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Abstract

Purchase decision behavior for and satisfaction with
apparel among retail buyers and consumers were com-
pared. Kunz’s behavioral theory of the apparel firm was
the conceptual framework; Oliver’s disconfirmation model
guided measurement of satisfaction. Buyers and consumers
indicated their perceptions about shopping orientations,
variables that influenced apparel purchasing decisions, the
importance of aspects of customer service and attributes
that they expected to find and found when shopping. Sur-
veys were mailed to retailers and consumers identified by
random sampling of company lists. Respondents were 66
buyers and 344 consumers. MANOVA revealed differ-
ences in retailers’ and consumers’ shopping orientations,
the influence of variables on purchase decisions, and per-
ceptions of the importance of customer service. Paired
sample t tests indicated dissatisfaction for buyers on 10
apparel/shopping attributes and consumers on nine items.
Results support the need for vertically integrated manu-
facturers to redesign strategies that are more appealing to
both retail buyers and consumers.

1. Introduction
Apparel manufacturing firms, which once tended to be

production oriented, have become market driven to remain
competitive in the U.S. market(Kunz, 1995). This trans-
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formation is reflected by modifications in the supply chain
for apparel. The traditional supply chain reflects that retail-
ers were the middlemen between apparel manufacturers
and consumers. Traditionally, manufacturers were respon-
sible for designing and producing apparel for presentation
to retailers who then selected a mix of merchandise to meet
the wants and needs of their firm’s target market. More
current supply chains indicate, however, that manufactur-
ers are increasingly vertically integrated, including oper-
ating their own retail stores(Dickerson, 1999). As such,
greater numbers of apparel manufacturers strive to direct-
ly meet the needs of two groups of constituents-retailers
and consumers. Thus, these manufacturers benefit from
understanding not only the elements that influence retail
buyers’ purchases for firms but also those that affect con-
sumers’ shopping decisions. This is complicated by the
fact that new categories of retailers(e.g., nonprofits) and
consumers(e.g., socially conscious) are emerging in an
increasingly competitive marketplace. Reflective of these
changes is an emerging market of consumers who seek
ethnically-inspired apparel and an increasing number of
retailers(e.g., Marketplace, Nature Conservancy, Anthro-

" pologie) who target these consumers. It has been suggested

that consumers consider ethnic apparel to be appealing for
a variety of reasons, including their interest in travel,
curiosity of and appreciation for cultural diversity, and
desire to support developing economies through the pur-
chase of merchandise reflecting cultural traditions. There
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is, however, no estimate of the size of the ethic apparel
market nor is there much research to guide retail buyers’
decisions concerning product selection for this category of
merchandise. Arbuthnot and Slama(1993) state that the
merchandising-buying function is critical to any retail oper-
ation. In addition, the authors note that while consumer-
buying behavior and industrial buying have been widely
examined, research on retail-buying behavior has emerged
relatively recently. Furthermore, few studies have com-
pared retail buyers’ and consumers’ purchase decisions be-
havior for and satisfaction with apparel. This study evolved
in collaboration with the design and production manager
for a wholesale clothing line. The U.S .-based firm sources
apparel from India and Indonesia for distribution to U.S.
retailers and catalog firms featuring clothing with a glob-
al/ethnic emphasis and for sale in the company’s own retail
store.

2. Purpose

Retail store/catalog buyers’ and consumers’ perceptions
of factors that influence their purchase decisions for appar-
el were compared. The study was designed to enable the
investigation of two trends in the marketplace. The first
trend examined was changes in the traditional supply chain
for apparel, which reflects that manufacturers are increas-
ingly serving the needs of both retail buyers and consumers
in a direct capacity. Second, the research examined an
emerging type of consumer, one who purchases ethnic app-
arel and makes socially conscious purchase decisions.

To better satisfy retail buyers, the design and produc-
tion manager of the cooperating firm identified the need
for information on the business practices(e.g., store type,
net sales) of retail and catalog firms that include ethnic
apparel in their merchandise mix and demographic char-
acteristics of consumers who shop for ethnic apparel. In
addition, the design and production manager recognized
the need for information on buyers’ and consumers’ shop-
ping opinions and purchasing criteria for apparel. Because
customer service has become an important competitive
strategy among both manufacturers and retailers, the design

and production manager also requested this area of inquiry.

