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ABSTRACT 
 
Loyalty has been a hot topic in marketing management, not only for academics, but also for managers. In that 
sense, the main goal of this paper is to identify the variables that discriminate loyalty groups. Therefore, seven 
hypotheses have been proposed which might have an impact on loyalty groups. Based on discriminant analysis, 
the paper analyzes and discusses the data, and presents a conclusion that the more important variables on loyalty 
in the supermarket are affective commitment, satisfaction with its environment and value provided by 
supermarket experiences. Moreover, the results also indicated that the theoretical model achieved a variance in 
the loyalty construct of canonical R-squared = 0.78. It could be considered a good value to the final model. Final 
considerations and study limitations conclude the paper. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Loyalty has been a hot topic in marketing management, not only for academics, but also for 
managers. From the time that Oliver (1997, 1999) stated that researchers needed to stop researching 
satisfaction and should start studying the loyalty construct, academia began to notice a remarkable 
change in the topic of papers published. Thus, since that time, we have realized that many studies are 
focusing on loyalty in the literature. In this context, understanding the antecedents of loyalty seems to 
be an important strategic tool for the retail market. Being more specific, knowing the variables that 
could explain the main differences between loyalty groups (for example, loyal versus non-loyal) could 
be vital to the competitiveness of the supermarket segment (Sirohi, McLaughlin, & Wittink, 1998).  

In practice, marketing strategists were able to analyze the variables that help most in discriminating 
the loyal group from the non-loyal group, creating marketing programs that sought to turn non-loyal 
groups into loyal consumers. Based on this perspective, this study analyzes the literature and presents 
seven hypotheses that could help tell the difference between non-loyal groups and loyal groups. The 
main goal of this paper is to identify the variables that distinguish loyalty groups.  

The study initially proposes the seven hypotheses. Next, it discusses the theoretical concepts, the 
scales and the methods used in the research field. Based on discriminant analysis, it analyzes and 
discusses the data, and presents a conclusion that the more important variables on loyalty in the 
supermarket are affective commitment, satisfaction with its environment and the value provided by 
supermarket experiences. 
 
 
THEORY AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT 
 
 

Beginning at the company level, image has been defined as perceptions of an organization reflected 
in the associations consumers bear in their memories (Keller, 1993). The history of corporate image 
definition reveals convergence on a Gestalt meaning, but one that overlooks corporate attributes and 
focuses exclusively on perceived images (Ster, Zinkhan, & Jaju, 2001) begins to appear – the 
transactional process. According to this meaning, the process is developed between the brand stimulus 
and consumer perception. Thus, it is hoped that consumers start their purchase process by evaluating 
the image of something or by remembering the old images stored in their memories (mainly the 
positive ones). The transactional process suggests that individuals prefer stores whose image is 
positive. 

Consumers develop store images based on the quality of service they have experienced, advertising 
and opinions of friends and relatives (Assael, 1998). As store image is the total perception formulated 
by consumers’ experience, knowledge, and belief, it has a strong effect on consumers’ buying 
behavior and helps consumers evaluate the differences between shops and choose one among them (E. 
Lee & D. Lee, 2005). 

In this context, key to perceptions of corporate image is the organization-related associations 
customers hold in their memories (Johnson, Gustafsson, Andreassen, Lervik, & Cha, 2001). Since 
consumers could evoke past experiences (Keller, 1993) in a future purchase situation, a previously 
constructed image could be an explanatory variable of loyalty, because image has to do with how 
customers perceive an organization based on experience or impressions and how these perceptions 
create a set of associations that contribute to a total picture of the organization (Selnes, 1993). In turn, 
the corporate image should affect effective behavioral intentions, such as loyalty, because consumers 
should prefer those stores whose image has a positive meaning in their memory. Selnes (1993) 
hypothesized this result for brand reputation and found consistent results. According to this author, 
corporate image is a construct that is similar to the self-concept construct in psychology, in which both 
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refer to a set of thoughts and feelings having an object as reference (e.g. a company or person). This 
means that image has a positive and significant impact on loyalty. Other studies also support the fact 
that corporate image is a predictor of loyalty (for example, Bloemer & Schroder, 2002; Kristensen, 
Martensen, & Gronholdt, 2000; Leite, Elias, & Sundermann, 2005; Loughlin & Coenders, 2002). 
Consequently, if corporate image is a predictor of loyalty, corporate image is expected to discriminate 
customer loyalty groups. Based on these circumstances, the hypothesis is: 

H1: Corporate image has a positive influence on the categorization of different loyalty groups. 

