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Introduction

The consumer cooperative systen is the country's largest single distri=-
butive crganisation of consumer products embracing egricultural produce
as. well as manufactured consurmer goods., In 1974-75, consumer Coops.¥
had a retail‘sales turnover of over i5.400 crores. In the last year of
the Fifth Plan, i.e. 1978=79 they will have an estimated annugl

turnover of Ks.600 crores.

One is tempted to draw the analogy of the powerful chain stores of the
West., With such enornous buying power concentrated in one source,

it is possible for the consumer coopcrative systen to devise buying,
pricing and other retailing policies m%ich would give the maximun
advantage to individual consuvrers, and alEQ "o undertake effective market

(1) h %

intervention in time of need',

Pursuing the analogy further, it is possible for the National Cooperativ.
Consumers Federation (NCCF), the apex body, to manage its *chain!

in such a manner that consumers by and large would develop strong
perceptions that they get a better deal and better service at Coop.

outlets at all times. 4t any rate this is the objective.

(¥Coop. is used henceforth as abbreviation for Cooperative Store)



"It is expected that ... thc consumer cooperatives
will be able to obtain a “ominent place in the public
distribution system and exercise healthy influence

on the retail trade «e.

YL the image of the consumer cooperatives is built

up on a sound fowndation of fair prices and pure
guality, anrd supported by effective selling techniques,
they would be able to earn a permanent place in the

distribution systems" (NCCF publication).
Note the ccencept of a "permanent place in the distribution system'.

Other observers doubt if such & "permencnt place" can be achieved by
Cc;ops.

"When products arc in plenty cooperatives will find

it difficult to compete with the normal retail irade

and can survive only with hesvy Govemnent subsidy

w.dch 1s a costly diversi.n of public finance that
(2)

is meant for cCevelopient,™

(Mr. To Thomas, Chairmern, Hindustan Lewer Ltd.)

The same speaker also stated his view that consumer coops. are "very
much a creature of shortages. They flourish during shortaeges and
tend to wither away in times of plenty". In his opinion, "another
area of weaknesses was the qualily of cusiomer service which in many

cases is somewhat impecrscnal compared to private trade."



We thus have two very different points of view regarding the capabili-
ties of the Ccnsumer Coope. Systems On the one hand the Coops. systenm

has enormous potential i)ower 1o scrve and protect the consumer; on the
other, there seem to be strong skeptical views in knowledgable circles

of its ability to do sos
In ell this debate what is the corsuymer's view?

Consumer Cooperntive Stores have been svudied "from the inside",

ises in terms of their sales, viability and other operational aspects.
To the best of my knowledge very few formal studies have been made from
"the outside" i.e. looking at Coops. from the pcint of view of the

consumer, tle ultimate beneficiary.

One study published in 1975 gives us a profile of customers of a Coop.
department stecle and some information on reasons for patronage or

(3)

non-patronage,

This paj >r is beased on two pilot studies which wer~ conducted in July

and .ugust, 1976 amonz samples of consumers in Bombay and ihmedabad

to assess their perceptions and images of the particular Coop. (in

their locelity/where they shopped) and Coops. in general. It was hoped}/
that these Tfindings would generate some useful hypotheses which -

could be further rescarched znd which would have a bearing on policy
decisions for the future growth and mancgenent of Conswmer |

Cooperative cutlets.



It should be ncted that this study was carried out at a time of comparative
plenty. “hat is, the Coopse enjored no special adwntage in the eyes

of the consumer as they would do in & period of shortages.

Resecarch Objectivest

The main research objectives were to ascertaint

1) Awareness of Coops. and views sbout -

benefits of menbership

2) Image vating of the particular Coops
Store and of Coopse in general along {
the dimension ofs , |

- prices of goods

purity/adulteration

availability of goods and choice

efficiency and courtesy of service | e

attractiveness of display i}

convenience of location

3) Comparison of these imoges with those \ ~

of private sto res

4) The bundle of purchescs usually made

from the Coope. vis-a=-vis private stores. 3

Pilot Study I was conducted arong a random saniple

i o 3

of 100 households within a short radius of a
CcopeStore in Parel, Bombay. The housewife was

the respondent,

Pilot Study II was ccnducted among a random sample of /
100 shoppers at ..pna Bazar, lel Darwaza, hAhuedabad,

gsvread over six days of the week.