Finally, the level of satisfaction among retail buyers with
aspects of purchasing apparel for their firms was measured
as well as consumers’ level of satisfaction when shopping
for apparel for themselves. An anticipated outcome of the
study was to better understand the factors that influence
decisions concerning and level of satisfaction with aspects
of the supply chain for apparel. The expectation was that
the results guide the redesign of business strategies to man-
age the collaborative firm’s resources effectively to better
satisfy retail buyers and consumers, in addition to meet-
ing company goals. The results may also contribute to
revised models of decision-making for consumers and
retail buyers that better reflect emer-ging trends in the mar-
ketplace.

3. Conceptual Framework

Kunz’s(1995) behavioral theory of the apparel firm was
the foundation of the research. This theory is based on the
marketing concept, which states that a firm’s success in
reaching its goals depends on satisfying the needs and
wants of its external coalitions, including retail buyers and,
in particular, the target market(Houston, 1986; Kunz, 1995).
The variables included in the research were derived from
the production manager’s concerns and goals as well as
models and theories of apparel evaluation and consumer
behavior(e.g., Dickson & Littrell, 1997; Eckman, Dam-
horst, & Kadolph, 1990; Engel, Blackwell, & Miniard,
1995; Monroe & Guiltinan, 1975). These models and the-
ories propose that purchase decisions are influenced fac-
tors, including shopping orientations and purchasing con-
siderations. Oliver’s(1980) disconfirmation model gui-ded

measurement of consumers and buyers’ satisfaction.
4. Review of Literature

Purchasing behavior is of strategic importance to man-
ufacturers and distributors of products(Arbuthnot & Sla-
ma, 1993; Dickson & Littrell, 1997). Retail buyers and
managers believe that their most important job competen-
cies are the ability to understand consumers’ needs, judge
salability of products, and making sound decisions(Fiorito
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& Fairhurst, 1989; Kotsiopulos, Oliver, & Shim, 1993).
However, Dickson and Littrell(1998) state that manufac-
turers and retailers of ethnic apparel have been relatively
uninformed about their consumer markets.

1) Shopping orientations

Much shopping opinion literature concerning apparel
has traditionally focused on predicting product usage and
segmentation by type of shopper(e.g., Choi & Koh, 1998;
Darden & Reynolds, 1972; Gutman & Mills, 1982). How-
ever, increased international sourcing of merchandise and
rising popularity of “ethnically friendly” retailers indicate
that further research is warranted on a wider range of shop-
ping opinions, such as the interplay between consumers’
concern for the economic development of the manufac-
turing country and their purchasing decisions. Interest in
shopping opinions is also heightened by the increasing
number of consumers whose purchase decisions are influ-
enced by concerns about social and environmental con-
cemns and thus are referred to as socially conscious con-
sumers(Kim, Littrell, & Paff Ogle, 1999). In response to
these trends, there has been an increase in mainstream and
nonprofit businesses sourcing and selling apparel under the
umbrella of the “social responsibility movement”. While
mainstream businesses focus on meeting customers’ needs,
nonprofits emphasize meeting the needs of producers(Lit-
trell & Dickson, 1998). Increased competition between ma-
instream and nonprofit retailers for socially conscious con-
sumers might dictate that orientations of both these types
of retailers be blended. To accomplish this, more research
is warranted concerning the impact of social responsibili-
ty on product selection. This is consistent with Dickson &
Littrell’s(1998) suggestion that the marketing concept and
purchase behavior models be updated and interpreted more
broadly to include those who consider how purchases im-
pact society.

The emerging body of literature on socially conscious
appare] consumers suggests that while some are willing to
make an extra effort to shop with socially responsible busi-
nesses, they do so only with those whose products and ser-
vices meet their needs(Dickson, 1999; Dickson & Littrell
1997; Littrell & Dickson, 1998). For example, in their
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study of customers of an alternative trade catalog, Kim,
Littrell, and Paff Ogle(1999) found that consumers’ desire
for individuality exerted the greatest influence on con-
sumers’ intention to purchase apparel; attitudes concern-
ing social responsibility were second in importance. In
addition, consumers who make purchase decisions to ben-
efit society, such as buying from Alternative Trade Orga-
nizations, may also use societally oriented criteria(Dick-
son, 1999; Dickson & Littrell, 1997). For example, re-
search on textile craft consumers suggests that quality,
workmanship and connections to traditional crafts and
artists influence these consumers’ purchase decisions(Lit-
trell, 1990). One challenge in marketing traditional textile
products, however, is that while handmade features are
often appealing, a product that appears to be homemade
may be viewed as inferior in quality.

