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[bookmark: _Toc1829282574]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc38474382]1.1 Research Background
The UK convenience retail sector is characterized by sustained competitive intensity and represents a significant component of the high-street economy. Beyond satisfying consumers’ routine purchasing requirements, convenience retailers frequently operate as social touchpoints within local communities, particularly in urban and suburban environments (Euromonitor, 2023; Mintel, 2024). The sector encompasses a wide spectrum of retail formats, ranging from independently owned convenience stores to large national chains, each exhibiting distinct strategic orientations, resource endowments, and competitive capabilities (Grewal et al., 2020).
Independent convenience retailers, such as Guney Food & Wine, commonly depend on personalized service provision, close interpersonal relationships, and strong local embeddedness to encourage repeat patronage. Frequent staff–customer interactions can cultivate familiarity and trust, thereby facilitating emotionally driven forms of customer loyalty. By contrast, chain retailers typically compete through economies of scale, standardized assortments, extended opening hours, and formalized loyalty programmes designed to stimulate repeat purchasing behavior (Jones, Comfort, and Hillier, 2021).
Within this competitive context, the Co-operative Group (CO-OP) occupies a distinctive market position due to its member-owned governance structure and ethical orientation. This cooperative model has the potential to generate functional loyalty through pricing incentives and membership benefits, while concurrently fostering emotional or value-based loyalty through alignment with ethical principles and community reinvestment initiatives (Co-operatives UK, 2024). Given increasing price sensitivity, regulatory oversight, and competitive pressure within the UK convenience retail market, understanding the mechanisms through which customer loyalty is formed and sustained across contrasting retail formats is of considerable strategic and academic relevance (Competition and Markets Authority, 2023).
Accordingly, this study employs a quantitative research approach to examine and compare the relative influence of functional and emotional customer loyalty drivers within an independent convenience retailer and a CO-OP convenience retail chain operating within the same local context.
[bookmark: _Toc1617816398]1.2 Problem Statement
Customer loyalty has been extensively examined within marketing and retail scholarships, with prior research consistently emphasizing its importance for long-term profitability, customer retention, and sustainable competitive advantage. However, a substantial proportion of existing empirical studies have focused on large supermarket chains or broadly defined retail categories, often neglecting the specific characteristics and competitive dynamics of the convenience of the retail sector. Moreover, direct quantitative comparisons between independent convenience retailers and cooperative chain models operating within the same geographical context remain limited (Lee, 2022).
This absence of comparative empirical evidence restricts managerial understanding of whether customer loyalty in independent retail contexts is driven primarily by emotional mechanisms such as trust, interpersonal relationships, and community attachment or whether functional mechanisms such as price competitiveness, convenience, and structured loyalty programmers exert a stronger influence within chain formats such as the CO-OP (Dick and Basu, 1994; Oliver, 1999). Addressing this gap is particularly pertinent for retailers seeking to design effective, context-specific customer retention strategies within an increasingly competitive retail environment.
Empirical evidence in the literature of the past has been able to comprehensively investigate customer loyalty in large supermarket chains and small independent retail settings; however, an important empirical gap remains in the quantitative and comparative analysis of functional and affective loyalty determinants in independent convenience retailers and cooperative retail chains that share the common geographical location. In particular, the previous research has mostly focused on discrete retailing forms, category-wide research, or qualitative research, thus limiting the direct comparison of loyalty processes between divergent convenience retail models. As a result, there is an apparent gap in the literature of UK convenience retail. The current study attempts to address this gap by adopting a quantitative comparative study design to evaluate the comparative effects of functional and emotional loyalty drivers in an independent off-licence store and an independent CO-OP convenience retail chain.
[bookmark: _Toc944677470]1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
Research Aim 
To have a comparative analysis of the customer loyalty drivers, namely the discussion of the functional and emotional mechanisms, in the independent UK off-licence store (Guney Food & Wine) and in a CO-OP convenience retail chain.
Research Objectives 
· To identify the key functional and emotional factors influencing customer loyalty at Guney Food & Wine.
· To identify the key functional and emotional factors influencing customer loyalty at a selected CO-OP convenience retail branch.
· To quantitatively compare the relative strength of identified loyalty drivers between the independent retailer and the CO-OP chain.
· To develop evidence-based strategic recommendations for improving customer loyalty for both retail formats.
