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Employee-customer identification: Effect on
Chinese online shopping experience, trust, and
loyalty

Harash Sachdev® and Matthew H. Sauber®*

Abstract: This study investigates Chinese consumers’ interaction with retail
employees and the effects on shopping experience, trust, and loyalty. Survey data
help articulate brand comparison, digital interactions, and shopping experience as
customer-identification change agents. A structural equation model highlights how
consumers’ perception of employee identification enhances shopping experience,
builds consumer trust, and improves loyalty. The study displays how customer trust
mediates the effect of employee identification and retailer adaptability on customer
loyalty while digital interaction mediates the effect of brand comparison on custo-
mer trust. The theoretical implications of these findings emphasise the importance
of consumer-employee interaction in the identification process where the relation-
ships between brand comparison, digital interaction, and shopping experience are
highlighted in a retail setting. These results denote that (a) store loyalty is predo-
minantly driven by consumer self-consistence and social conformance and (b)
retailer online and offline interaction and coordination influence brand experiences
and consumer retention.

Subjects: Psychological Methods & Statistics; Social Psychology; Work & Organizational
Psychology; Consumer Psychology; Economic Psychology; Mass Communication; Organizational
Communication; Persuasion; Business, Management and Accounting

Keywords: employee-customer identification; Chinese online shopping experience; social
identity shopping behavior; consumer trust; loyalty; digital interaction
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1. Introduction

In the e-commerce era, the fusion of brick-and-mortar stores and digital interaction redefines
shopping behaviour, requiring retailers to re-focus on consumer/customer loyalty. Digital interac-
tions influence how consumers search, select, purchase, and use products. Consumers use digital
devices to browse and compare brands while visiting stores to enhance their overall shopping
experiences. Metrics are readily available to retailers to analyse consumer views about product
functionality, store image, and brand’s status symbol and value (Teixeira et al., 2022).

To attract consumers, retailers use non-systematic strategies like overstocking retail shelves and
increasing stock-keeping units (SKUs) instead of interactive personalised approaches (Zani et al.,
2022). Such strategies increase decision-making complexity, information overload, and confusion
—compelling consumers to buy products and brands that they may not want (Walters et al., 2020).

Consumer loyalty is the backbone of retailers’ longevity and growth. A small change in loyalty
can result in a disproportionately large change in profitability (Agustin & Singh, 2005). Consumer
loyalty has declined as retailers pursue short-term strategies (e.g. loyalty programmes) instead of
winning approaches to retaining consumers (Wolter et al., 2017). Most buyers want to improve
their knowledge about the products they purchase (Wei Khong & Sim Ong, 2014). Shunning close
relationships with customers resulted in excessive inventory carrying costs and reduced profits at
Best Buy, Nordstrom, Target, and Walmart (Rosenbaum, 2022). Loyal consumers search less for
brands and retail outlets and provide retailers with economic benefits through feedback, repeat
purchases, and referrals (Johnson et al., 2006).

Most studies about consumer loyalty focus on its antecedents of the shopping or brand experi-
ence or behavioural loyalty via temporal satisfaction in isolation (Argo & Dahl, 2020; Moreau,
2020). With the widespread adoption of the internet and the growing popularity of online shop-
ping, digital interactions have become increasingly important for retailers to connect with their
customers and drive sales. These interactions can occur through various digital channels (including
websites, mobile apps, social media, email, and more) and influence shopping behaviours (Argo &
Dahl, 2020; Liu-Thompkins et al., 2022; Moreau, 2020; Zani et al., 2022). Based on the suggestions
of Audrain-Pontevia and Vanhuele (2016), Ruiz-Molina et al. (2021), and Yi et al. (2021), this study
reconciles the efforts of digital interaction, shopping experience, and ongoing relationships in
customer loyalty rather than treating them in isolation.

Using customer-retailer bonding behaviour to build customer loyalty has been underrated in
retail settings (Sirianni et al.,, 2013). We use social identity theory to show that consumer interac-
tions with retailers and their employees can result in positive outcomes (i.e., customer loyalty).
Homburg et al. (2009) showed that customer-company identification can lower customer defec-
tion. By examining how well retailers utilise the identification process, this study clarifies the effect
of shopping behaviour (why and how customers shop and what they look for) and trust as
a bonding behaviour on customer loyalty.

We treat brand comparison, digital interaction, and shopping experience as identification agents
in the consumer identification process. Acknowledging consumers’ familiarity and high use of
digital interactions in consumer identification, we examine its mediating influence in building
trust as a bonding behaviour, an essential precursor to customer loyalty (Kupfer et al., 2018).
Moreover, we show how consumers’ perception of employee identification plays a pivotal role in
enhancing shopping experience, building consumer trust, and improving consumer-company
adaptability as part of the ongoing relationship. Using the improved adaptability facilitated by
e-commerce digital communication gadgets (Zani et al., 2022), we investigate the additive effect
of retailer adaptability on customer loyalty.