Shopping attitudes and behaviors develop, in part,
through consumer socialization, whereby young consumers
acquire the skills and knowledge necessary to function in
the marketplace(Francis & Burns, 1992). For example,
consumers may become loyal to a socially or environ-
mentally responsible business if they leam to associate per-
sonal meaning with products made by artisans and crafts-
people. Or, if they believe that they are in partnership in
aiding the economic development of artisans, rather than
exploiting them.

This relatively recent focus on socially responsibility by
apparel manufacturers and retailers may be linked to media
coverage of issues such as human rights violations in fac-
tories producing consumer goods. Businesses are also in-
creasingly using a socially responsible orientation to appeal
to the growing number of socially conscious consumers.
Thus competition has increased dramatically among such
retailers in a variety of formats, including specialty mail
order firms, and nonprofit and mainstream stores. Due to
this increased competition, understanding socially con-
scious consumers’ decision making, including the purcha-
sing criteria, is critical to retailers’ success when appeal-

ing to socially conscious consumers.

2) Purchasing criteria for apparel

In today’s competitive retail environment, buyers strive
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to select saleable merchandise to gain market share(Stone
& Cassill, 1989). Sizable capital is entrusted to retail buy-
ers for selecting merchandise that meets consumers’ wants
and needs. Judging salability is especially critical to suc-
cessful buying as retailers struggle to differentiate them-
selves through unique merchandise assortments(Wickett,
Gaskill, & Dambhorst, 1999). There is, however, little doc-
umentation on criteria retail buyers use in judging mer-
chandise, perhaps for two reasons: (1) the complexity of
the buyers’ decision process and (2) the variety of vari-
ables that may influence their decisions(Stone & Cassill,
1989). Variables that have been found to influence appar-
el buyers’ decisions were brand name, construction, deliv-
ery, design, fabric, price, personal selling, styling, and qual-
ity(Arbuthnot & Slama, 1993 ; Francis & Brown, 1985;
Hirschman, 1981; Stone & Cassill, 1989).

The factors that influence consumers’ apparel purchas-
es have been examined by a number of researchers(e.g.,
Abraham-Murali, & Littrell, 1995a; Abraham-Murali, &
Littrell, 1995b; Eckman, Damhorst, & Kadolph, 1990;
North, de Vos, & Kotzé, 2003). A review of 21 studies of
evaluative criteria used for apparel revealed that style, price
and brand name were the most influential(Eckman, Dam-
horst, & Kadolph, 1990). Purchasing behavior is of strate-
gic importance to producers and retailers of products(Dic-
kson & Littrell, 1997). However, producers of ethnic app-
arel know relatively little about their consumers’ prefer-
ences except perhaps that socially conscious apparel con-
sumers use a broader set of criteria to evaluate apparel
(Dickson & Littrell, 1997; Dickson & Littrell, 1998). For
example, concerns about quality, price and suitability may
be more important than aesthetic criteria such as styling.
In addition, the desire to contribute to the lives of pro-
ducers may be equally influential as specific evaluative cri-
teria for the products. However, due to their lack of infor-
mation about their consumers, producers and retailers of
ethnic products may be designing and selecting merchan-
dise based upon their own preferences or stereotypes.

3) Customer service
As the apparel market becomes increasingly competi-

tive and homogenized both at wholesale and retail, the

delivery of improved customer service has been identified
as a potential competitive advantage and may be crucial
in providing customer satisfaction(Stanforth & Lennon,
1997). Most customer service research has focused on cus-
tomer characteristics and salesperson behaviors(Stanforth
& Lennon 1997). For example, on-line shoppers, who tend
to be younger, more demanding and affluent, may also
expect better service from “brick and mortar” retailers.
Thus expectations for customer service may continue to
rise(Young, 1999). However, store policies for customer
service may be key in determining customer satisfaction.
Comparing retailers” and consumers’ perceptions may con-
tribute to developing customer service policies that meet
customer expectations. Consumers’ evaluations and their
expectations for what should occur during the process of
purchasing goods are the foundation of most consumer sat-

isfaction models.