The next causal link has to do with complaint handling and loyalty behavior. Although no prediction 
is made regarding this relationship, the direction and size of this relationship provides some diagnostic 
information as to the efficiency of a firm’s customer service and complaint handling systems (Fornell, 
1992). Johnson et al. (2001) believe that complaint handling, which is now used instead of complaint 
behavior, should have a direct and positive effect on loyalty. The argument presented by some studies 
suggests that the basis for that relation comes from the justice concept (Blodgett, Hill, & Tax, 1997; 
Tax, Brown, & Chandrashekaran, 1998). The concept of fairness, as it is also called, has been widely 
and successfully employed to explain individuals’ reactions to a variety of conflict situations, 
including complaint resolution processes (Santos & Singh, 2003). The way that complaints are 
received and managed creates an affective response, i.e. satisfaction, which impacts on the capacity of 
people to shop again at the same store; see, for instance, the Equity Theory (Messick & Cook, 1983). 
As a consequence of such handling by the company, it may be clear that when repurchasing the 
product or service, past complaint handling and perceived justice (Goodwin & Ross, 1992) may have a 
direct and positive effect on the cognitive assessment of the supermarket, leading to an increase in 
purchase intention. Another argument that could explain the relationship between complaint handling 
and loyalty behavior is based on the Social Transaction Theory, in which both parties involved in an 
exchange are motivated to repay the benefits and treatment obtained from such exchange (Thibaut & 
Kelley, 1959). Therefore, the next hypothesis is: 

H2: Complaint Handling has a positive influence on the categorization of different loyalty groups. 

According to Johnson et al. (2001), because quality is part of value, the relationship between 
perceived quality and perceived value is confused. As a result, the authors recommended replacing the 
perceived value construct with a perceived price construct. In fact, in those cases “where satisfaction 
evaluations are weaker, or customers have less confidence in their evaluations, price may have more 
direct effects on loyalty” (Johnson et al., 2001, p. 233). Thus, in practical terms, Mittal, Ross and 
Baldasare (1998) perceived the importance of price and stated that customers are paying attention to 
price regarding their repurchase (loyalty) evaluations. In that paper, price is compared in terms of 
quality, other competitors (companies) and consumer expectations. Thus, it was expected that price 
could lead to loyalty. 

H3: Price has a positive influence on customer’s categorization of different loyalty groups 

The next construct is satisfaction. According to Zeithaml, Berry and Parasuraman (1996), customers 
who are more loyal are more likely to buy more. Loyalty reflects the degree to which customers’ 
purchase and consumption experiences directly affect behavioral intention (Anderson, Fornell, & 
Lehmann 1994; Johnson et al., 2001). For Andreassen and Lindestad (1997), who treated customer 
satisfaction as the accumulated experience of a customer’s purchase and consumption experiences, this 
theoretical relation was empirically supported. Other studies also supported the relation between 
satisfaction and loyalty (Anderson & Sullivan, 1993; Anderson & Mittal, 2000; Gronholdt, Martensen, 
& Kristensen, 2000; Gustafsson & Johnson, 2002; Rust, Zahorik, & Keiningham, 1995). In fact, the 
literature suggests that satisfaction positively influences customer buying intentions as well as their 
actual behavior (Bloemer & Lemmick, 1992) and that there is a positive relationship between manifest 
satisfaction and store loyalty (Bloemer & Ruyter, 1998). Thus, it is predictable that: 

H4: Satisfaction has a positive influence on the categorization of different loyalty groups. 
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Concerning commitment, two relations are suggested in the loyalty model: the affective and 
calculative commitment relations. 