Given such smelle-scale istudies it is resh to generalise. 4s mentioned
earlier, 7 i was the intention to s-*iaulate hype these:z which cculd be
tested on a larger scalee Further, the Suparibaug Coop. Store in
Parel, Bombay, which was chosen for thiis study, is an old and well=-
established store. +Jhile we may not prcoject the findings, they

would at least indicate the kind of ccnsumer peiception which a well-

run Ccop. Store could create in competition with private trade.

contd,



Sumpary Findings: Pilot Study I, Parel, Bombay

.One hundred housewives were intervieuved at random from holuseholds within
. 5 ninutes' walking distence of the store. The store serves a population
of epproximately 25,000 and is situated in e working class=—cum-~
niddle class locality. »dummzary information and comments followe

The detailed tebles will be found in the AppendiXe

Among the ‘respondents it wes found thats

98% were aware of the locality Coop.
60 were sheppers 2% the Coope

26% were masbers of the Cocpe

Thus many more non-mcmbers shopped at the Coops than members. Of the

26 menbers, 625 said that "therc was no special benefit from membership'.

-

The demographic profile of shoppers ves non-shoppers shows that

shoppers are of a slightly lower socio=econonic status.

Table L file of Respondents
Shoppers  Non=-Shoppers

2 %
Vonthly Famnily Exp. upto hs. 750 64 55
Above Ese 750 36 45
Blue Collar 22 20
White Collar 30 40

Higher Occupations 48 40



The table below shows the reason for shopping and non-shopping. We
sce that the main reasons for shepping at this Coop. are "non adultera=-
tion", convenient location and reasonable priccse The two significant
reasons for non-shopping scen to be location (this store, as mentioned,
serves a populaticn of 25,000.while the LCCF!s target is to have one
retail stc.e per 10,000 urben population); a.r'd a belief that prices are

"high or the saie' as in privaic storss.

Table B: Reasons for Shopping at Coope

(= 60)
%
Good quality/nong-aflul.teration 71
Conveniently located | 63
Lower/reascnable prices 61

Reasong for non-shopping

(N = 40)
Far from home 55
Prices high/sa,me 20
No credit 2

The table below shows a narked difference be tween products
habitually purchased from this or other Coop. Store and those
bought from private stores. It is evicent thet further studies
of this nature, by class of Coow. vutlet, can hely to formulete

product-nix decisions for storc manageaents.



Table C: Shopping List
Purchased fronm

Coops only Pvt. Store only

/e 70
Dals, pulses 64 34
Spices, sugar 53 44 \
Cooking cil, vanospati 50 45
Weshing products 49 49
Toiletrics | 47 53
Packaged foods 32 59
Other Mfds goocds 23 7
Tonics/comon drugs 15 83
Cloth¥/garments 15 68

(¥One should note that the Coop. store stocked controll.d cloth)

The interviewer then saids "1 ar guing to read out a few statements
nade by other about Coop. stores in general. Please tell me if

you agrec or disagreec,"

The table below comparcs responses of shoppers and non-shoppers.
Por the detailed statements plcase sec the Appendix, The "can't say"

figures have becn ‘excluded from this summary.
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Table D: Perceptions about Coopge

Summary
Statement Strongly Strongly
dgree - _lAgree Disagyee  Disgarece
1y 70 ! % . % 75
No
Ldulterations Shoppers 52 45 3 -
Non=Shoppers 23 57 2 -
90 10
Wide Choice:  Shoppors 42 52 6 -
Non-shoppers 25 57 12 3
89 10
Brices Lower: Shoppers 57 22 20 1
Noneshc ppers 20 35 43 -
69 30
Things easily -
availsbles Shoppers 65 33 2 -
Non-Shoppers 30 62 5 -
96 3

Notice the high mea.s{lre of agreement about non-adulteration/purity of
a.fticles which is being fed back by non-shoppers as well. 4lso, about
ready availability of products and choice. (Renermber, this was a period
of comfortable supplics.) On the othcr hand, this score drops sharply
among non-shoppoers on the issue of "prices at the Coop. are lower thean

in private stcres'.

‘Phe respondents werc then asked to state their agreement or disagreement
with the same sct of statements in regord to private stores.

