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ABSTRACT

This study investigates consumer perceptions of service quality in retail contexts through three
focused hypotheses. First, it examines whether customers perceive higher service-quality in in-store
experiences compared to online experiences by analyzing within-subject differences using a paired-
samples t-test. Second, it explores the role of employee training in shaping empathy scores, employing a
one-way ANOVA to identify whether training levels (none, basic, advanced) significantly influence
employees’ ability to demonstrate empathy. Third, the study assesses how prior shopping frequency
affects service-quality ratings, comparing frequent and infrequent shoppers through independent-
samples t-tests and corresponding nonparametric alternatives. Together, these hypotheses aim to provide
a nuanced understanding of how situational (shopping mode), organizational (employee training), and
behavioral (shopping frequency) factors shape consumers’ service-quality perceptions. Findings from this
research are expected to offer practical implications for retailers seeking to enhance customer experience
and foster stronger consumer loyalty in an increasingly competitive retail landscape.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In today’s highly competitive retail landscape, service quality has emerged as a critical
determinant of customer satisfaction, loyalty, and long-term business success [1]. With the rapid
expansion of both physical and digital retail formats, understanding how consumers perceive service
quality across different contexts has become increasingly important. Service quality is broadly defined as
the extent to which a service meets or exceeds customer expectations, and it is often measured through
dimensions such as reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy, and tangibles [2]. The interplay of
these dimensions not only shapes consumers’ immediate evaluations of their shopping experiences but
also influences their repeat purchase intentions and word-of-mouth behaviors [3].

One of the most pressing debates in the retail sector revolves around the comparison between in-
store and online experiences. While online platforms provide convenience, accessibility, and often cost
advantages, physical retail stores emphasize personal interaction, direct product inspection, and
immersive shopping environments [4]. Prior research suggests that consumers may perceive higher
service-quality in face-to-face interactions due to tangible cues, employee assistance, and the immediacy
of service resolution [5]. To test this assumption, this study examines whether customers rate service-
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quality significantly higher in in-store experiences compared to online ones, employing a within-subjects
design to control for individual differences in perception [6].

Another crucial aspect of service quality lies in the role of employees, particularly their ability to
demonstrate empathy. Empathy in service interactions reflects employees’ capacity to understand and
respond to customers’ needs and emotions, thereby fostering trust and satisfaction [7]. Training programs
are often implemented to enhance employees’ interpersonal and emotional skills, yet their effectiveness
in improving empathy scores remains an area of interest. By comparing employees across different levels
of training (none, basic, and advanced), this study seeks to determine whether structured training
interventions significantly influence empathy scores, thereby improving overall service quality as
perceived by customers [8].

Additionally, consumer behavior factors such as prior shopping frequency may also shape
perceptions of service quality [9] [10]. Frequent shoppers are more likely to develop familiarity with store
processes, employees, and product assortments, which may positively reinforce their service-quality
perceptions. Conversely, infrequent shoppers may form judgments based on limited interactions, leading
to differing evaluations. Investigating whether service-quality ratings vary between frequent and
infrequent shoppers can provide insights into the role of shopping habits in shaping consumer experience
and expectation management [11].

By addressing these three hypotheses, the present study contributes to the broader
understanding of how situational (shopping mode), organizational (employee training), and behavioral
(shopping frequency) factors interact to influence consumer service-quality perceptions [12]. The findings
are expected to generate valuable implications for retailers in both online and offline sectors, particularly
in the areas of training program design, customer experience management, and strategic targeting of
frequent versus infrequent shoppers [13] [14]. Ultimately, this research aims to enrich the literature on
service quality by highlighting the multifaceted factors that drive consumer evaluations and by offering
practical strategies.

2. PROBLEM STATEMENT

The retail industry is undergoing rapid transformation due to the coexistence of physical and
online shopping environments, rising customer expectations, and the growing importance of personalized
service delivery. Despite significant attention to the concept of service quality, there remain important
gaps in understanding how different situational, organizational, and behavioral factors influence
consumer perceptions.