In fact, relationship commitment relies on these dimensions that keep a customer loyal to a product 
or company, even when satisfaction and/or corporate image is low. According to Allen and Meyer 
(1990), moral store-commitment refers to a feeling of obligation towards an organization. Mathieu and 
Zajac (1990) claimed that moral commitment is rare in business relationships and, therefore, 
calculative commitment and affective commitment seem to be truly relevant to business relationships. 
Calculative commitment is the extent to which a person feels the need to maintain a relationship based 
on a cold, rational estimate of benefits in relation to switching costs (Hemetsberger & Thelen, 2003). 
Calculative commitment has to do almost exclusively with non-psychological exit barriers 
(Hemetsberger & Thelen, 2003). In contrast, affective commitment is defined as the desire to continue 
a relationship and expresses a sense of loyalty and belongingness (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Affective 
commitment is the emotional state which develops through the reciprocity between consumers and 
company (Gustafsson, Johnson, & Ross, 2005). 

According to Johnson et al. (2001), the affective commitment is hotter or conveys a more emotional 
evaluation since it captures the affective strength of the relationship that customers have towards a 
brand or company, and the level of involvement and trust that results. The calculative commitment 
serves as a psychological barrier to switching, since the calculative component is based on colder or 
more rational and economical aspects of the service. The relation (satisfaction → commitment → 
loyalty) has been studied and confirmed in a number of studies (Dick & Basu, 1994; Prado & Santos 
2004; Pritchard, Havitz, & Howard 1999; Santos 2001; Zins, 2001). However, these authors did not 
develop their studies in terms of affective and calculative commitment (first order construct). 
Therefore, based on the evidence given above, we have hypothesized that: 

H5: Affective Commitment has a positive influence on the categorization of different loyalty groups. 

H6: Calculative Commitment has a positive influence on the categorization of different loyalty 
groups. 

Parasuraman and Grewal (2000) stated that the literature shows that value is a predictor of loyalty. 
Some studies have empirically observed that relation (Agustín & Singh, 2002; Espartel, Rossi, & 
Mulher, 2004; Johnson et al., 2001; Sirdeshmukh, Singh, & Sabol, 2002). In practice, Santos (2001) 
showed that the concept of relational value presented a consistent explanation of loyalty because when 
consumers realize their money has an increased value in the relationship (cost vs. benefits), they 
present a tendency to continue buying. However, according to Parasuraman and Grewal (2000), “a lot 
of research has been focused on perceived value from the product perspective and not from the service 
perspective” (p. 169). From the service perspective, we assume that the greater the value (evaluation 
of the price paid by quality); the more loyal consumers will be. Therefore: 

H7: Value has a positive influence on the categorization of different loyalty groups 
 
 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD 
 
 

The service industry was used in this study. It was selected because such contexts enable consumers 
to observe and evaluate the behavior of service providers and are consistent with the behavioral focus 
of the loyalty construct. The total sample contained 264 people, who evaluated the supermarket 
system. A questionnaire was posted on the internet and sent to an e-mailing list (the same procedure 
used by Freire & Nique, 2005). The universe of the research is people who purchased products at the 
supermarket. Therefore, the sample was characterized as non-probabilistic by convenience; 
furthermore, it was a snowball sample (Malhotra, 1996). A list of MBA executive students and a list of 
doctoral/master students was initially used.  
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The measures were translated to Portuguese using the back-translation procedure (Malhotra, 1996). 
The next step was to pre-test the questionnaire with 22 people in order to verify the understanding and 
the meaning of the questions. Some questions were modified and a final version was developed. The 
measures were based on the Likert type scale and all items were taken from Johnson et al. (2001). 
These were 10-point scales, varying from low/high; from probably/improbably and from good/bad.  

