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Abstract 
  The purpose of this research was to investigate the criteria that university students follow in 
selecting clothing retail stores to shop from, focusing on the importance of store attributes. As clothing retail 
stores face tough competition, an understanding of the criteria for store attributes that students use for the 
selection of clothing retail stores would give these stores a competitive edge over rivals. As a result, a survey 
was conducted among university students at two shopping centres, one in the City of Tshwane and one in the 
City of Johannesburg, South Africa. The convenience sampling method was used in the study and statistical 
analysis in the form of descriptive statistics and parametric tests were used to analyse primary data. The 
quantitative data was analysed with the SPSS Version 23 software package. Internal consistency reliability of 
the measurement scales assessing university students' criteria for the selection of clothing retail stores was 
calculated by using Cronbach's alpha values. The most important criteria that students consider when 
choosing a clothing retail store are based on clothing retail stores' internal attributes such good brand names 
offered in store, quality products, and the variety of products in the clothing retail stores and environmental 
cleanliness of the store. The findings of this study further uncovered that a high percentage of students bought 
clothing from the following clothing retail stores: Mr Price, Identity, Truworths, Markhams and Edgars. 
Recommendations to stakeholders and future research directions are provided in this paper. 
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1. Introduction 

 Statistics indicate that the total students registered at higher learning institutions, specifically 
universities, in South Africa is high. Currently, the students registered at higher learning institutions has 
increased in from 1 103 639 students in 2013 to 1 111 712 students in 2014, compared to less than 500 000 in 
the past decades (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2015). The South African government 
plans to increase student enrolment in public higher learning institutions to 1 620 000 by 2030, which will 
increase student enrolments by 3.5% on average per year. The higher learning institution students 
represent a lucrative market, because when they leave their parental homes to study at higher learning 
institutions, they reside at university residences or in private residences and must buy necessities such as 
clothes, shoes, bags, cell phones and other household necessities such as bedding. They buy different 
brands of clothing for themselves during their stay at university and become part of the youth market, 
which is an attractive market segment that become the new target market for advertisers and marketers 
due to their increasing buying power (Student Village, 2015). Young people who are part of the youth 
market, aged between 15 and 35 years, constitute over 50% of the total South African population (Statistics 
South Africa, 2015). According to Student Village’s recent annual survey (2016), student's spending power 
exceeds that of their parents, since they spent R5.5billion in 2015.Students spent an average of R2 702 per 
month in 2015 and the market is estimated to have a potential of R30.4billion per year, which is spend on 
technology and other necessities such as clothing. Therefore, clothing retailers cannot ignore the student 
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market and they need to understand why students buy – and what influences their choice of a clothing 
retail store – so that they can tailor their products and services accordingly. 
 

The next section provides an overview of the clothing retail industry in South Africa. 
 

2. Overview of the clothing retail industry in South Africa 
 The South African clothing retail industry is a highly diverse and mature sector with an important 
role to play as an employer in the country. The clothing retail industry contributes around 8% to the gross 
domestic product (GDP) (Statistics South Africa, 2016) and is characterised as one of the most labour-
intensive segments in South Africa, with more than five million employees.  
 According to Statistics South Africa (2014), the clothing retail sector has displayed significant 
growth over the past years and reached a peak of R12.7 billion in 2005 and then decreased significantly in 
2006 to R11. 2billion.Thereafter, between 2007 and 2012, the market appears to have stabilised at between 
R11.7 billion and R11.8billion. The growth spurt of 2013 (reachingR13.5billion) could be attributed to 
government's commitment to strengthening the industry and aggressive marketing by clothing retail 
stores, and in 2014 there was a further growth of 3.5%. The clothing retail stores in South Africa include 
Woolworths, Truworths, Miladys, Legit, Foschini, Edgars, Exact, Markhams, Ackermans, Identity, PEP, 
Mr Price. The major players in sportswear retailing are Totalsport and Sport scene, and major retailers in 
clothing, footwear and leather goods are Edcon Proprietary Limited (Ltd) and Woolworths Holding Ltd 
(Gauteng Quarterly Bulletin, 2012). 
The next section provides the literature review of previous studies conducted on store attributes. 
 