4) Satisfaction

Marketers’ interest in consumer satisfaction increased
in recent decades. However, according to Andreasen(19-
93), research on consumer satisfaction is biased in sever-
al ways, including the focus on the outcome of the pur-
chase rather than on buying/selling processes and the lack
of attention to unethical behavior, which may impact sat-
isfaction. Acc-ording to satisfaction theory, shopping opin-
ions and practices may have an indirect effect on overall
satisfaction, which may influence patronage behavior(Fra-
ncis & Bumns, 1992). As a result, further research on con-
sumer satisfaction should address both the processes and
outcomes in purchases of goods and services(Andreasen,
1993).

5. Method

1) Sample

A random sampling of the collaborating manufacturing
firm’s customer list provided names and addresses of 1000
retailers, including catalog companies. Buyers of women’s
apparel completed the survey. One of the manufacturing
firm’s major accounts, a catalog retailer, provided a ran-

dom sampling of 1500 consumers 18 years and older, to
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whom the consumer survey was mailed.

2) Instrument

Pilot tested surveys suitable for mailing were developed
for retail store/catalog buyers and consumers. Survey ques-
tions were based on previous research(e.g., Bickle, Eck-
man, & Kotsiopulos, 1998; Dickson & Littrell, 1997; Eck-
man, Bickle & Kotsiopulos, 1997; Eckman, Damhorst, &
Kadolph, 1990) and input from the production manager at
the collaborating manufacturing firm.

Characteristics of sample. Statements addressed eight
characteristics of the retail store/catalog buyers: number of
years in present business, position within firm, gender, eth-
nic group, type of business, items carried, selling space,
and total net retail sales. Consumers were asked to respond
to questions concerning gender, marital status, ethnic
group, age, employment status, occupation, income, and
education.

Shopping opinion statements. Consumers’ and buyers’
level of agreement with nine shopping opinions was mea-
sured on a 5-point scale(l=strongly disagree; 5=strongly
agree). Consumers responded to all statements in the con-
text of shopping for apparel for themselves. To examine
the level of agreement between buyers’ and consumers’
perceptions on some statements, buyers were asked to indi-
cate how they believed their customers would respond on
six of the nine statements(e.g., one-size apparel is accept-
able to my customer). Retailers responded to the three rem-
aining statements in the context of shopping for their stores
(e.g., I would like to see more ethnic-related apparel).

Purchasing criteria. Buyers indicated on a 5-point scale
(1=not at all influential; 5=very influential) the degree to
which they believed that 15 factors influence apparel pur-
chasing decisions for their firms. Consumers indicated the
degree to which they believed that the 15 criteria influ-
enced apparel purchasing decisions for themselves.

Customer service. Buyers provided their perceptions of
the importance of 10 aspects of customer service provid-
ed to consumers by their firms on a S-point scale(1=not
at all important; S=very important). For comparison, con-
sumers were asked to evaluate the importance of those

aspects of customer service provided by retailers/catalog
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companies.

Satisfaction with aspects of shopping for apparel. Buy-
ers and consumers indicated their level of satisfaction by
indicating the degree to which they expected and found 18
attributes when shopping for apparel on a 5-point scale
(1=strongly disagree; S=strongly agree). Buyers respond-
ed in the context of procuring apparel for their firms, con-
sumers answered relative to purchasing apparel for them-

selves.

6. Results and Discussion

1) Characteristics of sample

Sixty-six retailers and 344 consumers were the sample
for this study. The relatively low response rate from retail-
ers was not unexpected given Greer, Chuchinprakarn, and
Seshadri’s(2000) finding that the response rate by busi-
nesses to mailed surveys tend to be low. A majority of re-
tail buyers had 1-15 years of experience(n=46; 70%); were
CEO/president/owner(n=>56; 85%), female(n=56; 85%),
Caucasian(n=>55; 83%); and bought for boutiques and spe-
cialty stores(n=82) selling primarily women’s apparel-
Jaccessories/gifts(n=178) in stores < 2000 square feet
(n=44; 67%) with $100,00 to $400,000 in net sales(n=31;
53%). Most consumers were female(n=312; 91%), mar-
ried(n=207; 60%), Caucasian(n=298; 87%), 41 to 60 years
old(n=206; 60%); worked full time(n=176; 51%) in pro-
fessional positions(n=189;55%};earmed $30,001 to $80,000
(n=175; 51%); and held college/graduate degrees (n=299;
87%).

