CONSUMER PREFERENCES AND SUCCESS
OF RETAIL FACILITIES

Xin Ning (Natalie) Cheah
University of Toronto, Mississauga Campus, Missigsa Ontario, Canada.
Corresponding author: natalie.cheah@mail.utoroato.c

Available at http://www.ssrn.com/link/OIDA-Intl-Jonal-Sustainable-Dev.html
ISSN 1923-6654 (print) ISSN 1923-6662 (online).
Ontario International Development Agency, Canada.

Abstract: There is a growing interest in the study of theallegment and changing trends of retail
spaces, which have exerted considerable pressuteedransformation of the retail environments
of many cities. Changes to retail spaces and shgpphvironment are undoubtedly subject to
various influences. This study looks at the sucadsgifferent retail spaces as they struggle to
remain competitive. It compares two specific refatilities, namely retail strips and shopping
malls. The former are usually unplanned and moeptble while the latter are usually planned
facilities, which are less adaptable in the shemnnt Retail strips used to attract consumers from
different geological locations based on their ueigumbience and products that are often catered
to specific ethnic communities. On the other haskopping malls, with controlled spatial
organisation, used to provide an arena for leiswith combination of different types of stores,
offering a huge range of goods and services cgdandifferent consumer tastes and needs. In
terms of methodology, an on-site non-obtrusive olz®n was conducted at selected locations in
Mississauga, Ontario, by recording consumer colimé number of consumers at those locations
were profiled according to specific criteria - gendage group and ethnicity. This paper concludes
with a brief discussion on the three main reasamsttfe changes in consumer preferences for
specific retail spaces. These are the influx of Aoam companies, the prevalence of online

shopping, and the arrival of new retail facilitibave definitely caused a change in consumer
preferences.
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INTRODUCTION

The academic study of retail geography and its dynameractions has had a long history (Wrigley &we
2014). In Canada, the issue of retail spaces amgadsition of traditional Canadian retail stores aften
highlighted in association with the entry of US raegtail stores such as Walmart, Best Buy, Cosind,
most recently Target. Besides the entry of US lesi online shopping has become an increasingltres it
enables consumers to shop at the comfort of tlesgmal space and allowing them to save on trahspar other
transaction costs (Mohammed, 2010). The ease bbpging, facilitated by technological advances pagularity
of electronic gadgets, represents another thre@atmda’s traditional retail stores.

The Study

Retail geography studies the spatial pattern,icglship between utility, types of stores, the ambéand
the resulting categories of as well as the numbepnsumers visiting a particular retail space. @spect of retail
geography — trends in retail format changes — laotsthe means by which various retail formatswaelvalue to
the consumer, and it has been found long ago thradumers engaged in high levels of cross-shoppatgeen
retail formats (Rousey & Morganosky, 1996).

This study looks at two retail formats, namely ilettrips and shopping malls. Evolved from oldediséng
developments, a retail strip is unplanned; theradsindividual proprietor managing the buildingset&l strips
mainly offer convenience to the local populationile/falso serve to attract specific types of consgnfiem other
areas, an example being the ethnic product-basegsstThis results in a uniqgue atmosphere that ofosdte other
formats of retail spaces cannot offer. Unfortunattlis also such uniqueness that makes retapstess able to
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adapt to the changing consumer preferences. In metay strips, Business Improvement AssociatidB\] are
often formed to facilitate the development of th&il strips as well as undertake their marketingtsgies.

On the other hand, a shopping mall is a planntil fecility where the layout of stores are coligd by a
leasing agent. The layout of a shopping mall, ugweith limited entrance and exit points as welladi®cated stairs
and escalators that establish designated pathwaggsigned to encourage consumers to spend rmeeini the
mall. Mall designers fashion them into "dreamlapdcees"” (Goss, 1999), by using visual appeals basgzbpular
culture and interests. Although malls can be pufiaces, the poor tend to have limited access sedfregating
consumers of different levels of incomes (Stillemn2012). Usually in suburban areas, a shoppind fmalises on
shopping goods for middle income groups who redg len public transportation and usually are mopeddent on
their own cars. As such, it also draws consumens fgreater distances as they are attracted byiteesd product
ranges not available in their immediate neighbodhoo

M ethodology

This study looks at two suburban cities within tBesater Toronto Area, in the province of Ontario -
Mississauga and Etobicoke, both located west ofGhg of Toronto. Two distinct areas were surveyedg
identified as a retail strip and another as a gdrshopping mall. In this study, site visits weoaducted to collect
data. The layout of stores were taken note ofpmtiolg the types and functions of stores, marketispembience as
well as location of area studied. During the siigts, a non- obtrusive method was adopted. Obtensawere
made to record the type of consumers visiting tte@,ain terms of their age, gender and ethnicityis allows a
better representation of the distribution of visitbased on different backgrounds. For each siig giounts were
made at four distinct locations on both sides efléngth of area.