3. Literature review 
 The importance of store attributes in the clothing retail store selection has been published. As 
clothing retail stores face competition from both local and international stores, they must find ways to 
attract and retain their existing consumers. To retain customers, clothing retail stores must understand the 
attributes that are important to their target market and must improve the existing store attributes. Visser, 
Du Preez and Van Noordwyk (2006:242) postulated that creating a positive store image is crucial for 
clothing retail stores to differentiate itself from competitors, because consumers tend to use store image as 
a criterion for store selection. The preceding studies have uncovered that there is a relationship between 
store image attributes and store selection (Thang & Tan, 2003; Visseret al., 2006; Cornelius, Natter and 
Faure, 2010). However, some studies on store attributes have focused on consumer response to store 
attributes including store interiors (Mari & Poggesi, 2013; Spence, Puccinelli, Grewal and Roggeveen, 
2014). Despite the mentioned studies, most recently, Johnson, Banks, Smith and Seo (2016) investigated 
the influence of clothing store attributes on clothing store preference and clothing benefits sought for 
African-American female college students, this study confirmed that the types of clothing that clothing 
retail stores offer are important store attributes for female students in store selection, store preference and 
benefit sought. According to Hernant (2009:155), consumers evaluate a group of stores according to a set 
of attributes and patronise the best stores, depending on their individual preferences, and these store 
attributes include all the attributes of a store as perceived by consumers because of their experience of the 
store; attributes are part of the overall image of the store. Hernant (2009:156) added that it becomes 
necessary for retail stores to understand what consumers are looking for when selecting a retail store and 
then position themselves according to the attributes that are most important to consumers. 
 Cornelius et al. (2010:144) argued that the selection of a store involves a comparison process 
whereby consumers evaluate various store attributes in terms of the overall perception of the store (store 
image), leading them either to select or reject a store. Cornelius et al. (2010:145) further argue that retail 
stores can use the manipulation of stores' external atmospheric attributes to differentiate themselves in a 
competitive marketplace. However, Hernant (2009:156) argued that the degree of correspondence between 
these stores ‘atmospheric attributes and consumers' perceptions of these stores ‘atmospheric attributes 
determines if the consumers will choose a specific store. The store environment is especially significant to 
the millennial consumer. Vermaak and De Klerk (2017:11) support this view by pointing out that 
consumers, including young customers, tend to spend more time in a clothing retail store, which resulted 
in increased expenditure on fashion items on a yearly basis. 
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 Yip, Chan and Poon (2012) explored the common attributes of the physical retail outlets favoured 
by Hong Kong youths to determine the relative importance for the retail marketing mix in targeting this 
consumer segment. The results revealed that the attractiveness of these stores was mainly determined by 
the product offerings in the store, service quality, price and location. The behaviour of the retail staff also 
influenced this market segment. Jordaan, Ehlers and Grove (2011) explored the credibility of traditional-
media advertising versus new-media advertising; the credibility of broadcast-media advertising versus 
print-media advertising; the credibility of cell phone advertising versus internet advertising; and the 
relationship between the credibility of internet advertising and the likelihood of Generation Y consumers 
shopping online. The study found that Generation Y consumers rated the credibility of traditional media 
higher than new media and that print media had higher credibility ratings than broadcast media. Another 
study (Bevan-Dye et al., 2012) investigated the extent to which black Generation Y students exhibited 
status consumption, materialism and consumer ethnocentrism tendencies, as well as the relationship 
between these three constructs. The study revealed that there was a strong positive relationship between 
the constructs of materialism and status consumption. However, no significant relationship was found 
between the constructs of materialism and status consumption and that of consumer ethnocentrism. 
 Some studies, such as that by Mari and Poggesi (2013), investigated the attitudes and beliefs of 
male and female consumers in a retail context. The results revealed that female consumers rated 
consistent pricing as the most important criterion, followed by competitive prices and low prices. Spence 
et al. (2014) investigated how the organisation should design its multisensory atmospherics inside the 
store to ensure a higher return on investment by reviewing the scientific evidence related to visual, 
auditory, tactile and gustatory aspects of the store environment and their influence on consumer 
behaviour. According to this study, store atmospherics exert a significant influence on consumer 
behaviour. An increasing body of evidence shows that modern consumers engage with sensory marketing 
and an experienced economy. Various visual, auditory, olfactory, tactile and gustatory atmospherics affect 
consumers' perceptions and behaviour; their combined influence is likely even higher than that of the 
individual’s spects. Khraim Khraim, l-Kaidah and Al-Qurashi (2011) investigated the consumers' 
evaluation of retail store attributes. The findings revealed that from the six retail store attributes of 
consideration (locational convenience, service, post-purchase services, product offerings, affiliation and 
local goods), the most important factor for consumers was product offerings, with cheaper prices scoring 
the highest mean from among four different items. In addition, the findings showed that there was a 
difference between consumers' evaluation of store attributes in terms of their importance. Mortimer and 
Clarke (2011) explored how consumer’s evaluated store attributes according to gender. They found that 
males consider internal attributes, such as cleanliness of the store, as more important than external 
attributes, such as easy access to parking, which females rated as more important. Males were found to be 
goal oriented, whereas female consumers valued uniqueness, assortment seeking and social interaction. 
Mower, Kim and Childs (2012) investigated the influence of external atmospheric variables, particularly 
the effect of window displays and landscaping on customers' responses to a clothing retail boutique. The 
results uncovered that window displays and landscaping had little effect on consumers ‘pleasure or 
arousal. However, window displays, and landscaping did influence whether the consumers approved of 
the store exterior and their subsequent patronage intentions.  
 Since most students are young people, they are an important market for various product 
categories. Therefore, it is important for clothing retail stores to understand what motivates the youth to 
shop where they do. The behaviour of young consumers differs from that of older generations (Twenge & 
Campbell, 2008). While many research studies have been conducted on youth and students in general 
(Bevan-Dye et al., 2012; Mafini, Dhurup & Mandhlazi, 2014) and some on female students (Johnson et al., 
2016), none have focused on attributes considered by the youth market comprising mostly university 
students when evaluating clothing retail stores and with exclusive focus on the South African economy. 
This is even though the South African youth market spends more than R8 billion on clothing, food and 
groceries yearly (Student Village, 2016). Nevertheless, some studies have focused on social media usage 
by the youth (Jordaan, Ehlers & Grove 2011) and shopping styles (Mafiniet al., 2014). 
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 Considering the preceding studies, there is a gap in the literature regarding the youth market, 
specifically university students' selection criteria of store attributes in the South African context. 
Therefore, this study attempted to fill the gap in the literature regarding the youth market, specifically 
university students, and the selection criteria they use to select clothing retail stores from which to 
purchase clothes with more focus on store attributes. 
 