First, while online shopping provides convenience and accessibility, many consumers continue to
value in-store experiences for their interpersonal interactions and tangible service cues. However, limited
research directly compares how the same customers perceive service quality across these two shopping
modes, leaving retailers uncertain about which channel creates stronger perceptions of service excellence.

Second, employees play a central role in shaping customer experience, with empathy being a
particularly critical dimension of service quality. Organizations often invest in training programs to
enhance employees’ service skills, yet the direct impact of varying training levels on employees’ empathy
performance remains unclear. Without clear evidence, retailers may struggle to justify training
investments or to align them with desired service outcomes.

Third, consumer shopping behavior—especially the frequency of prior store visits—may shape
service-quality perceptions. Frequent shoppers may perceive higher service quality due to familiarity and
relationship building, while infrequent shoppers may base judgments on limited encounters. However,
empirical evidence on how shopping frequency influences service-quality evaluations is scarce, leading to
uncertainty about how retailers should target and manage different customer groups.
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Together, these gaps highlight the need for empirical research that investigates differences in
service-quality perceptions across in-store and online contexts, examines the role of employee training in
enhancing empathy, and assesses the impact of shopping frequency on service evaluations. Addressing
these issues will help retailers better allocate resources, design effective employee development programs,
and deliver consistent customer experiences across diverse shopping channels.

3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

To examine whether service-quality perceptions differ between in-store and online shopping
experiences among the same customers.

e This objective seeks to identify if the physical shopping environment provides significantly
higher service-quality ratings compared to online platforms.

To evaluate the impact of employee training on empathy scores in retail service delivery.

e This objective aims to determine whether employees with different levels of training (none,
basic, advanced) exhibit variations in empathy as perceived by customers.

To investigate the influence of prior shopping frequency on consumers’ service-quality ratings.

e This objective focuses on comparing the service-quality perceptions of frequent shoppers with
those of infrequent shoppers to assess whether behavioral patterns affect evaluations.

To provide a comprehensive understanding of how situational (shopping mode), organizational
(employee training), and behavioral (shopping frequency) factors shape consumer service-quality
perceptions.

e This overarching objective integrates the findings of the three hypotheses to draw holistic
insights relevant for improving customer experience strategies in retail.

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
4.1 Research Design

The study adopts a quantitative, explanatory research design to test the relationships and
differences outlined in the hypotheses. A survey-based approach will be used to collect standardized data
on consumers’ service-quality perceptions across retail experiences. Since the research focuses on testing
differences across groups and within individuals, appropriate comparative and inferential statistical
methods (t-tests, ANOVA, regression alternatives) will be applied.

4.2 Population and Sample
e Population: Consumers who have experience with both in-store and online retail shopping.

e Sampling Technique: Stratified random sampling will be employed to ensure representation across
age groups, gender, and income levels. For the employee empathy assessment, purposive sampling
of customers interacting with employees at different training levels will be carried out.

e Sample Size: A minimum of 600 respondents is targeted to achieve adequate statistical power,
with at least 30 respondents per subgroup (as per central limit theorem recommendations for
ANOVA).

4.3 Data Analysis Techniques

1. Hypothesis 1 (In-store vs Online):
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o Test: Paired-samples t-test (within-subject comparison).

o If normality is violated: Wilcoxon signed-rank test.
2. Hypothesis 2 (Employee Training vs Empathy):
o Test: One-way ANOVA for comparing empathy scores across training levels.
o If assumptions not met: Kruskal-Wallis test.
o Post-hoc analysis: Tukey’s HSD or Dunn’s test.
3. Hypothesis 3 (Shopping Frequency vs Service Quality):
o Test: Independent-samples t-test (frequent vs infrequent shoppers).
o If assumptions violated: Mann-Whitney U test.
5. DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION
5.1 Result obtained for Hypothesis 1 (In-store vs Online)

This table summarizes the descriptive statistics for service-quality ratings across two conditions:
in-store and online shopping experiences. The mean service-quality rating for in-store experience is 4.32
(SD = 0.78), while the mean rating for online experience is lower at 3.95 (SD = 0.81). The sample size is
consistent across groups (N = 600), and the standard errors are very small (0.032 and 0.033), suggesting
stable mean estimates.