[bookmark: _Toc1981301155]1.4 Research Questions 
RQ1: What functional and emotional factors influence customer loyalty at Guney Food & Wine?
RQ2: What functional and emotional factors influence customer loyalty at a CO-OP convenience retail chain?
RQ3: Are there statistically significant differences in the relative importance of customer loyalty drivers between Guney Food & Wine and the CO-OP?
RQ4: What strategic recommendations can be derived from the findings to enhance customer retention for independent and chain convenience retailers?
[bookmark: _Toc1682753254]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc699288224]2.1 Customer Loyalty: Functional and Emotional Perspectives
Customer loyalty is often theorised as a complex phenomenon that summarises the behavioural continuity along with the attitudinal devotion (Dick and Basu, 1994). Pioneering research on loyalty had been dominated by research on repeat purchasing, but later research argues that the psychological attachment that maintains long-lasting customer relationships has been overlooked through the use of behavioural measures alone (Oliver, 1999). Oliver has described four stages of the loyalty model that outlines a continuum of cognitive evaluation to affective commitment and advocacy. However, the alleged linear path has been disputed in the context of convenience retail, where habitual buying behaviour and convenience in the situation can slow the formation of strong affective relationships (Grewal et al., 2020). The implications of these considerations are that the formations of loyalty might vary across retail formats thus making comparative examination. Price competitiveness, convenience, product availability as well as incentives provided by loyalty programmes are the rational drivers of functional loyalty (Dick and Basu, 1994). Although effective in developing recurring patronage, this loyalty type is often criticised because it can be easily imitated by a competitor and has comparatively low switching costs. On the other hand, emotional loyalty is the result of trust, commitment of a relationship and the feeling of belonging that comes about through the continuous positive service encounters (Oliver, 1999). Although it is claimed to be durable, there is not much agreement on the relative strength of emotional and functional loyalty in the context of convenience retailing (empirical literature).
[bookmark: _Toc344808936]2.2 Loyalty Drivers in Independent Convenience Retailers
Independent convenience stores are often linked to an emotional loyalty with respect to the use of personalised service and high level of interpersonal relationships with customers (Jones, Comfort and Hillier, 2021). Individualised service experiences may lead to trust and commitment to the relationship, and this leads to emotional attachment (Bitner, Booms and Mohr, 1994). Also, the embeddedness to community can enhance the loyalty by creating a sense of familiarity and belonging (Fox and Luff, 2019). Nonetheless, the viability of such relational benefits has been doubted especially in situations where price sensitivity and competition have been on the rise.
[bookmark: _Toc1038950430]2.3 Loyalty Drivers in Convenience Chains: The CO-OP Context
The convenience retail chains are traditionally focused on functional loyalty systems, such as homogenous assortments, long opening hours, and systematic loyalty programs (Dick and Basu, 1994; Competition and Markets Authority, 2023). Although these mechanisms trigger the habitual buying, they are quite weak since switching costs are minimal. The CO -OP is a hybrid model of the UK convenience industry that combines functional incentives with value-based emotional loyalty based on ethical positioning and cooperative ownership (Co-operatives UK, 2024). Despite this unusual positioning, no quantitative and comparative studies have been conducted to examine the difference between the functional and emotional loyalty drivers between an independent convenience retailer and cooperative chains working in the same local environment. This paper fills this gap.
[bookmark: _Toc1730929187]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc1831998958]3.1 Research Philosophy and Approach
The current study relies on a positivist epistemology, which is appropriate when it comes to questions that are intended to verify hypotheses by means of objective measurement and statistical analysis (Smith, 2020). 
An approach of deduction is taken, according to which the existing loyalty theories are referred to operationalize quantifiable constructs and analyse the hypothesised relationships (Johnson, 2023).
This study has a particular rationale to employ a quantitative, deductive approach, because it allows measuring the loyalty constructs objectively, in two different retail models. The given methodology is necessary to answer the Research Question 3 as it will provide the numerical data needed to perform the independent-samples t-tests and, therefore, determine whether the difference in the loyalty drivers is statistically significant. The use of standardised scales guarantees a high degree of reliability and allows the direct and evidence-based comparison, which was not possible with the qualitative approach and with the same statistical accuracy.
[bookmark: _Toc13781734]3.2 Research Design and Data Collection
A cross-sectional survey design is employed to enable quantitative comparison between customer groups at a single point in time, a method widely used in business and retail research (Field, 2018). 
	Component 
	 Detail 
	 Rationale 