The next section outlines the purpose of this research study. 
 

4. Research purpose 
 The purpose of this research was to examine the selection criteria, specifically store attributes that 
university students consider when deciding which clothing retail store to buy from. The next section 
outlines the research methodology followed to realise the research objectives of this study. 
 

5. Research methodology 
 This section outlines the research methodology that was used to achieve the research purpose of 
this study, including the research design and data collection method, the target population, the sampling 
technique and the data analysis method. 
 

5.1    Research design and data collection method 
 To examine the store attributes that university students consider as criteria when selecting which 
clothing retail store to buy from, a quantitative research approach was used to gather primary data. The 
positivist research philosophy was followed in this study. Positivist has a long history in philosophy of 
science and it arose from the nine-tooth century by Frenchman (1798-1857). Positivist researchers seek 
rigorous exact measures and objective research, test hypotheses often use experiments, surveys, and 
statistics (Neuman, 2011). This implies that positivist favours quantitative research. This study was 
conducted in June 2015, during shopping hours at the two regional shopping malls in Gauteng Province, 
South Africa. Gauteng Province was selected due to the number of citizens staying in the province – 24% 
of the 54.96 million people living in this province, and it is estimated that the province accounts for 35% of 
the country's GDP and 40% of employment (Department of Trade and Industry, 2016).  
 

5.2   Target population 
 The target population in the study consisted of adult visitors to the Brooklyn and Northgate 
shopping centres in Gauteng Province, South Africa. Three hundred and eight (308) adult shoppers at the 
two shopping centres participated in the study. For this study, adults were defined as male and female 
individuals aged 18 years and older of all cultural and racial backgrounds, who visited the clothing retail 
stores at the two shopping centres in June 2016. The age group 18 to 34 was selected as it represented most 
of the youth market in South Africa that are registered at higher learning institutions. The respondents 
participated in this study indicated experience and knowledge in answering questionnaires.  
 

5.3 Sample technique 
 A non-probability quota sampling plan was used in the study, with quotas being filled based on 
the convenience and personal judgement of the researcher. The first stage of the quota sampling involved 
compiling the demographics of respondents in terms of age and gender. During this stage, respondents 
were categorised into two age groups, namely 18-24 years and 25-34 years, both males and females. In 
addition, economic activity or employment status of respondents was considered; for example, 
considering whether students were full-time or part-time students with part-time job or not was 
considered. The second stage was the convenience sampling, which involves the selection of readily 
available respondents (Cooper &Schindler, 2011:179). Convenience sampling was used in this study 
because it is less expensive and less time-consuming than other sampling methods and because there was 
no available sample frame.  
 