Although customer loyalty can be brand-related, store-related, or a mix, it remains under-
researched (Khan & Rahman, 2016). Zhang et al. (2017) found the complementary role of store
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and brand loyalty contributed to customer loyalty. Studies have generally related consumers’
shopping experience to either brand or store loyalty, not both (Liu et al., 2012; Liu-Thompkins
et al., 2022). This study captures the influence of the identification attributes on customer loyalty—
a second-order construct comprising brand and store loyalty.

2. Socialidentity shopping behaviour

As part of an individual’s self-concept, social identity is a perceived association with a particular
social group that has participation value and emotional significance. Retail employees are influ-
ential social groups who are motivated to initiate and nurture social bonding with customers
(Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Such employee-customer interaction involves emotional experiences
and personal relationships (Joseph & Unnikrishnan, 2016) that are essential for customer loyalty
and repeat purchases (Agustin & Singh, 2005).

The consumer-retailer identification process occurs through consumer purchasing behaviour and
self-expression triggered as an extension of one’s self-concept. Consumers look for brands consistent
with their self-concept (Chattaraman et al., 2010) and identify themselves to others through brands
(Schembri et al., 2010). As identification occurs via perceptions, feelings, and evaluations, retailers
create a shopping experience to arouse such identification reactions (Rubio et al., 2015).

Chinese consumers’ social identity has changed in recent years. Historically, hedonic consump-
tion was viewed as indulgence and wasteful in China. The ethos has its roots in Confucian
collectivism that emphasizes social cohesion and group welfare over individual priorities. As
incomes have risen and new products and services entered the market, Chinese younger genera-
tion have drifted from collectivism. They now associate themselves with Western culture and share
the same hedonic shopping traits as conspicuous consumption and variety seeking have become
symbols of one’s social status (Xu-Priour & Cliquet, 2013).

Being among the world’s most digital nations, China accounts for 50 percent of global e-com-
merce. China’s consumers continue to use online retail channels for daily necessities such as food
and toiletries. The country’s advanced digital and fulfillment infrastructure enable retailers to
successfully provide quality service to meet increased consumer demand for online shopping
and digital services (International Trade Administration: China - Country Commercial Guide, 2021).

Trust and adaptability are two critical attributes in the bonding mechanism (Moorman et al., 1992),
whose joint influence on customer loyalty has not been explored in retail environments. Trust is the
confidence and willingness to rely on exchange partners’ abilities, integrity, and benevolence over self-
interest (Moorman et al., 1992). Consumer trust in the company leads to positive product perception
and evaluation (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001). Trust in exchange for partners’ reliability and integrity
enhances relationships and influences brand loyalty (Harris & Goode, 2004).

Adaptability is the adjustment in one’s behaviour to respond to uncertainty, new information,
and circumstances (Martin et al,, 2013). To solidify relationships with their customers, organisa-
tions must be sensitive and adaptable to changing consumer needs (Zhang et al., 2005).

A shopping experience includes how consumers sense, feel, and think about the store and its brands
(Lemon & Verhoef, 2016), whereas bonding occurs when a customer feels appreciated and valued by
the organisation and engages in personal relationships with employees. The accrued emotional
experience imbues trust and enhances customer relationship, retention, and loyalty (Yi et al., 2021).

Past studies have related consumer-shopping experience to either brand or store loyalty (Liu
et al, 2012). These studies are less relevant in today’s digital shopping environment where
consumers use omni-channel communication and store access to improve their shopping and
bonding behaviours (Teixeira et al., 2022).
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3. Hypotheses

3.1. Brand comparison and shopping experience

Consumers typically participate in shopping experience activities like finding brands and visiting retail
stores before deciding on purchasing. As these experiences can occur anytime during brand identifica-
tion, retailers must provide memorable shopping experiences at every touchpoint (Brakus et al., 2009).
Applying and testing cosmetics in a retail store are opportunities for consumers to interact with
brands, store attendants, and other consumers to form preferences (Homburg et al., 2009). Such
social interaction can influence consumers’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (Argo & Dahl, 2020).

As the shopping experience varies for each consumer, it provides retailers with opportunities to
influence and customise the consumer experience. A retailer provides brand stimulus through brand
identity, store atmospherics, packaging, and other associative cues to stimulate brand differences. To
be effective, such stimuli should be recognised and felt by consumers (Roggeveen et al., 2021). Using
brand comparison, consumers can discern the degree of superiority among brands (Sivakumar, 2004).
The retailer can create assortments of product-service features to match consumer behaviour of
variety-seeking and/or confirming repeat selections while encouraging brand comparison (Raju, 1980).
This form of brand identification reflects one’s self-concept and image and contributes to the shopping
experience—forming part of the identification process (Liu et al., 2012).