On average, customers rated in-store service quality higher than online service quality. The
descriptive difference (0.37 points) hints at a meaningful gap, which is tested formally in Table 3.

Table 1: Paired Samples Statistics

Std. Std. Error
Pair Mean N Deviation Mean
In-store Service-Quality 4.32 600 0.78 0.032
Online Service-Quality 3.95 600 0.81 0.033

This table provides the Pearson correlation between in-store and online service-quality ratings.
The correlation is 0.62 (p < 0.001).

There is a moderately strong positive relationship between in-store and online ratings: customers
who rated in-store service quality highly also tended to rate online service quality highly. However,
correlation does not imply equality; hence the paired-samples t-test is necessary to check whether the
mean difference is significant.

Table 2: Paired Samples Correlations

Pair N Correlation Sig.
In-store & Online Service-Quality 600 0.62 0

This table reports the results of the paired-samples t-test. The mean difference between in-store
and online service-quality ratings is 0.37 (SE = 0.027). The 95% CI ranges from 0.32 to 0.42, not including
zero. The t-value is 13.7 with df = 599, and the p-value is < 0.001.

The results show a highly significant difference between in-store and online service-quality
ratings. Customers perceive in-store service to be of higher quality than online service. The difference is
not only statistically significant but also practically meaningful.
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Table 3: Paired Samples Test

95% Confidence
Mean Std. Std. Error | Interval of the Sig. (2-
Pair Difference Deviation | Mean Difference t df tailed)
In-store - Lower: 0.32, Upper:
Online 0.37 0.67 0.027 0.42 13.7 | 599 0

5.2 Result obtained for Hypothesis 2 (Employee Training vs Empathy)

This table shows the descriptive statistics of employee empathy scores across three training levels:
None, Basic, and Advanced.

e Employees with no training have the lowest mean empathy score (M = 3.45).
e Those with basic training score moderately higher (M = 3.89).
e Employees with advanced training have the highest empathy score (M = 4.25).
e The total sample mean is 3.86, with a relatively narrow range (1.8-5).
There is a clear upward trend: empathy scores increase with higher levels of training. This

suggests training may be positively associated with perceived employee empathy. The small standard
errors indicate stable estimates for each group.

Table 4: Descriptives

95%

Confidence

Interval for

Mean 95% CI
Training Std. (Lower (Upper
Level N Mean Deviation | Std. Error | Bound) Bound) Minimum | Maximum
None 200 3.45 0.72 0.051 3.35 3.55 1.8 4.9
Basic 200 3.89 0.7 0.049 3.79 3.99 2 5
Advanced | 200 4.25 0.68 0.048 4.16 4.34 2.3 5
Total 600 3.86 0.76 0.031 3.8 3.92 1.8 5

This table reports the results of the One-Way ANOVA conducted to examine whether empathy scores
differ significantly across training levels.

e The between-groups variance (SS = 43.25, MS = 21.63) is compared against within-groups
variance (SS = 288.20, MS = 0.48).

e The F-ratio = 44.82 is very large, with a p-value < 0.001.

The results are statistically significant. This means that at least one training group differs
significantly from the others in terms of empathy scores. Thus, we reject the null hypothesis (Hy) and
accept the alternative (H,): Training level significantly influences employee empathy scores.

Table 5: ANOVA

Sum of
Source Squares df Mean Square | F Sig.
Between Groups 43.25 2 21.63 44.82 0
Within Groups 288.2 597 0.48
Total 331.45 599

This table provides the pairwise comparisons between training levels using Tukey’s HSD.

e None vs. Basic: Employees with basic training score 0.44 points higher in empathy (p < 0.001).
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e None vs. Advanced: Advanced training employees score 0.80 points higher in empathy (p < 0.001).

e Basic vs. Advanced: Advanced training still shows a significant advantage, with a difference of
0.36 points (p < 0.001).

All pairwise differences are statistically significant. The trend is consistent: empathy scores
increase significantly as training level increases. Advanced training provides the greatest improvement in
empathy compared to both basic and no training.