‘The total resyunses from shoppers and non-shoppers are noted below; for

comparison, the toial responses regarding Coops. are alsc shown

An this toble.
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T Bs 4 Conm ison In

Lgree Digggree

% %
No adulterationt Coop. 20 10
Pvt. Store 27 (5

Things are A
¥ecasily availeble: Coope 96 3
. Pvt. Stores 89 11
Salesmen ccurteous: Coop. 92 4
Pvt. Store 93 >
Efficient services Coops 80 17
Pvt. Store 91 8
R “
Pvt. Store 89 11
Wide . ice:s Coopa 89 10
Pvt. Store 94 6
Convenjent locgtions Coop. 83 17
Pvt. Store 94 6

(¥Remember, this survey was conducted during a period of plenty)



11

In the consumer vicw, the private retailer appears tc be a habitual

adulterator. &nd it is notable “mt consumers give this feedback

even in e period of vlenty.

When Coopse. undertske retail store promotion it would be well to
remember that 'non-adul teration! is the sirongest image advantage which

they enjoye.

The fairly positive rating which Coopse. seem tc enjoy in regard

to M"ecourtesy of salesmen! and "officient scrvice is remarkable.
This is quiwe possibly related to respondents! cxperience of the
Suparibaug Coope which mey be somewhat exccptional. However,

this finding would suggest that managerial inputs in this direction
can yield results and it is quitc possible to overcome this

serious image deficicncy within the frauework of the Coope systerns

4 similar picturc cmerges in response to a direct questiont
"How would you compare this Cooi. store with other stores in

your neighbourheod?"
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Table P
\ Shop~ Non~
aspect/compargtive vicws rs Shoppers Total
4 % %
price of articles
lower in this cooyp. Store 72 50 63
higher 3 3 3
about the sane 25 47 34
100 100 100
choic nd voriet brandg & sizes
wider in this Ccop. store 35 29 33
wider in other stores 7 18 11
same in both 58 50 55
can't say - 3 1
100 100 100
service
bettcr in this Coop. store 38 19 31
better in o ther stores 13 20 19
same in both 47 47 47
can't say . 2 5 3
100 100 100
confidence about non-adulteration
more in this Coop. store 80 68 ' 76
more in other stores - 11 4
same in both 20 21 20
100 100 100

. We again get & somewhat negative imege of the Coop. on "prices of articles'
--from non-shoppers. On "service", about one=third of respondents think

githe Coope is superior and aboubt 50% rate it on par with "other stores'.
R



In order o obtain consumer perceptions about cooperative department
stores = which form a very important part of the 'chain' - this study

was ca..:cried out wmong 100 shoppers et the Lpna Bazar, Lal Darwaza,
Ahmedabade The respondents werc picked at randon after they had finished
their shopping and were about to leave. The interviews were spread

over 6 days. Only 5% of the shoppers were menbe.s of the Coope. store.

‘The income profile of shoppers is given belowe.

Tablc G: Profile of .pna Bagar Shoppers
Monthly Femily

Expenditure %
Below 1:.300 4e7
301 - 500 15.1
501 - 750 17.4
751 = 1000 38.4
1001 = 1500 16.3
Abowe 1500 8.1
100
(N=86)

The shoppers belonged mainly to upper-income & upper occupation-
groups (Professiona, Officer/Exccutive). 4bout 75% had a level
of education of 'graduate and above!.
Store loyalty was highe &bbout helf the shoppers visited the
stere firquently, 16% 'now and *hen!' and 35% 'once in a while',
. The shopping list at a Coops department store 1ik§ this 4pna Bazar
differs quite narkedly fron the list we saw in regard to the locality
Cocps at Parcl, Bombay. t should be noted that this Coop. Department
23‘::01'(3 in ahnmedabad is located in an office ares which might have

Einfluenced the naturc of purchases made herc,



[to the
main
report,
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Table Hi Shoppings list
Apna Bazar
only
%
Toiletries 50
Tonics & Common Drugs 42
Packaged Foods 35
Wzshing powder, etce 35
Dry cells, bulbs, etc. 32
Oocking oil, etc. 23
Dals, pulses, etc. 22
Sugar, spices 22
Cloth/garments 13

only __ |
%

35
31

52
49
49

64
67
67
75

In regard to consumer perceptions about the Coop. department store

and its comparison with private ctores; similar questions were

asked as for the locality Coop. store in Parel. JUetailed tables are

provided in the Appendi [/ However, it may be useful to compare

consumer perceptions of Coops. at two different levelas: a large

depertment store vs a locality store. Only these summary

comparisons are given below.
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Table It Perceptions sbout Goops,s Parel vs Ahn'd