2) Shopping opinions

MANOVA was used to test for level of agreement on
shopping opinions between buyers and consumers [F(1,9)
=15.18, p<.001]. Significance levels of <.01 were used
throughout as a conservative test due to the difference in
the sample size of buyers and consumers. To a greater de-
gree than consumers, buyers believed that paying bills on
time was difficult and that one size apparel is acceptable
to consumers. One-size apparel may be less co-mplex for
retailers to merchandise, however it may also be less app-

caling to consumers.
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Table 1. Multivariate and univariate analysis of variance: Buyers’ and consumers’ levels of agreement with

shopping opinion statements

Elements Means o o
(wording modifications for buyer survey) Buyer(n=59) Consumer(n=302) Univariate F Multivariate F
I find paying bills on time difficult 213 1.48 23 42 *** 15.18%**
one size apparel is acceptable to me(my customer) 331 233 31.07*%*
it is important (to my customer) that imported
goods provide economic development to 328 4.11 29.17***
individual craftspeople
I (mzy customer) want(s) to know about
3.00 3.86 3128k
the labor used to produce the apparel I wear
I (my customer)am(is) willing to pay more for
apparel produced from methods that have 327 407 32.38%%*
a low impact on the environment
I am satisfied with the size ranges of
. 340 3.04 7.05
apparel available
I (my customers) appreciate the term handmade 4.02 401 001
I would like to see more ethnic-related apparel 3.40 3.10 391
I (my customer) want(s) hang tags that explain
(my , ) want(s) . ¢ .g P 3.36 323 63
the products’ cultural relationships

% <01 % p< 001

1=strongly disagree

S=strongly agree

Consumers believed more strongly than did buyers that
it is important to customers that imported goods should
provide economic development to individual craftspeople,
consumers wanted to know about labor that produced
apparel, and consumers were willing to pay more for
apparel produced from methods that have a low impact on
the environment. Thus, consumers in this sample may be
more socially conscious than the retailers who were sam-
pled perceive them to be. The interest of these consumers
in social and environmental issues may not be surprising
as they shop with retailers whose marketing mix included
ethnic apparel. In addition the demographic characteristics
of the sample resemble those characteristic of socially
responsible consumers: young to early middle aged, fem-
ales who are well educated and have high occupational
and socio-economic status(Kim, Littrell, & Paff Ogle,
1999). The retailers themselves, however, may underesti-
mate their customers’ concerns. These consumers’ interest
in the craftspeople, labor and environment implies that so-
cietally oriented criteria may influence their purchase deci-
sions(Littrell, 1990). A related finding is that no signifi-
cant differences were found regarding perceptions of cus-
tomers’ desire for hangtags that explain cultural relation-

ships of products; both buyers(M=3.36) and consumers

(M=3.23) rated the desire for hangtags relatively high. This
finding supports proposals to employ hangtags at the point
of purchase to provide consumers with information regard-
ing labor practices(e.g., child labor) used to produce gar-
ments. However, similar to garment labels, one cannot be
certain that consumers actually use hangtag information
when making purchase decisions(Dickson, 1999). As Di-
ckson suggests, perhaps associating hangtags containing
socially responsible messages with garments that have
appealing attributes would increase the influence of the
hangtags on purchase decisions, particularly if this asso-
ciation imbues “personal meaning” to the purchases.

Consumers did not find one-size apparel to be as appeal-
ing as retailers believed, nevertheless both buyers and con-
sumers were satisfied with size ranges in the market. Both
buyers(M=4.01) and consumers(M=4.02) tended to app-
reciate the term homemade. For this study, the researchers
did not differentiate between “homemade” and ‘“hand-
made”. Thus, the results may support Littrell and Dick-
son’s(1998) proposal that apparel with “handmade” fea-
tures may denote quality.

