty. When consumers want to buy a
product, their greatest uncertainty is the availability of the product in a store. Therefore, retail
managers should ensure that they always have the required merchandise. Failure to have
the required merchandise might lead to customer dissatisfaction, negative word-of-mouth
and a possibility of switching to other stores on the next shopping experience.

11.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

It should be noted in evaluating these findings that this study has its own limitations, which
open opportunities for further research. The most obvious is that the study results may only
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apply to female students from Generation Y around the Gauteng province. If data collection
is expanded to include the apparel buying behaviour of South Africa’s other generational
cohorts’; the research findings may be more insightful. This study could be used as a starting
point for future research on Generation Y female students as well as other subcultural
groups of female clothing consumers in South Africa by other consumer science, retail
management or marketing students. It will be in the interest of South African clothing
retailers to gain knowledge of store atmospherics, sales staff, availability of merchandise, as
well as representing women from all ethnic groups, regions or provinces, as females are
generally the main clothing buyers in South Africa. In addition, the findings of this study are
limited to the cohort of female students of Generation Y only. Future research should
accommodate other generational cohorts, such as Generation X, to obtain valuable
information on market segments to develop suitable marketing strategies. In addition, the
findings of this study are limited to the apparel market, focusing only on one category of
apparel (clothing) products. This provides researchers with an impetus to extend future
studies to other types of products. Another limitation is the use of a single data collection
method. Future research can use triangulation methodology to consider both a qualitative
and quantitative research design, where a qualitative design can be used to generate rich
ideas and explanations. Using both qualitative and quantitative paradigms to complement
one another will be worthwhile. It is imperative to note that the above limitations do not
necessarily negate the contributions of this study, but open avenues for future research.

12.

CONCLUSION

It is imperative to note that retailers and fashion marketers currently targeting or planning to
target the Generation Y female student cohort need to become familiar with this market in
the competitive retail industry and continue to identify influential drivers that influence the
choice of retail store. Knowing what motivates shoppers to prefer one store above others
and identifying in-store and out-store activities, encourages consumers to remain loyal and is
critical to retail business success. A thorough understanding of influential factors in store
selection among apparel consumers is therefore imperative for apparel retailers. This study
does above all, add new knowledge to the existing retail management setting in South Africa
and body of marketing literature - a research context that is currently under-researched and
overlooked by academia.
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