The retail strips surveyed are two main streefdlississauga, Ontario, on a Thursday at 9.30an26Hmn.
in the case of Etobicoke, the area of shopping maleyed is the second floor of a shopping malladrhursday
between 11am to 12.30pm.

Profile of the Retail Spaces

In terms of store and service mix, we notice thatretail strips did not offer as much variety dadance
as the shopping mall. The former (Figure 1) wasidated by beauty care, food and services storagether, they
accounted for 53% of the total stores. On the offaeid, while food and women fashion accounted 886 3f the
stores (Figure 2), the shopping malls had a greateety of other stores and services. The totatlmer of stores for
the retail strip is much greater than for the sliogpnall with 91 stores and 30 stores respectively.

The profile of the retail spaces are tabulated ih&following graphs:

Figure 1: Store And Service Mix (Retail Strip)
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Figure 2: Store and Service Mix (Shopping
Mall)
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Data and Finding

The consumer profile of the retail spaces are tbdlinto the following graphs
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Figure 3: Consumer Count: Age and Gender
(Retail Strip)
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Figure 4: Consumer Count by Ethincity
(Retail Strip)
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Figure 6: Consumer Count by Ethincity
o (Shopping Mall)
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Discussion

In our sample, adult males and females constitthedargest proportion of consumers, especiallthin
shopping malls. Interestingly, our consumer coentaled generally more male consumers (Figurer3htoretail
strips, even though there was a high percentageeafity care services. It is stereotyped that woarenmore
inclined to be associated with fashion, apparel gmatery stores; hence the gender of the consumaukl affect
the attractiveness of the types of stores. Thel retidgps are expected to have more consumers sf-HEssian
background since there are more East-Asian star&sté 1 and 2. The data collected, however, shotleerwise
for both observations. This could be due to thestthe counts were conducted (between 9.30am t@4d®B8 Most
of the visitors were observed to be heading to wwriwere passing through, resulting in the variatietween the
counts and the store and service mix. The time atsounts for the lack of children consumers agai$ during
school hours. There is a significant differencenaetn the counts for Site 1 and 2 and Site 3 artdigljs because
counts at Site 3 and 4 were done at a later tinhgn,Ave could observe that being connected to ligegy stores
and being nearer to a plaza with chain stores,3S#ed 4 were generally more busy, with heavidfit¢raf visitors.

As noted earlier in Figure 2, the area surveyetthénshopping mall offers a broader range of produg.
There are mostly mobile and telecommunication stevith similar goods and services foci, resultingmarket
competition that causes these stores to be locsadto each other. Additionally, there were a nendf fashion
stores that cater to women. However, this was eftetated in the consumer counts as they showedhbed was no
significant increase in the number of female visitdBased on our observation, most of the visitwese just
passing through, or adults and seniors spending tt Tim Hortons. There was considerably less oéild
consumers as the counts were collected during $iohgdwours. As shown in Figure 5, there were mo€ifyicasian
consumers (43%) followed by South Asian consuniz284). We would attribute this to the location oé timall, as
it is located in Etobicoke where most residentsGaacasians and South Asians.