Conceptual Definitions. Customer Satisfaction is the consumer’s response to the evaluations of the 
perceived discrepancy between prior expectations and the actual performance of the product as 
perceived after its consumption (Tse & Wilton, 1988). Price is defined by the comparison of price to 
other indicators, such as quality, expectations etc. Corporate Image has been defined as perceptions of 
an organization reflected in the associations held in consumers’ memory (Keller, 1993). Affective 
Commitment is the emotional state, which is developed through the reciprocity between consumers 
and company (Gustafsson et al. 2005). Complaint Handling is the action taken by an individual 
which involves communicating something negative regarding a product or service to either the 
firm manufacturing or marketing that product or service, or to some third-party organizational 
entity (Jacoby & Jaccard, 1981, p. 6). Calculative Commitment is the extent to which a person feels a 
need to maintain a relationship based on a ‘cold’, rational estimate of benefits in relation to switching 
costs (Hemetsberger & Thelen, 2003). Perceived Value is the consumer’s overall assessment of the 
utility of a product based on perceptions of what is received and what is given (Zeithaml, 1988). 
Loyaltyyes is a deeply held commitment to rebuy or repatronize a preferred product/service consistently 
in the future, thereby causing repetitive same-brand or same brand-set purchasing (Oliver, 1999). 

Operational Definitions. Customer satisfaction contained 3 items, listed as: Overall satisfaction; 
Performance versus customer ideal service provider in the category and Expectation disconfirmation. 
Price included 3 items, listed as Price compared to quality; to other Companies and to Expectations. 
Corporate Image contained 4 items (Corporate image compared to other companies; Image of the store 
(branch) you deal with; what friends say about the corporate image and overall corporate image). 
Complaint Behavior had 2 items (The compensations offered by the company and whether employees 
treated you politely and with respect when you complained). Affective commitment contained 4 items 
(The pleasure taken from being a customer of the company; Identification with what the company 
stands for; Presence of reciprocity in the relationship and Feeling of belongingness to the company). 
Calculative commitment had 3 items (The economic benefits versus costs; Economic distress if the 
relationship is broken and Location advantages if compared to other companies). Value contained 2 
items (evaluation of the price paid by quality and assessment of the quality by price paid). Loyalty was 
measured through a 10-point scale, varying from non-loyal to loyal, and contained 3 items (Likelihood 
of retention, Likelihood of speaking favorably about the company to others and Likelihood of 
recommending the company to others). Thus it was recoded in groups of Noloyalty and Yesloyalty. 
 
 
RESULTS 
 
 

For the hypothesis test, discriminant analysis was used. Thus, for this purpose, the data were pre-
analyzed according to some criteria. These criteria are described below. The missing values found 
were all below 10% and they were replaced with means (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black ,1998). 
The variable that presented the maximum missing value percentage was 1.9%. Outliers were verified 
according to two criteria: one is based on Z score, where values above ±3 were deleted (5 cases), and 
the second one was based on Mahalanobis distance D², where values under p < 0.001 were deleted (no 
case was found). Therefore, the sample was reduced to 259 analyses. Since Loyalty was measured 
through a 10-point scale, it was recoded into two groups, Noloyalty and Yesloyalty. The points 4 to 7 of the 
1 to 10 scale were excluded, in order to find a clearer division of the groups. The final categorization, 
after that division, was 105 analyses (31% Noloyalty and 68% Yesloyalty). 

Normality was checked in terms of kurtosis (values ±10), skweness (±3), and the Kolmogorov 
Smirnoff test (Kline, 1998). In these three features, all variables did not present any problems and they 
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were all in compliance with the appropriate levels suggested by literature. Multicolinearity was 
assessed using Pearson correlations, where values above r ± 0.90 were excluded because they could 
express the same variable. It was assessed in two stages: one in item-to-item and the other in 
construct-to-construct. Based on multicolinearity, one variable of loyalty was excluded (r = 0.93; p < 
0.01; correlation with “loyalty_1”) and another one of calculative commitment was excluded (r = 0.97; 
p < 0.01; correlation with “image_2”). Thus, following these initial data check procedures, the 
multivariate analysis was used. 