H1: Consumer-brand comparison is positively related to consumer-shopping experience.

3.2. Brand comparison, digital interaction, and store trust

How brands differ from one another creates a meaningful dialogue among consumers. The availability of
real-time information is important and incumbent upon the efficient use of digital communication tools.
When consumers anthropomorphise and trust the brand, using social-media communication is positively
associated with this consumer-brand relationship (Roggeveen et al., 2021).

Retailers increasingly use digital marketing to improve consumers’ joy and efficiency in retriev-
ing information and participating in social interactions (Roggeveen et al., 2021). Digital commu-
nication provides retailers with opportunities to become consumer-centric by boosting capabilities
to serve consumers in stores and through digital channels. Understanding how consumers can
identify with the retailer using digital tools is essential for building customer loyalty—an integral
part of the identification process (Kupfer et al., 2018).

H2a: Brand comparison is positively related to consumer digital interaction.

Willingness to rely on brand information and performance improves trust in the brand (Chaudhuri &
Holbrook, 2001). Consumer participation in brand-related messaging and consumptive discussions,
using electronic communication tools, while consuming the brand improves brand identification
(Kupfer et al., 2018).

H2b: Consumer digital interaction is positively related to consumer trust in retailers.

Digital interaction technologies allow consumers to evaluate and share their experiences and
feelings about product usage moments and trust the brand in real time (Mascarenhas et al.,
2006). Such experiences provide retailers with the opportunity to influence consumers’ deci-
sions and identification by bringing reliable, relevant, and timely information about the stores
and brands (Schau et al., 2009). Many consumers are receptive to advice and personalised
information from retailers that support their feelings (Roggeveen et al., 2021).
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H2c: Consumer digital interaction positively mediates the relationship between brand comparison
and trust.

3.3. Employee identification, shopping experience, retailer trust, and adaptability
Consumers’ cognitive and emotive responses to evaluate and purchase a brand can occur at any point
during the shopping experience. Hence, the retailer may benefit by nurturing the identification process
throughout the shopping journey (Hughes et al.,, 2019; Moreau, 2020). For beauty-product retailers,
these opportunities arise when consumers and retail employees jointly perform several value-added
shopping tasks during the product examination (e.g. in-store trials), evaluation, and purchase.

Employee identification motivates employees to recognise consumer needs and share their
expertise and personal insight with consumers, which are superior forms of communication
where consumers require careful deliberation about beauty products (Hughes et al, 2019).
Employees are intrinsically motivated to espouse positive thoughts and actions through identifica-
tion with retail organisations (Manzoor et al., 2021). Such social bonding during service encounters
involves emotional experiences that emphasise friendship-based customer relationships (Joseph &
Unnikrishnan, 2016 Vredenburg & Bell, 2014).

Although employees’ product/store knowledge and skills are important in identification pro-
cesses, how they work towards oneness with retail organisations while serving customers takes
precedence. Simple employee—customer interactions do not summon employees’ energy as does
their sense of belonging and identification with the organisation (Homburg et al., 2009). Testing
different products, absorbing cues from the store’s ambiance, and examining one’s needs are
common consumer-shopping behaviours for cosmetic products; employees can eagerly participate
in this process to improve shopping experience. Employee authenticity and consumer believability
in employee’s brand-aligned behaviour enhances brand experience (Sirianni et al., 2013).

H3: Employee identification is positively related to consumer shopping experience.

Although shoppers visit stores to view, touch, and try products, they also interact with sales staff to
understand brand functionality and value. Employee-customer identification encourages real-time
chat using the convenience of the digital environment (Hughes et al., 2019). Rational and emotional
employee-customer bonding experiences enable consumers to realise the tangible and intangible
benefits of a product, its application, convenience of use, and return policies (Yi et al., 2021).

H4: Employee identification is positively related to consumer digital interaction.

Employee identification positively influences consumers’ trust in companies (Bhattacharya & Sen,
2003; Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001). Employees who believe in retailers’ business philosophies and
practices share their beliefs, knowledge, and personal experiences with consumers; they convey
evidence-based insights about products and their usage to build trusting relationships with the
consumer (Keh & Xie, 2009).

Service interactions from examining the virtue of a product and its use to sharing rational and
emotional interactions require consumers’ and retail employees’ undivided attention (Grewal &
Roggeveen, 2020; Hughes et al., 2019). Employee-consumer interactions contribute to this bonding
when the consumer finds out that the employee is knowledgeable and caring. To earn their trust,
consumers expect store employees to listen to their feedback, protect their information, and resolve
issues.
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H5: Employee identification is positively related to consumer trust.