5.4 Measurement scales used on the questionnaire 
 To compile a scale of measurement for students' perceptions of store attributes, questionnaire 
items were adapted from previous studies by Khraim, Khraim, Al-Kaidahand Al-Qurashi (2011) and 
Mortimer and Clarke (2011). Respondents indicated the extent to which they agreed with the statements 
on a five-point scale, where5 means strongly agree and 1 means strongly disagree. The respondents were 
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also requested to provide demographic data regarding their age, gender and race. The draft questionnaire 
was pretested by using a convenience sample of 12respondents of different age groups and gender who 
visited Brooklyn Shopping Centre to shop at retail clothing stores. Thereafter, it was deemed unnecessary 
to adjust the draft questionnaire as respondents reported no problems in answering it. The self-
administered questionnaires were able to be completed in 20 minutes or less. No incentives were given to 
respondents for their participation in this study. 
 

5.5 Data analysis  
 Descriptive statistics were used in this study to analyse the primary data on demographic 
variables of respondents and clothing retail store attributes. The Statistical Package for Social Science 
(SPSS version 23) was used to capture data automatically on handheld devices and to analyse these data. 
The data were of good quality as there were no missing values. The reliability of the measurement scale 
was assessed by measuring internal consistency by using Cronbach's alpha values. Cronbach's alpha is 
used to measure the internal consistency reliability, which is the average of all possible split-half 
coefficients resulting from different splitting of scale items (Malhotra, 2010). The validity of the 
measurement scale was assessed by considering face validity or content validity and by using a scale that 
proved to be valid in previous studies.  
 

5.6 Variables used in data analysis 
 In line with the overall research objectives of the study, table 1 depicts the variables (age, gender, 
economic activity, frequency of visits, relative popularity of clothing retail store and clothing retail store 
attributes) analysed during the data analysis. 
 

Table 1: Variables used in the data analysis 
Variable name Level of measurement Univariate descriptive statistics 

Age Nominal scale Percentages, mode 

Gender Nominal scale Percentages, mode 

Economic activity Nominal scale Percentages, mode 

Frequency of visits to the clothing 
retail store 

Nominal scale Percentages, mode 

Clothing retail store attributes Interval scale Range, mean, standard deviation 

Relative popularity of clothing 
retail store 

Nominal scale Percentages, mode 

 
5.7 Reliability and validity 
 This subsection indicates that the internal consistency reliability of the measurement scales 
measuring shopper satisfaction, loyalty and shopping motives were assessed by calculating Cronbach's 
alpha values. A Cronbach's alpha value of 0.6 or higher indicates that the measurement scale is reliable 
(Malhotra, 2010). All Cronbach's alpha values exceeding 0.6 indicate internal consistency reliability for all 
measurement scales. 
 

6. The contribution of the study 
 This study provides a significant means of evaluating and understanding marketing strategies in 
relation to the youth segment, specifically university students. In South Africa, the youth culture changes 
frequently as new technologies, attitudes and fashions emerge. This study is valuable in understanding 
the buying behaviour of this segment of the market regarding the clothing retail stores from which they 
purchase. This study further provides value to literature in retail context, specifically on consumer 
behaviour, and further provides directions for future research areas. 
The next section presents the results of this study. 
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7. Findings  
Table 2: Demographic profile of respondents 

Gender Number (N) Percentage (%) 

Male 148 48.1 

Female 160 51.9 

Total 308 100 

Age group N % 

18 to 24 years 180 58.4 

25 to 34 years 128 41.6 

Economic activity N % 

Student (part-time) and not working 18 5.8 

Student (part-time) and working 60 19.5 

Student (full-time) and not working 210 68.2 

Student (full-time) and working 20 6.5 

 
 Table 2 shows that most respondents were female (51.9%); male respondents accounted for 48.1%. 
Most respondents (58.4%) fell within the 18–24years age group and the minority (41.6%) fell within the 
25–34 years age group. Table 2 illustrates the economic activities of the respondents: The majority were 
full-time students who were not working (68.2%), followed by part-time students who were working 
(19.5%). The minority of respondents were part-time students who were not working (5.8%) and full-time 
students who were working (6.5%). 
    
Table 3: Frequency of visits to clothing retail stores 

 N % 

More than once a week 74 24.0 

Once a week 79 25.4 

Twice a month 94 30.5 

Once a month 62 20.1 

Total 308 100 

 
 Table 3 indicates that most respondents (30.5%) visited the clothing retail stores of their choice 
twice a month, while the minority (20.1%) visited them once a month.  
 