In the multivariate analysis stage, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to verify the 
unidimensionality of the constructs (Dunn, Seaker, & Waller, 1994). The purpose of using EFA was 
not only to define better variables that compose the factor (in terms of loads), but also to assess 
whether the constructs are unidimensional or multidimensional. Therefore, the criterion for excluding 
the variables in the matrix was loading λ < 0.40. For extraction, the principal component analysis was 
used and for rotation the varimax method was employed (eigenvalues > 1). Table 1 shows the results 
of that analysis. 

According to the data, calculative commitment was the only construct which had an α under 0.70 
(Bagozzi, Yi, & Philips, 1991; Hair et al., 1998). As a comparative, this construct also presented a 
poor performance in the Johnson et al. (2001) study. In fact, calculative commitment had few values 
above the limit of 50% on average communality. This could be due to few items in the construct. In 
addition, price, which had 3 indicators in the questionnaire, was verified as multidimensional. For the 
purpose of analysis, this paper only used the first dimension of price. 

 
Table 1: Unidimensionality Verification using Exploratory Factor Analysis 

 

Construct Items before EFA 
Dimensions after 

EFA 
KMO 

Bartlett 

(p<0,01) 
Alpha (α) VE% 

Image 4 1 0.85 .000 0.91 78% 

Affective commitment 4 1 0.80 .000 0.86 70% 

Complaint 2 1 0.50 .000 0.70 77% 

Satisfaction 3 1 0.70 .000 0.84 76% 

Value 2 1 0.50 .000 0.94 94% 

Calculative 

Commitment 
2 1 0.50 .000 0.42 63% 

Price 3 2 0.48 .000 0.84 57%** 

Source: Authors; KMO=Kaiser Test; VE=Variance Extracted; ** The first dimension VE, adding the second dimension = 
91%. 

 

An analysis of the correlation matrix indicated some interesting results, as seen in Table 2. First, all 
variables in the model were significantly and positively related to the others (p < 0.01). Second, the 
major relation was between value and price (r = .88, p < 0.01). Third, the lowest relation was between 
image and calculative commitment (r = .45, p < 0.01). Mean and standard deviation (s.d.) are also 
presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Correlation Matrix of the Constructs 

 
Measure Mean s.d. Comp. Sat. Price Val. Calc. Loy. Ima. Affe. 

Complaint 7.48 1.70 1.00        

Satisfac. 7.04 1.60 0.77 1.00       

Price 6.65 1.79 0.68 0.75 1.00      

Value 6.96 1.73 0.69 0.78 0.88 1.00     

Calculative 

Commitment 
7.22 1.70 0.53 0.60 0.60 0.56 1.00    

Loyalty - - 0.71 0.78 0.67 0.70 0.49 1.00   

Image 7.51 1.56 0.53 0.77 0.60 0.70 0.45 0.64 1.00  

Affective 

commitment 
6.58 1.74 0.77 0.82 0.69 0.68 0.54 0.78 0.65 1.00 

The next table presents the result of the discriminant analysis (see Table 3) and hypothesis test. The 
canonical correlation, RC, is a measure of the association between the groups formed by the dependent 
variable and by the given discriminant function. Thus, when RC is zero, there is no relation between 
the groups and the function; when the canonical correlation is comprehensive, there is a high 
correlation between the discriminant functions and the groups (Garson, 2006). According to Hair et al. 
(1998) RC is used to find out how useful each function is in determining group differences and a RC of 
1.0 indicates that all of the variability in the discriminant scores can be accounted for by that 
dimension. In that sense, the canonical correlation of the study was 0.884. The squared value (0.884² = 
0.781) shows that 78% of the variance in the dependent variable is explained by the model (Hair et al., 
1998) proposed by the paper. Thus, this research presents a satisfactory value for canonical 
correlation. 

 
Table 3: Eigenvalues 

3.584 a 100.0 100.0 .884 
Function
1 

Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative %
Canonical 
Correlation 

First 1 canonical discriminant functions were used in the analysis.a. 