Although consumer bonding comes from personal relationships with service providers, the types of
bonding experiences that may entice loyalty require clarification. Adaptable retailers offer the
most suitable products at optimal times and in right places to please consumers (Sunikka &
Bragge, 2012). Adaptable service and communication methods can foster loyalty when shopping
for beauty products.

Reciprocally, retail employees and consumers need to be adaptable in listening to each other’s
expertise and experiences about the product performance on different skin textures during the
trial and consultation process. Palmatier et al. (2009) found that consumers express gratitude if
the retail employees adapt to the consumers’ needs for the incentives they offer (i.e. gifts and
tokens). Service adaptability encourages consumer participation, creates critical bonding with
employees, and leads to customer loyalty (Henao Colorado & Tavera Mesias, 2022).

H6: Employee identification is positively related to retailer adaptability.

3.4. Shopping experience and customer loyalty

Creating a distinctive and memorable shopping experience entices customers to return and
interact with brands and stores. Customer loyalty is strengthened by shopping experiences that
solidify powerful psychological connections—not by frequency points or rewards programmes
(McPartlin & D’Alessandro, 2012). Therefore, delivering the right shopping experience through
product quality and aesthetics, ease of access, use of offerings, and service support can enhance
customer identity and connection with others and have a lasting effect on customer loyalty. These
sensory stimuli enable consumers to emotionally identify with the experience, escape from their
routine, and motivate them to use the store (online and offline) as a place to socialise, discuss new
ideas, and share information. These stimuli can trigger loyal consumption (Homburg et al., 2009).

Consumers who identify with a retailer are intrinsically motivated to generate and share their
insights and emotions about their experience with the retailer. Brands’ quality, elegance, innova-
tiveness, expert service, and personal touch are topics of discussion. When buying beauty products,
consumers prefer the human touch that comes with the in-store experience over e-commerce,
with 67% preferring to buy beauty products in stores (Cohen, 2020). Store layout of brands and
how they are positioned within the store motivate shoppers’ efforts while making brand decisions
(Grewal & Roggeveen, 2020). Additionally, retailers’ personalised approaches can create unique
experiences that enhance customers’ self-concept and motivate them in identifying and expres-
sing loyalty to the retailer (Audrain-Pontevia & Vanhuele, 2016).

H7: Shopping experience is positively related to consumer loyalty.

3.4.1. Trust and loyalty

Trusting a brand and its retailer is an integral part of customer loyalty. Consumers’ perceived trust-
worthiness of an organisation contributes to a positive evaluation of products and influences loyalty
(Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001). Additionally, trust mediates the effect of consumer-employee identifi-
cation and customer loyalty (Ashforth et al., 2008). Any trustworthy brand information or a positive
retail experience perceived by consumers may cogently improve customer loyalty (Kupfer et al., 2018).
He et al. (2012) determined that brand identification had direct and indirect effects on brand trust and
indirect effects on brand loyalty for skincare products in Taiwan.

H8a: Consumer trust and loyalty are positively related.
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H8b: Consumer trust positively mediates the relationship between employee identification and
customer loyalty.

3.4.2. Adaptability and loyalty

Consumers display adaptability in viewing, sharing, and communicating their experiences when
they tag someone else’s social-media content to formulate their social posts about products and
services. Further, retailers create adaptive digital settings and apps to encourage such practices
among consumers (Zani et al., 2022).

We propose that retailers and consumers may practice adaptability via product and service
differentiation strategies while focusing on loyalty. The goal is to make shoppers feel unique,
special, and emotionally connected while trusting to improve their shopping experience.

H9a: Retailer adaptability is positively related to consumer trust.
H9b: The relationship between retailer adaptability and customer loyalty is mediated by consumer trust.

4. Methodology

To test the stated hypotheses of consumer interaction with retail employees and their impact on
shopping experience, trust, and loyalty, the study uses a quantitative methodology based on
survey research. It focuses on collecting, testing and measuring study participants’ responses to
survey questions as detailed below.

4.1. Data collection

Survey respondents were female students at a large public university in China. University students
represent an important market segment as they espouse exploratory behaviours for shopping
goods and branded products (Liu et al., 2012). Women generally interact within a small group of
cohorts to enhance their decision-making prowess. They identify with retailers that communicate
with them within their comfort zone to provide simplified and correct product information to
reduce consumptive risk (Audrain-Pontevia & Vanhuele, 2016).