Similar for both retail spaces, the market focppear to be targeted at the middle-income grouphén
case of the retail strips, discount stores solddgabat are on the lower pricing end, which is appate to the
market focus. There is a greater focus of indepensteres rather than chain stores or franchidésyimg speciality
products rather than general merchandise. The ogevee of one-stop shopping due to the varietyndf good mix
of services and stores causes the retail stripgtmbre attractive to consumers from other areasieder, the sign
boards for stores at the upper level did not appedre very visible. We would explain that theyeratl to an
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existing community that regularly frequented therest and would therefore not need much signpastterims of
accessibility, Site 1 and site 2 of the retailpstris located along several bus routes. The areeysd is also located
close to GO bus terminal and Highway 401. Thiseéases the accessibility of the retail spaces. heigd, the retail
strip sees a traffic of both pedestrians and casgragers. This is due to the close proximity ofdergial housing
that is available, the ample parking spaces pralidad also the drive-thru service of the banksitsn The general
ambience and layout were also noted as it impdmetsrésults. The retail strip examined has an anobig¢hat
supports its role of bringing convenience to thealgopulation while discouraging consumers frommsing and
spending too much time at the retail strip. TheklaEgreen spaces, decorations and seating alangethil strip
give a bare, concrete atmosphere that does nousg® consumers to spend a lot of time outdoors. Wide
sidewalks do enhance the ambience, making it seemdongested. The availability of parking spadesctly in
front of stores as well as the several bus stopastéal along the retail strip promote convenienceoasumers do
not have to walk for a long distance to get to gpmestores.

From our observation and consumer counts, thepshgpmall appears to be considerably different from
the retail strip. The shopping mall has more regveal facilities which would engage the consumaerd encourage
them to spend more time in the retail spaces. Tleeem indoor amusement park that caters to youaoiuren,
thereby attracting younger families to visit thellm@here is a small cinema at the other end ofshepping mall,
providing an alternative that is more relaxing #mat may involve people of different age groupseretwas limited
duplication of stores in the shopping mall whiclmtributes positively to the attractiveness of thalmThe presence
of fashion stores for both male and female, shoeestas well as stores selling scarves and handijamsed
clustering of stores. This encourages consumepitohase more goods that are complimentary or ededcto
each other. As in other shopping malls, the laydigtores and ambience has been carefully contrdlea leasing
agency. The pathways are designed in such a wiyestablish a pedestrian flow that allows conssrmemwalk by
more stores and increase the chances of them @imghgoods. In this case, the entrance and exiitpaiere
located at the corners of the mall to increase spent in the mall by consumers. The stores se¢ongaly attention
to how the goods were displayed, using visuals lgitting to promote impulsive purchases. On the déy
observation, there were displays of roses and dratldhat extended into the walkways, seemingly estigg the
walkways. However, that could be a temporary mangestrategy for Valentine's Day. The overall amioie of this
planned retail facility appeared pleasant and clddme heavy display visuals appeared a little mdsdyit was
contrasted by the glasses on the ceiling and diteting that gave a bright and lively atmosphefdso, with
heating systems, shopping malls tend to be a pesfehoice for consumers during the winter as tleepot need to
worry about the cold weather. Despite the mininedatations, the shopping mall successfully se@itrpose of
being a venue for social gatherings during the leggworking time as it does not aim to attract eaoners from
outside of the trade area.

In this study, we have used consumer count asidinator for the success of the particular retpice.
This methodology has some shortcomings. For thal r&ttip, most of the visitors were observed tohieading to
work or passing through. They could not be techljicaonsidered as consumers in the sense of patranihe
stores. On the other hand, for the shopping mddileamany visitors were also passing through butyrmaore were
observed to be spending a chilly winter Thursdaynimy chatting over a cup of coffee in the comfafran indoor
shopping mall. In addition, determining the sucaafsa retail space solely based on consumer coontdanot be
accurate, as the time of the observation crucifgcts the profile of the consumers. The timesrduwhich our
observations were undertaken also account foraitle df consumers, especially children and youndtsdas it was
during school hours.

Furthermore, while consumer count does reflectrthimber of consumers walking by the stores at that
particular time, it does not take into account tibenber of people that actually walk into the stpl@ewsing and
purchasing goods. Although shopping malls managattt@act consumers to spend hours there and lodkeat
display windows, they do not necessarily be brogisamd purchasing from the stores. According to alasu
conversations with some store assistants in tredl tips, the retail strip had lost the uniqubnét-based store
variety. With the falling consumer counts for thés®e types of retail formats, we chose to studyeffects of the
dynamic consumer preference on the success of gias.
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Changing Trendsin Retail Formats

In the present day, the prevalence of online simgpgemergence of other new formats of both sates a
marketing and utilization of retail spaces, thdurfof US retail companies and demographic and ngemerally
geographical changes have all exerted far-readhipgcts on Canadian retail outlets, resulting iesthoutlets and
the traditional retail formats not being unabledtain their attractiveness.