3) Purchasing criteria for apparel
Multivariate analysis of variance(MANOVA) revealed
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Table 2. Multivariate and univariate analysis of variance: Influences on consumers’ purchasing decisions
for apparel for themselves and buyers’ purchasing decisions for apparel for their firms

Means
Elements
. e Univariate F Multivariate F
(wording modifications for buyer survey) Buyer(n=59) Consumer(n=302)
exclusivity (restricted delivery/exclusivity) 393 197 141 .97%** 21.20%**
uniqueness of product 475 3.35 73 .89***
fit 437 4.85 47.05%**
reorder availability 3.78 3.08 16.89%**
well known brand name 2.00 2.66 15.48%**
recommendation of salesperson 2.66 2.10 14.86***
styling of the garment 493 4.69 11.38%%*
size 3.63 4.08 9.68%*
price 429 452 5.80%*
consistent design each season 2.85 3.11 201
country of origin 293 3.19 197
quality of workmanship 4.68 475 1.08
ability to mix and match garments from the same
manufacturer 386 373 60
color 4.59 462 07
consistent product quality 4.5 4.74 02

** p< 01 *** p<.001

1=not at all influential

S=very influential

differences in the influence of variables on retailers’ and
consumers’ apparel purchase decisions [F(1,15)=21.20, p
< 001]. Exclusivity, product uniqueness, reorder avail-
ability, salespersons’ recommendations, and styling, impac-
ted buyers’ purchases for their firms to a greater degree
than they influenced consumers. This concurs with previ-
ous studies(e.g., Stone & Cassill, 1989; Wickett, Gaskill,
& Damhorst, 1999), which indicated that personal selling
and product characteristics(e.g., styling) that could differ-
entiate assortments are important to buyers. Observing the
mean evaluations of the criteria further indicates this; buy-
ers evaluated styling, uniqueness, and consistent quality as
most influential when making purchase decisions con-
ceming apparel for their firms.

When shopping for apparel for themselves, consumers
were influenced by fit, well known brand name, size, and
price to a greater degree than were buyers’ decisions. The
influence of brand name and price supports the findings
of Eckman, Damhorst and Kadolph’s(1990) study of eval-
uative criteria for apparel purchase. Not only was fit more
influential for consumers than for retailers, the means indi-
cate that fit was the most influential variable for con-

sumers’ purchases.
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Both buyers and consumers were influenced by the
quality of the product and workmanship, which were more
important than was styling for consumers. Dickson and
Littrell(1998) suggested that this would be true for social-
ly responsible consumers. There was no difference be-
tween consistent design each season, country of origin,
quality of workmanship, ability to mix/match, color, con-
sistent quality.

4) Importance of customer services

Differences between buyers’ and consumers’ percep-
tions of the importance of customer services offered to
consumers by retail firms were indicated by MANOVA
[F(10)=6643, p< 001]. Buyers believed that fashion
advice, ambiance, sales personnel, familiarity of firm to
customer, and advertising, were more important to cus-
tomers than did consumers. Toll free telephone number,
mailing service, pricing, reliability, were more important
to consumers than buyers perceived them to be. The fact
that buyers and consumers agreed only on the importance
of business hours to consumers, suggests that retailers
might consider redesigning customer service policies to
better meet their consumers’ expectations. For example,
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Table 3. Muiltivariate and univariate analysis of variance: Buyers’ perceptions of importance of customer service
provided by firm and consumers’ perceptions of the importance of customer service from retailers/catalogs

Elements of Customer Service Means . L
. o Univariate F Multivariate F
(wording modifications for buyer survey) Buyer(n=60) Consumer(n=303ﬂ
toll free telephone number 1.53 414 280.99*#* 66.43%**
fashion advice 4.10 2.03 178 374k
ambiance 4.63 307 102.34%%*
sales personnel 4.63 355 52.77*%*
mailing service 278 397 51.92%%*
pricing 405 4.54 23 A5%**
familiarity with company (to customer) 443 3.96 12.09%**
advertising 3.13 2.60 9.37%*
reliability 458 479 7.70%*
business hours 4.02 381 2.10

#% p< 0] *** p<001

1=not at all important

S=very important

providing mailing service and a toll free telephone num-
ber may be relatively inexpensive yet effective strategies
for attracting loyal consumers. In tum, retail firms may be
spending more money to provide fashion advice, am-
biance, and advertising than is necessary for optimum cus-
tomer sales and satisfaction.