Tee Disagree
% %
No Adulteration Parel 9C 10
Ahm'd 90 9
Efficient Sexrvicet Parel 80 17
Ahm'd 68 28
Selesmen are
Courteous: Parel '92 4
Ahm'd 63 32
Things Basily - _
Availables Parel 96 3
Ahm'd 14 23
Prices in Coop. lower: Parel 69 30
Ahm'd 53 41

Is it pcusible to speculate that the Coop. system has acquired better
sales skills at the local store level than at the department store

levell

Now we compare views on Coops. in general vs private stores as

between Apna Bazar shoppers and Parel residents.

-There seems to ve a marked degree of difference in the perceptions of
ahoppers in the locality sitore in in Parel in Bombay as compared to the
Apng Bazar shop in Ahmedatad. Un the whole, the experience of the

, shoppers of the Parel Coop. Store seems to be much more positive.
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Tab Js e Com igong ops, vs _Pvi. Store

Apng Bazar  Pargl

% %
Non=Ad: ratio
More confidence in Coop. 69 76
About the same 27 20
Prices of articles
Lower in Coop. 32 63
About the same 53 34
vailability.
Better in Coop. 33 66
About the same 53 30
Service
Better in Coope 31 31

About the same 2 47
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Some Hypotheseg and Questiong

Bearing in mind that these were small scale studies, the following

hypotheses may be considered. Arising from the study a number of

questions are also posed for further investigation.

a)

.c>

The Coope store gives pure, unadul terated goods and this is
perceived as its most positive imege factor. For further
strengthening of the consumer cooperative sector this single
virtue may not be enough. It must pay attention to those imsage

dimensions where it is perceived to be weaka

Although Coops. are viewed as charging lower prices than
private stores, this image rating is not so stmné.
Non-shoppers in particular tend to give a low rating to Coops.
on this attribute. What are the possible actions that {:he
Coope.sy=tem can take to use its massive buyinz power to
obtain more favourable prices for its patrons, More
efficient working is also indicated in order *o pass on the

advantage to consumers,

Non-shoppers have a less favourable view about Coops. prices
than shoppers. Store promotion should create awareness of
prices at the Coop. store and induce trial visits by

non=shoppers.

Availability and choice of goods are valued by consumers
and in this respect the Coops. studied had a positive

rating and they were elmost on par with private stc rese
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At the same time, the range of products that consumers would
habitually buy seems ’;:o diff.r with the location and nature
of the stcre, e«gs, locality stores require a different
product mix as compared to & department store. Further

studies would help to determine better inventory decisions.

d) Efficiency and courtesy of service were rated rather differently
by consumers at the locality store as compared to the

Amea Bazar.

The study suggests that it is possible for a Coop. store to .~anage
its customer service well, overcome this "area of weakness" and

be rated better than competing private stores., It also

indicates a great degree of unevenhess in the sales skills of Coope

stores at different levels and different placcs.

e) Membership is not sought and is not seen as conferring
any desirable benefits. “mong the patrons who contribute
to the Coope's turnover, very few are members. One wonders
if the gro;vth of the consumer coope system should depend on

membership. If sc, special incentives need to be devised.

f) Future stores should be located with more careful observations

of customer convenience.

g) With the right management inputs, Coop. stores can earn a
"vermonent plece" in a consumer-rcoriented distribution
system, instead of M"waxing and waning"., This is bomme out

by .shopper behaviour in a period of plenty.
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Finally, some questions on the mix of departmental stores and 1o§:ality
storess The Coope depart@ent stor catersto a more affluent class,

The lecality Coope. store caters to the more vulnerable sections of
society. Whét is ihe social purpose being served by heavy investment
in Coope department stores? For large urban centres should the
strategy be to emphasise Coop. depertment stozes with numerous brenches
to serve a large number of localities? Would this be more efficient
and economical than the at‘empt o start numcrous locality Coop. stores?
If both channels co-exist how can one avoid duplication of services?
Whet should be their inter-rclation? Can the consumer .Coope. system
in India learn something from the successful chain stores of the West,

2(4)

like for example Sears Roebuck The resesrch did not throw any
light on the actual experience and perceptions about Coops. in
situations oi gcarcity. Their ability to exercise a healthy

influencs on the retail tr:de! could noit be ascertained.
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