The role of brick and mortar stores has been yreabded by technological advances which has atbw
consumers to adopt the behaviour of "home shopp{égi et al, 2013). Sales and marketing techniques have
changed, online shopping now offers a wide selactib brands and types of goods. More often than tat
selection is greater than those available at rstajps or shopping malls. It also offers produtiat might not be
sold locally, and are to be delivered within a tigkly short shipping time. In such context, webilities provide
the services of placing orders and charges, compléh pre-sale advertisements and post-sale castgervice,
delivery and problem resolution (Ahn, 2004). Sociedia sites are also increasingly being used wasfoens of
online marketing. On Facebook, users who click ldre™ on the Facebook page of Starbucks Canadagetlithe
latest updates on new products and various disgoontotions.

At the same time consumers, especially those whacareer-driven or family-driven, may not have the
luxury of time to browse through aisles of groceridMany traditional local stores, and mega-retsilgnch as
Walmart and Sears, have resorted to offering ordeices too. This did not, however, save Searsada from
closing many of its stores across Canada, includ@anadian flagship store at Eaton Centre, Tiorowith the
extensive use of internet in our daily life and &ase of creating online stores, processing otlarsactions and to
transport the ordered goods, online shopping hesrbe an increasingly popular choice.

At the same time, demographic changes such asyfatniicture could result in consumer preferenbes t
might not go hand in hand with the traditional ethores (Murphyet al, 1979). With smaller family size, for
example, Costco could expect a decline in patr@mecery shopping trends are rapidly changing fbepreasons
as well. Due to competition for time from otherieities, people find that they have less time fovagry shopping.
Out of convenience, some opt to order take-out fmoluy precooked food on their way home. Evehdfytchoose
to stop by grocery stores, power centres and plaithshuge parking spaces right in front often beeopreferred
choices, rather than fighting for the limited pagkispace at the individually owned ethnic-basetestdn addition,
geographical trends such as metropolitan growthepst, rising dominance of automobile and changitgil
marketing techniques too have impacted retail fesnjBeyardet al, 1999). Power Centres, a cluster of big box
stores, now account for 22% of retail consumeffitrafhile traditional shopping centres take up o2Bf6. Power
centres tend to thrive better in the suburbs whéee main mode of transportation is automobile. Rubl
transportation is not efficient in such areas duthé lack of population density.

With Sobeys and other large grocery stores hasperialised aisle of international food productghw
wide selection of authentic Indian chutney etceréhmay not be a need to leave the designatechdissgon area to
purchase from an independent store in the retil st Little India.

TheWay Forward

Some retail strips, with its original intend of @ag ethnic-based communities, have undergone eatie
changes. In the City of Toronto, for example, salestail strips have gradually turned into touspbts. Examples
are enclaves known as Little India, Greek Town,d&or Town. Some of these successful retail strips baken a
new image of pricey restaurants. On the other hsoahe other retail strips that lack the capacityridergo such
renovations and change over may end up as neigbbdrbonvenience retail outlets, attracting conssnvath
much less purchasing power. On the other hand eadisecussed earlier shopping malls, through pesdiwnbience,
family friendly services, and designated pathwaysact consumers to spend more time there andmigie stores.
Even with emerging trends of lifestyle, howevererth is a need for retail formats to re-evaluate lévels of
attractiveness to remain competitive in today'samrbetailing. Our study shows that consumers caelll use those
retail spaces for other purposes. Shopping malitdddoecome areas for socialization or avoidinghthesh weather
outside, or retail strips could end up as a veriue/@ extremes of luxurious spending or lower-ehdping.

Finally, future research could adopt more soplastid techniques than those used in this study. Ati-mu
dimensional approach can be undertaken to devefapgher understanding of consumer preferencethignstudy,
we used a passive, non-participatory and non-imeumethod of merely counting the number and peobf



18 Cheah / OIDA International Journal of Sustair@blevelopment 07:07 (2014)

consumers who were present at the count sitesrdlega of their motives. Longer time counts ovefedent

periods of the day would allow a more representdagample population. This counting technique shdadd
complemented by a systematic survey, through hgldamdom but in-depth interviews with the visitansstore

managers. Qualitative studies could also be urkkmtausing in-depth interviews with consumers anorest
assistants/owners. Further studies on consumerwioehand the store and service mix are neededable us to
better understand and promote the future succeSardda’s retail spaces.
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