5) Satisfaction

Satisfaction was estimated as the difference between
what was expected and found in the marketplace con-
cerning 18 apparel shopping attributes(Oliver 1980). Pai-
red sample t tests on mean differences between percep-
tions of what was expected and evaluations of what was
found indicated dissatisfaction among buyers on 10 attrib-
utes when shopping for apparel for their businesses. Buy-
ers were dissatisfied with six attributes of apparel design,
which related to apparel sizing, quality of construction, and
uniqueness of merchandise. Buyers were also dissatisfied
with all purchasing attributes with the exception of flexi-
ble payment schedule, inclusion of manufacturer’s hang-
tags, and easy ordering procedures. Consumers were dis-
satisfied with nine attributes of shopping for apparel for
themselves and satisfied with three aspects. Of the nine
apparel shopping attributes with which consumers were
dissatisfied, seven concerned the design of the apparel.
Specifically, consumers’ dissatisfaction focu-sed upon acc-
urate and consistent sizing, construction quality, apparel
selection, and availability of unique merchandise and eth-

nic prints. Opportunities to better satisfy consumers by

improving these aspects of apparel design may be espe-
cially effective given that fit and size were found to be
influential on consumers’ apparel purchase decisions. The
suggestion that customer service policies be re-designed is
supported by buyers’ and consumers’ dissatisfaction with
this aspect of shopping for apparel. Consumers appeared
to be satisfied with availability of smaller sizes, flexible
payment schedules, and inclusion of manufacturer’s hang-
tags.

Research on satisfaction with the purchase process as
suggested by Andreasen(1993) and the dissatisfaction ex-
hibited by both retailers and consumers when shopping for
apparel implies that the redesign of apparel(e.g., fit, qual-
ity) and aspects of the purchase process(e.g., customer ser-
vice) may increase loyalty among both retailers and con-
sumers. This may be particularly critical in the increas-
ingly competitive marketplace. In addition, both buyers’
and consumers’ dissatisfaction with attributes of the appar-
el available and the purchase indicates that Andreasen
(1993) was correct in suggesting that more attention be
paid to the process of buying/selling rather than just the

outcome.
7. Conclusions and Implications
The trend toward changes in the traditional supply chain
for apparel, namely the increased vertical integration am-

ong apparel manufacturers, dictates that these firms satis-
fy the wants and needs of two constituents, both retail buy-
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attributes

Molly Eckman

Apparel Shopping Attributes

Buyers(shopping for firms)

Consumers(shopping for themselves)

Apparel attributes

accurate sizing dissatisfied*** dissatisfied***
consistent sizing standards within dissatisfied*** dissatisfied***
one manufacturer

consistency in sizes dissatisfied** dissatisfied***
larger sizes (x-large) offered dissatisfied**

smaller sizes (x-small) offered satisfied***
good construction quality dissatistied*** dissatisfied***
good selection of apparel dissatisfied***
unique merchandise dissatisfied*** dissatisfied***
variety of ethnic prints dissatisfied**
authentic ethnic colors

authenticity of ethnic prints

Purchasing attributes

competitive prices dissatisfied*** dissatisfied***
flexible payment schedules satisfied***
good customer service dissatisfied*** dissatisfied***
liberal return policy dissatisfied**

manufacturers’ inclusion of hangtags satisfied** satisfied***
toll free number dissatisfied***

easy ordering procedures

¥ pc 01 *** p< 001

1=strongly disagree

S=strongly agree

ers and consumers. In order to accomplish their goal to
satisfy these constituents in the increasingly competitive
marketplace, apparel manufacturers must consider re-
designing elements of their merchandising strategies. The
research indicates that factors influencing the purchase
decisions of retail buyers and consumers as well as ele-
ments of the purchase process that they find satisfactory
vary. Thus, strategies may be enhanced, in some cases, if
they are designed differently for retail buyers and con-
sumers. The information may be particularly helpful when
merchandising apparel to retailers and consumers who pur-
chase ethnic apparel, target markets about whom very lit-
tle is known(Dickson & Littrell, 1998). As such, the re-
sults have implications for revised business strategies and
for further research.