In China, cosmetic products are predominantly consumed by women, who spend 3.8 hours,
versus 2.2 hours for men, per week on personal grooming. Younger women seem to consume
more cosmetics as 36% of sales are attributed to the 20-29 age group, compared to 26% for the
30-39 age cohort (Daxue Consulting, 2020). The rising purchasing power of younger Chinese
consumers has encouraged popular international cosmetics retailers like Sephora and Barcelona
to enhance their presence in major shopping malls and attract young female consumers. Thus, our
student-based sample’s characteristics match the purpose of this study.

Students were approached in university classrooms, cafeterias, and libraries. Before adminis-
trating the survey, they were qualified as regular users of beauty products (non-medicinal pro-
ducts). While focusing on their preferred cosmetics retailer irrespective of where they purchase (i.e.
the retailer’s website or other e-commerce platforms), they were asked to complete the survey.
Using this convenience sampling method, 150 completed responses were obtained.

4.2. Measurement instrument

Each questionnaire item was measured on a five-point Likert-type agree/disagree scale. Four
brand comparison items among the several brand-switching items in Raju (1980) that were
relevant to our investigation were selected. We removed a question—“I enjoy trying different
brands of beauty products for the sake of comparison”—whose bivariate correlation with the other
three items was low. Moreover, the item displayed a very low correlation with other associated
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constructs of shopping experience and digital interaction. Four items were adopted from the
“engagement and interactivity” scales that reflect consumers’ digital interaction with other con-
sumers (Boateng & Narteh, 2016). Three items that specifically focus on employee identification
were selected from Kumar and Pansari (2014).

As the benevolence and credible trust items cross-loaded (Katsikeas et al., 2009), they were
combined after deleting the following items: “This retailer is knowledgeable regarding their products”,
“This retailer is not open in dealing with me”, “This retailer cares for me”, and “This retailer sides with
me”. These items may not contribute to the employee identification process for cosmetic products as
the retailer’'s knowledge may not reflect the employee’s knowledge of the product, its applications,
and its benefits. The adaptability scale was adopted from business-to-business purchasing
(Noordewier et al., 1990). Brand loyalty items were adopted from Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001).
The three-item scale of store loyalty was adopted from Kongarchapatara and Shannon (2016).

To reduce common method biases, precautions were taken while designing the questionnaire.
An introductory statement ensured the anonymity of participants and their responses. The depen-
dent and independent items were counterbalanced throughout the questionnaire, which may rule
out the ease of predicting the model for the study. Using varimax principal component analysis on
the six independent variable items, six factors emerged, explaining 67.3% of the variance with the
cumulative percentage changing from 13.6 to 25.4, 37.1, 47.6, 57.5, and 67.3 percent respectively.
No single factor emerged as dominant, which suggests that common methods bias was not an
issue (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Table 1 displays the loadings, t- and p-values, and fit indices of the measurement model. Each
scale’s composite reliability is deemed acceptable (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988). The average variance
extracted for each construct is greater than the square of its correlation with each of the other
constructs. Moreover, the 95% confidence interval of the error terms around the correlation estimates
between any pair of the eight constructs does not include 1.0, establishing discriminant validity
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Convergent validity is acceptable as the items loaded significantly on
their respective constructs with their t-values being greater than 2.0 and p <.05 (Bollen, 1989). The
results indicate that the models’ y? values are significant and acceptable (Katsikeas et al., 2009).

4.3. Second-order measurement model

For each first-order construct of brand and store loyalty, the unstandardised starting value was set
to 1 (Kline, 2016). Table 2 displays the loadings, t- and p-values, and fit indices of the second-order
factor models. The second-order standardised loadings for store and brand loyalty may be low but
acceptable. Additionally, the measurement model was run as a bi-factor loyalty model to check if
one of the domains, brand loyalty, explained the model over and above its general factor,
customer loyalty.

For every bi-factor model, there should be an equivalent full second-order factor model.
Other second-order factors are reduced versions of the full second-order model. Consequently,
these reduced versions are more parsimonious than the bi-factor model (Chen et al.,, 2006).
Initially, factors of customer loyalty (store and brand loyalty) were placed as bi-factors with their
items connected to the general factor: customer loyalty. This measurement model was non-
positive. After removing store loyalty as a domain while keeping its items in the general factor,
the model was re-run, and an acceptable solution was obtained. However, after comparing the
original second-order model with this brand loyalty bi-factor model, the results pointed to accept-
ing the less restrictive second-order model (x? =3.03; df = 4; x?=2.65; df =2). The chi-square value
difference between the two models is non-significant.