 

As a consequence, it is important to test the null hypothesis in order to analyze whether the 
difference in the two groups is equal. According to Table 4, the Wilk’s Lambda is the product of the 
univariate λ of each function. The significant level was p < 0.001, indicating that there is a significant 
difference in the evaluation of the two groups (Noloyalty and Yesloyalty), rejecting the null hypothesis. 

 
Table 4: Wilks' Lambda 

.218 154.536 3 .000 
Test of Function(s) 
1 

Wilks' Lambda Chi-square df Sig. 
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Table 5 presents the main goal of this paper, namely to identify the variables that distinguish the 
loyalty groups. According to the results, all constructs present a significant difference concerning the 
categorization of the groups. Note that satisfaction and affective commitment had the strongest F 
values (above 200.00). In addition, the smaller the λ (Wilks’ Lambda) for an independent variable, the 
more that variable contributes to the discriminant function (Garson, 2006). The interpretation is that 
Lambda varies from 0 to 1, where in 0 the groups’ means differ (thus the more the variable 
differentiates the groups), and in 1 all the groups’ means are the same. 

 
Table 5: Tests of Equality of Group Means 

.421 141.533 1 103 .000 

.272 275.167 1 103 .000 

.366 178.137 1 103 .000 

.267 283.282 1 103 .000 

.402 153.303 1 103 .000 

.367 177.622 1 103 .000 

.701 44.012 1 103 .000 

IMAGE 
AFFECTIVE COMP. 
COMPLAINT 
SATISFACTION 
PRICE 
VALUE 
CALCULATIVE COMP. 

Wilks'
Lambda F df1 df2 Sig. 

 

The discriminant method chosen was the stepwise method. For Garson (2006), the stepwise 
procedure selects the most correlated independent variables first, removes the variance in the 
dependent variables, then selects the second independent variable which most correlates with the 
remaining variance in the dependent variables, and so on until selection of an additional independent 
variable does not increase the canonical R-squared by a significant amount (usually significant = 
0.05).  

Consequently, the results showed that the three variables that were included in the model helped to 
improve the model Rc² (see Table 6). They are affective commitment, satisfaction, and value. Table 6 
presents the relative importance of independent variables. Hair et al. (1998) stated that the structural 
matrix (see Table 7) is considerably “accurate in identifying the variables that most help in 
differentiating groups” (p. 386). 

 
Table 6: Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients 

.547

.369

.294

AFFECTIVE COMP. 
SATISFACTION 
VALUE 

1

Function
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Table 7: Structure Matrix 

 

.876

.863

.694

.682

.623

.534

.495

SATISFACTION

AFFECTIVE COMP.

VALUE 
PRICE a 
COMPLAINT a 
IMAGE a 
CALCULATIVE a

1

Function

Pooled within-groups correlations between discriminating variables 
and standardized canonical discriminant functions 
Variables ordered by absolute size of correlation within function. 
a. This variable was not used in the analysis.

Table 8 presents the centroid values (mean score for Z). This study hopes that the positive value for 
loyalty groups will be in the positive segment (i.e. Yesloyalty), discriminating from the Noloyalty groups. 
Therefore, the group centroid values confirmed this supposition presenting a Noloyalty = -2.770. 

 
Table 8: Functions at Group Centroids 

-2.770

1.269

Loyalty Groups
No 
Yes 

1

Function

Unstandardized canonical discriminant
functions evaluated at group means

 

Categorization tables are the 2 x 2 tables in the discriminant analysis output for dependent variables, 
which tally correct and incorrect estimates. Discriminant function analysis is used to categorize cases 
into the values of a categorical dependent, usually a dichotomy; therefore, if the discriminant function 
analysis is effective for a set of data, the classification table of correct and incorrect estimates will 
yield a high percentage correct (Garson, 2006). In a perfect model, all cases will be on the diagonal 
and the overall percent for the correct estimate will be 100%, which is very hard to find. The model 
presented in Table 9 shows an excellent percentage of 96.2% of correct overall categorization. 
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Table 9: Categorization Results 

32 1 33 
3 69 72 

45 109 154 
97.0 3.0 100.0 
4.2 95.8 100.0 

29.2 70.8 100.0 

Loyalty Groups
No 
Yes 
Ungrouped cases

No 
Yes 
Ungrouped cases

Count 

%

Original 
No Yes

Predicted Group Membership

Total 

96.2% of original grouped cases correctly ranked.a. 