Table 4: Clothing retail store attributes 
Attributes Mean (M) Standard deviation (SD) 

Friendliness of staff 4.21 0.831 

Offers a variety of products 4.34 0.717 

Provides quality services 4.25 0.762 

Sells quality products 4.40 0.690 

Offers fashionable products  4.32 0.761 

Offers good brand names 4.41 0.736 

Offers reduced prices regularly 3.84 1.026 

Conveniently located 4.26 0.932 

Products are easily accessible in the 
store 

4.27 0.943 

Convenient business hours  4.30 0.925 

Offers convenient service 4.19 0.970 

Environmental cleanliness of the store 4.30 0.784 

Pleasant atmosphere 3.55 1.117 

Efficient handling of complaints 4.22 0.773 

 
 Table 4 shows that respondents agreed the most with the statements "Offers good brand names" 
(mean=4.41), "Sells quality products" (mean=4.40), "Offers a variety of products" (mean=4.34) and "Offers 
fashionable products" (mean=4.32). Environmental cleanliness of store was also higher (mean=4.30). The 
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respondents agreed the least with the statements "Pleasant atmosphere" (mean=3.55) and "Offers reduced 
prices regularly" (mean=3.84) the standard deviation (SD) for the statements ranges from 0.736 to 1.117. 
 

Table 5: The relative popularity of clothing retail stores 
CLOTHING RETAIL STORE RELATIVEPOPULARITYOF CLOTHING RETAIL STORES 

 N % 

Truworths 36 11.6 

Woolworths 29 9.4 

Markhams 35 11.4 

Mr Price 65 21.1 

PEP  19 6.2 

Identity 36 11.7 

Edgars 31 10.1 

Foschini 7 2.3 

Exact 5 1.6 

Legit 10 3.2 

Miladys 3 0.9 

Sportscene 16 5.2 

Uzzi 6 1.9 

Totalsports 10 3.2 

 
 Table 5 shows that most respondents selected Mr Price (20.1%), followed by Identity (11.7%), 
Truworths (11.6%), Markhams (11.4%) and Edgars (10.1%) as their favourite (preferred) clothing retail 
stores. Miladys (0.9 %) and Exact (1.6%) were the least popular retail clothing stores among the 
respondents. The respondents indicated that they sometimes shopped at PEP (6.2%), Sport scene (5.2%) 
and Totalsports (3.2%). The next section provides discussion of research findings of this study. 
 

8. Discussion  
 This study provides a greater understanding of the influence of store atmospherics on the 
consumer behaviour of university students, an area that has received relatively little attention thus far. 
The results revealed that individual store atmospheric attributes –such as offering good brands, quality 
products, a variety of products and fashionable products –are important when university students select a 
clothing retail store to buy from. These findings are in line with the findings of the study by Yip, Chan and 
Poon (2012), which indicated that the store atmospheric attributes and consumer perceptions of these 
attributes are closely related and determine consumers' choice of a specific store. This study further add 
insight to literature by indicating that university students also consider the environmental cleanliness of 
the store in selecting where to shop. In addition, the findings of this study showed that university 
students tend to be economically active. This finding contributes to the body of knowledge by revealing 
that university students ‘criteria for selecting a clothing retail store may be influenced by their disposable 
income derived from part-time jobs they hold while completing their studies. This study highlighted that 
university students do not consider the offering of reduced prices to be an important store attribute when 
they select a clothing retail store. The last two sections provide the recommendations generated from 
research findings and future research implications. 
 

9.  Recommendations 
 It is recommended that clothing retail stores pay closer attention to university students, as this 
market segment appears to be lucrative. Clothing retail store managers should ensure that they offer good 
brands and a variety of products so that their stores become the most popular of all the clothing retail 
stores. This also implies that the store managers should incorporate these attributes into their marketing 
communication messages. In addition, the store managers should ensure the cleanliness of the store, as 
students use this attribute in evaluating the clothing store of choice. Interestingly, clothing retail store 
managers should avoid using reduced prices as a differentiation attribute to target university students, as 
this attribute appears to be less important to students when they select a clothing retail store. 
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10   Future research implications 
 This study was conducted in Gauteng Province of South Africa, in the City of Tshwane and the 
City of Johannesburg. It is recommended that a further study be conducted, including a larger number of 
university students in other provinces and in other countries. Ethnographic observation research is 
recommended to gain a deeper understanding of the shopping behaviour of university students. In 
addition, research on specific days, such as public holidays, or times of the month, such as month-end 
could also provide a deeper understanding of the consumer behaviour of university students. A further 
study is required to investigate the elements of both internal and external atmospheric attributes of 
clothing retail stores that are important to university students in other parts of South Africa. 
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