5. Results
The structural paths in Figure 1 were analysed after controlling for price as college students are

generally price conscious. Several respondents noted that they used retail stores for brand
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Table 1. Measurement model for first-order constructs

Questionnaire Items Std. Loadings Critical Ratio Probability

If I could, T would 0.69 6.24 0.00
purchase beauty
products of different
brands instead of the
same brand

Sometimes, I feel the 0.68
urge to buy beauty

products of a brand

different from the one

I usually buy

I enjoy exploring different 0.73 6.33 0.00
brands of beauty
products while shopping

Composite reliability = 0.74; AVE= 0.49; Mean = 10.40; SD = 2.49; Alpha = 0.74

Employees are proud of 0.88 7.88 0.00
being part of the retailer

They feel a sense of 0.72 7.29 0.00
ownership towards the

retailer

When someone praises 0.66

the store, the employees
consider it a personal

compliment

Composite reliability = 0.80; AVE = 0.58; Mean = 10.60; SD = 2.17; Alpha = 0.79

This shopping trip was 0.60 6.65 0.00
truly a joy

Continued to shop 0.68 7.43 0.00
because I wanted to

Besides doing other 0.75 8.01 0.00

things, time spent
shopping was truly
enjoyable

Enjoyed shopping trip for 0.77
its own sake, not just for
the items I may have

purchased

Composite reliability = 0.79; AVE = 0.49; Mean = 14.97; SD = 2.69; Alpha = 0.80

Write comments on 0.83 10.07 0.00
retailer’s social media

pages

Retailer’s online 0.65 7.69 0.00
platforms capture my

attention

Converse on their online 0.85 10.23 0.00
platform

Interact with retailer’s 0.77

customers online
Composite reliability = 0.86; AVE = 0.61; Mean = 13.33; SD = 3.60; Alpha = 0.85

Retailer does not make 0.69 7.00 0.00
false claims

Retailer is honest about 0.59 6.09 0.00
product problems

Retailer is like a friend 0.70

Retailer has gone out of 0.71 7.12 0.00

the way to help me

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

Questionnaire Items Std. Loadings ‘ Critical Ratio ‘ Probability

Composite reliability = 0.77; AVE = 0.45; Mean 13.73; SD = 2.73; Alpha = 0.77

Retailer handles 0.65
unforeseen customer
problems flexibly

Retailer handles this 0.77 6.66 0.00
change well

Retailer makes 0.68 6.23 0.00
adjustments to meet my

needs

Composite reliability = 0.74; AVE = 0.49; Mean = 10.66; SD = 1.94; Alpha = 0.74

X174 = 201.18; p = .08; Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = .03; Standardized Comparative Fit Index

(CFI) = .98; Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) = .97; Parsimony Normed Fit Index (PNFI) =.70; GFI = .89; AGFI = 0.85; PGFI = .67;
2

x°/df = 1.16.

Table 2. Consumer loyalty as second-order construct
First-Order Factors Std. Loadings Critical Ratio Probability

Store Loyalty

Prefer to buy products 0.63
(online or physical store)

that are available at this

store

Will buy products (online 0.66 2.82 .01
or physical store) that are
available at this store in
the future

Brand Loyalty

Will buy this brand the 0.58

next time I shop

Intend to keep 0.72 5.23 .00
purchasing this brand

Committed to this brand 0.68 5.08 .00
Second-Order Factors

Store Loyalty 0.77

Brand Loyalty 0.60

X24 = 3.03; p = .55; RMSEA = .00; CFI=.1.00; TLI = 1.02; PNFI = .39; GFI = .99; AGFI = .97; PGFI = 0.27; x2/df = 0.76

comparison and social conversations, and then shopped around using their mobile apps for the
best price. Price consciousness was measured via the questionnaire item, “I purchase beauty
products through an e-commerce website because of the lowest pricing.” Further, as the price is
correlated with customer-brand comparison and employee-company identification, covariance
paths were drawn between them before testing the model.

Table 3 indicates that the structural model of Figure 1 provides good-fit measures. All hypoth-
eses were confirmed with t-values >1.96 except for the link between employee identification and
trust (t=1.88), which is marginally supported. Further, the addition of the path from brand
comparison to trust did not improve the model fit; therefore, the positive mediating effect between
brand comparison and trust, H2c, prevailed (t > 1.96). Adding direct paths from brand comparison,
employee identification, and adaptability to customer loyalty one at a time did not improve the
model fit either. Thus, trust seems to be mediating the effect of employee identification and
adaptability on customer loyalty, supporting H8b and H9b (Figures 2a, 2b, and 2c).
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Figure 1. Conceptual
framework.