Owing to the fact that the sample for the study was
comprised of consumers who purchase goods from com-
panies that sell ethnic apparel and fit the profile for social-
ly conscious consumers(Kim, Littrell & Paff Ogle, 1999),
respondents may have heightened sensitivity to social

issues. However, these finding suggest that retailers seemed

56 DHMFEQ} 7[& Vol 2, 2005

to underestimate consumers’ concerns with social and
environmental issues. Appealing to these concerns through
strategies such as informational hangtags may contribute
to competitive advantage for the manufacturer. As sug-
gested by Dickson(1999), however, further research is nec-
essary to identify whether these concerns influence appar-
el purchases substantially. In addition revised strategies
might address the redesign of apparel lines and new
approaches to merchandising the lines. For example, one-
size apparel may be acceptable to retail buyers when shop-
ping a line, but is less so to consumers.

Manufacturers may benefit by developing personal sell-
ing strategies that appeal to retail buyers’ desire for unique
and distinctive merchandise that sets their product mix
apart from that of their competition. Consumers, on the
other hand, may be more influenced by strategies that
emphasize specific apparel attributes, particularly brand,
fit/size, and price. The lack of agreement between retail
buyers’ and consumers’ perception of the importance of
services offered to consumers by retail firms suggests that

redesigned strategies for customer services in retail stores
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is warranted. Given the level of dissatisfaction among both
retail buyers and consumers with apparel shopping attrib-
utes, even a slight improvement in apparel attributes, such
as consistency in sizing, quality construction, and unique
merchandise offered or purchasing attributes, including
good customer service and competitive prices may provide
apparel manufacturers with a competitive edge. The enhan-
ced offering may help the apparel manufacturer to meet
company goals of increasing sales, market share, and cus-
tomer satisfaction.

The results indicate that a vertically integrated apparel
manufacturer may benefit from identifying distinctions
between the needs of retail buyers and those of consumers.
Thus, just as different merchandising strategies may be
designed for these constituents, conceptual frameworks for
and theories about decision making for apparel should re
flect these distinctions.

While the results may have implications for revised
strategies and theory, further research is warranted. A
refined instrument could be distributed to a wider sample
of retailers and consumers. For example, future studies
might extend Dickson and Littrell’ss(1997) research to
compare buyers and consumers’ shopping orientations by
including other variables such as altruism, social involve-
ment and values. The sampling frame for this study was
a catalog company’s mailing list. Abraham-Murali and Lit-
trell(1995a) suggested that mail order consumers may be
more concerned with visual aspects of the garments than
are consumer shopping in brick and mortar retail stores.
Thus a comparison of purchase decision criteria for these
two groups of consumers is warranted. Given Young’s
(1999) suggestion that expectations for customer service
will continue to rise and given the level of dissatisfaction
among retail buyers and consumers in this study, contin-
ued research is necessary to help guide apparel manufac-
turers to use their resources effectively in meeting the ex-
pectations of their constituents. A related area of research
is to examine the link between ethical business strategies
and consumer satisfaction; this area of inquiry may be par-
ticularly viable for socially conscious consumers of ethnic
apparel(Andreasen, 1993).

Replication of the study that incorporates changes to

the data collection setting, number of retail buyers in the
sample, and range of criteria would address limitations of
this research. Collecting data in the store setting may en-
able researchers to more accurately measure the influence
of concern for social issues, such as labor used to f)roduce
apparel, on consumers’ purchase decisions. The number of
retail buyers who responded to the survey, while not unusu-
al for a mailed survey, was relatively small. The sampling
method for this study did allow comparison of purchase
decisions by and satisfaction among retail buyers and con-
sumers of the same apparel manufacturer. However, col-
lecting data from retailers at a trade show or merchandise
mart may increase the size of the retail buyer sample.
Finally the range of criteria studied, such as apparel and
purchasing attributes, was shaped by the needs of the
design and production manager of the cooperating com-
pany as well as the conceptual framework. A similar study
of a wider range of criteria and factors, such as buyer and
store characteristics, is warranted.
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