Table 6: Post Hoc Tests (Tukey HSD)

Mean
() Training (J) Training Difference (I-
Level Level J) Std. Error Sig. 95% CI Lower 95% CI Upper
None Basic -0.44 0.07 0 -0.62 -0.26
None Advanced -0.8 0.07 0 -0.98 -0.62
Basic Advanced -0.36 0.07 0 -0.54 -0.18

5.3 Result obtained for Hypothesis 3 (Shopping Frequency vs Service Quality)

This table shows the descriptive statistics for service-quality ratings between two groups of
customers: infrequent shoppers and frequent shoppers.

¢ Infrequent shoppers have a mean service-quality rating of 3.78 (SD = 0.74).
e Frequent shoppers have a higher mean of 4.12 (SD = 0.71).

e Both groups have similar sample sizes (N = 300 each) and relatively small standard errors,
suggesting stable estimates.

At the descriptive level, frequent shoppers perceive service quality more positively than infrequent
shoppers, with an average difference of about 0.34 points.

Table 7: Group Statistics

Std. Std. Error
Shopping Frequency N Mean Deviation Mean
Infrequent Shoppers 300 3.78 0.74 0.043
Frequent Shoppers 300 4.12 0.71 0.041

This table presents the results of the independent-samples t-test comparing service-quality ratings of
frequent and infrequent shoppers.

e Levene’s Test (F = 1.42, p = 0.234) indicates that the assumption of equal variances is met, so we
interpret the t-test results under equal variances assumed.

e The t-value = -6.11, with df = 598 and p < 0.001, shows a highly significant difference between
the two groups.

e The mean difference is -0.34, with the 95% confidence interval ranging from -0.45 to -0.23.

The results confirm that frequent shoppers give significantly higher service-quality ratings than
infrequent shoppers. The difference of 0.34 points is statistically significant at p < 0.001, meaning we
reject the null hypothesis (Hy) and accept the alternative (H,).
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This suggests that shopping frequency plays an important role in shaping service-quality
perceptions. Customers who engage with a store more often are likely to develop stronger, more positive
evaluations of its service quality compared to those who shop infrequently.

Table 8: Independent Samples Test

Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances

F Sig.
1.42 0.234
t-test for Equality of Means
Sig. (2- | Mean Std. Error | 95% Confidence Interval of
t df tailed) Difference Difference the Difference (Lower) Upper
-6.11 598 0 -0.34 0.056 -0.45 -0.23

6. CONCLUSION

The present study investigated consumer perceptions of service quality in retail stores through
three distinct hypotheses, focusing on (i) the difference between in-store and online experiences, (ii) the
influence of employee training on empathy, and (iii) the effect of shopping frequency on service-quality
ratings. The findings provide robust evidence that service quality perceptions are significantly influenced
by contextual and behavioral factors.

Firstly, the results from the Paired Samples t-test indicated that customers rated in-store
experiences significantly higher in service quality compared to online experiences. This finding suggests
that the physical retail environment, personal interactions with staff, and the tangible aspects of shopping
contribute positively to consumer satisfaction. Despite the convenience of online shopping, in-store
engagement continues to create stronger perceptions of quality. Therefore, retailers must not overlook the
importance of enhancing the in-store atmosphere and staff-customer interactions as a competitive
advantage over purely digital platforms.

Secondly, the One-way ANOVA results revealed a significant relationship between employee
training levels and empathy scores. Employees with advanced training scored the highest on empathy,
followed by those with basic training, while employees with no training scored the lowest. Post-hoc tests
confirmed that each training group differed significantly from the others. This finding underscores the
critical role of structured employee training programs in fostering empathetic behaviors, which in turn
improve service quality. For retail organizations, continuous investment in training is not merely a human
resource initiative but a strategic tool to enhance customer satisfaction and loyalty.

Thirdly, the Independent Samples t-test demonstrated that frequent shoppers provided
significantly higher service-quality ratings than infrequent shoppers. This implies that familiarity with
the store, repeated positive experiences, and a stronger customer—store relationship foster higher service
perceptions. Conversely, infrequent shoppers may lack such familiarity or may form judgments based on
limited experiences, leading to comparatively lower evaluations. This highlights the need for retailers to
engage both groups strategically—by rewarding loyal customers and designing targeted experiences that
encourage infrequent shoppers to increase their store visits.
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