H8b
______________________________ |
Brand Shopping
comparison experience

Customer
loyalty
Digital
interaction

Employee
identification

Adaptability g

6. Discussion

The findings indicate that brand and store loyalty should be treated in combination to explain
customer loyalty for retailers; neither store loyalty nor brand loyalty as a bi-factor explained
customer loyalty over the generalised path model. Retailers and the brands they carry compete

Table 3. Structural equation model parameter standardized estimates

Paths Std. Estimates Critical Ratio p-value
H1: Brand Comparison to 314 2.92 .004
Shopping Experience

H2a: Brand Comparison .359 3.36 .000
to Digital Interaction

H2b: Digital Interaction to .380 3.85 .000
Trust

H3: Employee 405 3.72 .000
Identification to Shopping

Experience

H4: Employee 278 2.77 .006
Identification to Digital

H5: Employee 239 1.88 .060
Identification to Trust

H6: Employee .599 4.84 .000
Identification to

Adaptability

H7: Shopping Experience 504 3.38 .000
to Consumer Loyalty

H8a: Trust to Consumer 455 3.09 .002
Loyalty

H9a: Adaptability to Trust 319 2.52 .012
Price as Control to -.239 -2.00 .046
Consumer Loyalty

(x? 312 = 406.29; p = .00; CFI=.93; RMSEA = .045; PNFI= .68; GFI = .85; AGFI = .82; PGFI = .70; TLI = .92; x*/df = 1.30).
Correlations:

Brand Comparison and Employee Identification = 0.36;

rand Comparison and Price = - 0.56;

Employee Identification and Price = - 0.30

Standardized Estimate - Mediation Effects:

H2c: Brand Comparison-DigitalInteraction-Trust = 0.136;

H8b: Employee Identification-Trust-Consumer Loyalty = 0.448;
H9b: Adaptability-Trust-Consumer Loyalty = .145
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for each other’s loyalty share (Zhang et al., 2017). This issue may be more prevalent in e-com-
merce platforms because consumers have additional attributes like convenient search engines,
push-button ordering, and logistical convenience to compare and switch brands (Hashimoto et al.,
2021). Additionally, finding a positive effect from the shopping experience and retailer trust to
customer loyalty supports the second-order model.

Another plausible explanation for the second-order effect is that China’s economy comprises
a market economy with an authoritarian political system that influences the general population’s
belief in utilitarian consumption (Jung & Mittal, 2020). However, these consumers are willing to pay for
better quality and value by spending time exploring product variations (Atsmon et al., 2010).

6.1. Theoretical implications

Theoretically, this study contributes to the literature of consumer social identification in a retail
environment by elaborating on the effect of brand comparison, digital interaction, and shopping
experience on customer loyalty. It emphasises the importance of consumer-employee interaction
in the identification process (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Hughes et al., 2019). Moreover, findings
show that digital interaction is important for retailers as it mediates the effect of brand compar-
ison and employee identification on consumer trust. Additionally, trust mediates the effect of
adaptability on customer loyalty. These results advance the following findings: (a) store loyalty is
predominantly driven by consumer self-consistence and social conformance in China (He &
Mukherjee, 2007), and (b) retailer online and offline interaction and coordination influence brand
experiences and consumer retention (Ruiz-Molina et al., 2021).

Theorists need to pay close attention to the relationship between brand comparison, digital
interaction, and shopping experience, which explains the consumer identification process in
a retail setting. The results corroborate those of Kupfer et al. (2018)—that the social-media
power (e.g. the number of authentic, persuasive, and exclusive product-related posts) of
a partner’s popular brand boosts trust in the brand and enhance sales. Our findings align with
Flacandji and Vlad (2022): interactive emerging technology like micro-cloud computing and per-
sonalised digital coupons improve retailer and consumer real-time interaction.

Understanding and reacting to the consumer-shopping journey are important (Grewal & Roggeveen,
2020). Most shopping experience studies focus on the underlying utilitarian and hedonic value to
explain consumption habits (e.g. impulsive, compulsive, and browsing), shopping criteria (Ruiz-Molina
et al,, 2021), brand cannibalisation, and competitive effects (Gonzdlez-Benito & Martos-Partal, 2012).
Our findings suggest that brand managers should encourage seamless shopping experiences to allow
shoppers to compare and interact with brands at every touchpoint and improve their identification
with the retailer. Homburg et al. (2009) found employee identification to support customer orientation
and consumer identification—positive customer orientation enhances consumer identification. Cai
and Shannon (2012) showed that self-enhancement shopping features improve Chinese consumer
attitudes toward the time and money spent on shopping and shopping frequency. Our research adds
to the social identity literature by specifying employee—customer identification to improve the overall
consumer identification process and its impact on the shopping experience and customer loyalty.

6.2. Managerial implications

Our study indicates that multiple brands and SKUs can be effective retail strategies if they enhance
consumers’ shopping experiences and emotional bonds with retailers toward consumer loyalty. Retailers
should continue to offer shopping atmospherics where consumers can relate to brands. They should
proactively pursue consumer interaction via in-store brand trials and free samples to test new SKUs.

Results indicate that employee identification positively affects consumers’ shopping experience
and trust with retailers, and adaptability mediates in building trust. By sharing employee-customer
experiences with their audience, retailers can enhance trust, brand loyalty, and store loyalty to
broaden managerial implications.