 

 
HYPOTHESIS DISCUSSION 
 
 

The first hypothesis was supported in this research. This means that corporate image has a positive 
influence on the categorization of loyalty groups. Andreassen and Lindestad (1997, 1998) found in 
their study that corporate image not only had a significant effect, but also a stronger effect on loyalty 
than customer satisfaction. In this paper, image has a significant impact on the differentiation of the 
loyalty groups, so that a better environment, a better look of the store etc. is associated with customer 
repurchase. The research carried out by Chebat and Michon (2003) showed that the store environment 
has an influence on sales (Milliman, 1986), product evaluation, and satisfaction (Bitner, 1990). From 
the analysis, it is important to state that after being included in the model, the variable image failed to 
improve the Rc² of the model, although it had a positive and significant impact. In short, supermarket 
marketing professionals could consolidate loyalty groups by creating an enhanced buying experience 
(e.g. investment in color, smell, illumination) and a practical environment, e.g. striking pleasure and 
arousal (Donovan & Rossiter, 1982; Underhill, 1999).  

The second hypothesis that was supported stated that complaint handling has a significant impact on 
discriminating loyalty groups. In fact, complaint handling has been considered to be an important tool 
for managers to deal with failures, especially in the services sector, where customers evaluate a 
performance and not a tangible product (Grönroos, 1988; Stauss & Seidel, 2004). Since most of the 
customers do not complain when they experience a service failure (Tax & Brown, 1998), they simply 
choose another service provider and it becomes clear that monitoring customer satisfaction over time 
is not enough. In that sense, a well-handled complaint has a positive effect on satisfaction, which has 
an impact on consumer repurchase and future real intention (Gilly & Gelb, 1982). It is important to 
mention that this causal result is not in agreement with the empirical finding presented by Johnson et 
al. (2001), and our result could mean that making a complaint might indicate that consumers know that 
(when they complain) the organization will treat the suggested idea as important, which could lead to a 
new purchase in the future.  

The third relation stated that price has a positive influence on customer loyalty. This was supported 
(F 153.303, d.f. = 1; p < 0.000). Price is a well known variable in the retailing context, especially in 
supermarkets. In this research, price is conceptualized as the price paid compared to quality received, 
price paid compared to other competitor companies and price paid compared to established 
expectations. Therefore, it is evident that consumers think about the price of products and compare 
prices with those offered by competitors. Once individuals realize the price is lower than they 
expected and lower than that offered by the competitor, they tend to constantly repurchase products in 
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the same store. Therefore, supermarkets have price as a strategic tool to create reference points and 
increase loyalty among customers. 

The fourth hypothesis is a classical hypothesis. It assumes that customer satisfaction has a positive 
influence on consumer loyalty. According to the results, this relation is supported and the function was 
equal to 0.369 (p < 0.01). The result of this hypothesis follows the same results found by other studies 
(Anderson, et al. 1994; Anderson & Sullivan 1993; Anderson & Mittal, 2000; Bruhn 2003; Gronholdt 
et al. 2000; Gustafsson & Johnson, 2002; Rust et al., 1995) and shows how important it is for the 
supermarket segment to invest in this construct. The explanation for this result is that from the point of 
view of the customer who repurchases at the same store, each specific transaction with a supplier 
serves as the basis for a satisfaction assessment. These specific assessments, in turn, are assumed to 
result in an accumulated level of satisfaction (Söerlund, 2002). The accumulated satisfaction level is 
adjusted in light of each additional transaction so that it represents a continuously updated account of 
customers’ relationship with suppliers. 