Page 12 of 17



Sachdev & Sauber, Cogent Business & Management (2023), 10: 2275369 :{;’ Cogent o b u Siness & mana gement
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2023.2275369

Figure 2a. Mediating effect of -
digital interaction on the brand D|g|ta|
comparison-trust path. interaction

Mediating effect

comparison
P H2c

Figure 2b. Mediating effect of
trust on the employee identifi-
cation-customer loyalty path.

Mediating effect

H8b

Customer
loyalty

Consumers’ perceived
employee identification

Figure 2c. Mediating effect of
trust on the adaptability-
customer loyalty path.

Mediating effect
Adaptability ——— - —

H9b

Customer
loyalty

Using the logistical convenience of omni-channels, adaptability can be an additional bonding
tool besides trust to enhance customer loyalty (Flacandji & Vlad, 2022; Wei Khong & Sim Ong,
2014). Customer participation may improve consumer social bonding in the service delivery
process (Yi et al., 2021).

To improve customer interactions and win trust, retailers should treat consumers as internal assets
and use digital technology to engage them (Schau et al., 2009). Employees may be trained to interface
using digital channels such as company/brand websites, mobile apps, chatbots, augmented and virtual
realities (AR, VR), and any other channels where the customer touchpoints are virtual. Store atmo-
spherics may be digitally enhanced to match brand attributes for different consumption situations.
Retailers may also allow contact employees to use their network and digital platforms for direct and
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unobtrusive communication with consumers within the store setting (Grewal & Roggeveen, 2020).
Retailers have been venturing toward the metaverse aided with virtual goods, services, and personalisa-
tion to enhance end-to-end customer experience (search, purchase, post-purchase) including in-store
shopping (Stephens, 2021).

Motivationally, contact employees should be empowered to use adaptability besides trust in their
interactions with customers to enhance loyalty. Palmatier et al. (2009) found that authorising employees
to give gifts and samples to their customers as a token of their appreciation could generate customer
gratitude to return the favour through additional store visits, product inquiries, and repeat purchases.

6.3. Limitations and future research directions

Given the sampling frame and procedure, sample size, and research setting, the generalisability of the
results is limited to female college students from a regional university in China. All the hypothesised
relations were significant except for the relationship between employee identification and consumer
trust. A plausible explanation could be that most service encounters between store employees and
customers were remote (digital) than face-to-face (physical) and may need verification and justification.
(Ruiz-Molina et al., 2021; Zani et al., 2022). Generally, users of such products are familiar with face-to-
face communication with the service provider and notice non-verbal cues and body language (Liu-
Thompkins et al.,, 2022), which can provide opportunities for psychological bonding and building trust.

Additionally, variables such as race, cross-cultural values, and interpersonal skills were not
measured. The brand comparison items were assumed to capture the health and safety concerns
of consumers. The high correlations between brand comparison, employee-consumer identifica-
tion, and price may also limit the generalisability of this study to spendthrift college students only.
Future research may benefit from different demographic profiles like age, working professionals,
and socio-economic status to shed light on potential market segments and growth strategies.

The questionnaire items were adopted from B2B and B2C studies; consequently, items were
eliminated or combined to form global scales for constructs like trust. The validity of the instru-
ment may be improved by examining and incorporating the consumer role and type of digital
interactions at different stages of the buying process.

7. Concluding remarks

This study used survey data to investigate consumer interaction with retail employees and its effects on
shopping experience, trust, and loyalty. It highlighted the importance of employee identification with
customers and the role of retailers digital interactions in enhancing customer trust and loyalty. Despite its
importance to omni-channel retailing, customer loyalty remains under-researched in today’s competi-
tive retail environment. The findings from this study shed light on customer loyalty in retail setting where
shopping takes place both online and in physical stores. The study showed that consumer interactions
with retailers and their employees can result in positive shopping experience and loyalty.

The theoretical and managerial implications of the study offer valuable insights for researchers
and managers. Theoretically, this study contributes to the literature of consumer social identifica-
tion in a retail environment by elaborating the effect of brand comparison, digital interaction, and
shopping experience on customer loyalty. It emphasises the importance of consumer-employee
interaction in the identification process. The study findings offer managerial implications for
retailers to train and motivate employees to interact with customers and establish positive emo-
tional bonding, affecting shopping experience and trust. Retailer adaptability such as giving gifts,
samples, and specials can be additional bonding tools to enhance customer trust and loyalty.

The generalisability of research findings is limited to the sample size, frame, and sampling
procedure as well as the measurement instrument used in this study. Future research can provide
additional insights using different demographic and socio-economic profiles to replicate the study
findings across customer groups and product categories.
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