Hypothesis number five-to-six analyzes commitment. In this study, we define relationship 
commitment as the enduring desire of customers to continue a relationship with a seller, along with 
their willingness to make efforts to maintain it (Pritchard et al. 1999). Affective commitment (more 
emotional) and calculative commitment (more rational) supposedly influence customer loyalty. The 
first result regarding commitment is that the factor loads and alpha cronbach value for calculative 
commitment was low. Thus, since the alpha for calculative commitment (α = 0.42) was below the 
value indicated by theory (Hair et al., 1998), it was decided not to test this hypothesis. Therefore, 
future research could generate more accurate items for measuring the calculative commitment in the 
supermarket context. The second result is that affective commitment was the major exogenous 
variable to discriminate the groups in the model (canonical function 0.547). In this context, the 
pleasure taken from being a customer of the company, the personal identification with what the 
company stands for, the presence of reciprocity in the relationship (i.e. fairness concept and Equity 
Theory), and the feeling of belongingness to the company are indicators of repurchase. 

The seventh hypothesis assumes that value has a positive influence on the categorization of Loyalty 
groups. The results appear to be similar to other results found (Agustín & Singh, 2002; Espartel et al. 
2004; Johnson et al., 2001; Sirdeshmukh et al. 2002) and indicated a canonical function of 0.547, 
indicating the last variable significantly improves the loyalty variance. 

 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
 

Regarding the intention of this study, i.e., to identify the variables that discriminate loyalty groups, it 
can be said that the (a) affective commitment towards the supermarket, (b) satisfaction with the 
supermarket service and its environment, and (c) value provided by the supermarket experience appear 
to be important constructs in the loyalty context, because some theoretical propositions were supported 
in this study. 

An important consideration is that the antecedents of loyalty need to be further explored because, of 
the seven constructs that were allegedly antecedents, only three were supported in terms of 
significantly improving the variance in the dependent variable (i.e. Rc²), although all associations were 
supported. The affective commitment, i.e. the idea of emotional evaluation, since it captures the 
affective strength of the relationship that customers have with a brand or company, seems to be truly 
relevant and should be one of the priorities for marketing professionals. The concept of effectiveness 
comprehends the affinity and sympathy in the relationship between the buyer and the retailer. 
Programs such as bonuses, credit cards, and so forth, can help increase sales, since they properly 
establish the individual-organization.  
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Another important result is that the outcomes indicated that the theoretical model achieved a loyalty 
construct variance of Rc²=0.78. This could be considered a good value (Hair et al., 1998) for the final 
model. For example, 96.2% of the original grouped cases were correctly categorized, which proved the 
accuracy of the model.  

In short, the hypothesis suggested seems to be a valuable tool for understanding the dynamics of 
loyalty. Other studies might refine the propositions suggested here and further advance the 
understanding of loyalty, especially when it comes to the consequences, such as word of mouth 
marketing intentions. In this way, researchers that work with consumers’ behavior should keep on 
studying purchase intentions at a deeper level (Oliver, 1999). 
 
 
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
 

This study has a few limitations that ought to be mentioned here. The first restriction of this study is 
its cross-sectional nature. Alternative longitudinal methodologies should be employed in future 
research. The second restriction concerns the sample used in the study. It is difficult to generalize the 
findings obtained here because this sample differs in several aspects from non-internet users. 
Additionally, non-student samples could be considered in future studies. For example, through a 
mailing list obtained from the Carrefour, BIG, and Wall Market supermarkets. 

The product category used as stimulus (supermarket context) in this study presented some interesting 
features that accounted for its inclusion here. However, further studies should consider analyzing more 
product categories in the retail market, in order to validate the results found here (for example, 
drugstores, banks, private universities, gas-stations etc.). Finally, we hope the debate resulting from 
this paper may encourage other researchers to test the hypotheses in more favorable circumstances, 
without the limitations of our study in order to achieve a better understanding of the variables that 
could account for the main differences between loyalty groups. 
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