	 Research Design 
	 Cross-sectional Survey 
	 Efficiently gathers data from a large sample at a single point in time for 

	 
	 
	 quantitative comparison. 

	 Population 
	 Customers who regularly shop at both Guney Food & Wine and the local CO-OP convenience store within the same area. 
	 Controls for local demographics and competition, enhancing the validity of the comparison. 

	 Sampling Technique 
	 Convenience Sampling 
	 Practical for a time-constrained MBA dissertation, targeting customers in or near the two store locations via in-store flyers and online community groups. 

	 Sample Size 
	 $N = 150-200$ (Targeting 75–100 valid responses for each retailer) 
	 Provides sufficient power for statistical tests like t-tests and multiple regression analysis. 

	 Instrument 
	 Structured Questionnaire 
 (Online via Google 
 Forms/Qualtrics) 
	 Primarily uses 5-point 
 Likert scales (1=Strongly 
 Disagree to 5=Strongly Agree) to measure perceptual variables consistently.


To make the study manageable within MBA time frame, the survey will be distributed using a dual channel approach. This will include online distribution using local communities' social media and the physical distribution of the QR codes flyers where the stores are located. This approach will ensure that, despite the limited formal access to the stores, a sufficient sample size of 150 to 200 participants is obtained, thus maintaining the statistical strength of the study.
[bookmark: _Toc452737742]3.3 Variables and Measurement
The measures in service quality would be based on the SERVQUAL framework that defines such dimensions as responsiveness and assurance (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1988). The emotional connexion is measured with the help of the trust, commitment, and sense of community constructs, which are consistent with the available research on customer experience (Klaus and Maklan, 2013). 
The measurement of customer loyalty is done on a composite scale which considers both the behavioural intention and the attitudinal advocacy measures (Oliver, 1999). 
[bookmark: _Toc1125234958]3.4 Data Analysis
The reliability test will be performed using Cronbach alpha to measure the internal consistency of multi-items scales (Sriram and Krishnan, 2022). Independent-samples t-tests and multiple regression analyses will be used as inferential tests because they are appropriate in comparative and predictive analysis research in the realm of business research (Hair et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc157862872]3.5 Ethical Considerations
Before the data collection process, the ethics board of the university will give formal approval. Informed consent will be obtained by all the participants with the help of an introductory statement on the survey platform. No personal identifying information will be collected so that anonymity will be guaranteed. In the final report, the reference will only be made to the independent off-licence store, namely, Guney Food and Wine, but only with a direct written permission of the owner; otherwise, a pseudonym will be used.
[bookmark: _Toc836330651]4. Expected Findings
Due to the initial literature analysis and conceptual framework, the following findings are expected: 
· H1: Emotional loyalty factors have a stronger positive effect on customer loyalty at Guney Food & Wine than functional factors.
· H2: Functional loyalty factors have a stronger positive effect on customer loyalty at the CO-OP than emotional factors.
· H3: There is a statistically significant difference in perceived emotional connection between customers of Guney Food & Wine and the CO-OP. 
Comparative Difference: The outcomes of the T-tests are supposed to indicate that the Emotional Connexion mean score of Guney Food and Wine is statistically significantly greater than the CO-OP mean score, but the Price Competitiveness mean score of the CO-OP is statistically significantly greater. 
These anticipated results will be able to directly answer the research questions and support the idea that effective retention strategies should be specific to the format of a retail and its fundamental competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc1843300805]5. Limitations 
Despite the strict design, the research has several limitations: 
Convenience Sampling: The convenience sampling can be a factor that restricts the ability of the findings to generalise outside of the local area of study. 
Cross-Sectional Design: The survey will only measure the attitudes at one time and will not be able to determine any causality or determine the loyalty change with time.
Trust in Self-Reported Data: Customer Loyalty is a dependent variable that is assessed based on self-reported intentions (repurchase intent, recommendation), and not future behaviour, which creates the possibility of bias in responses. 
Access Constraints: It might be difficult to obtain access to the CO-OP with enough numbers and formal access to the management to distribute the surveys and this might affect the final sample size. 
Sampling Bias Mitigation: To reduce the inherent constraints of convenience sampling, the researcher will target recruitment into certain local community centres, thus making sure that respondents are bona fide, regular shoppers of both Guney Food & Wine and the CO-OP.
Reduction of Access Constraints: In cases whereby formal corporate access to the CO-OP is limited, the researcher will use the snowball sampling using the residents to ensure that the 75-100 responses needed per retailer are obtained thus eliminating the sole use of management permission.
To improve reliability of self-reported measures of loyalty, the instrument will also include cross-verification questions that ask discrete antecedent behaviour, e.g. frequency of visits, thus, supporting the intentions expressed by participants towards repurchasing the product. 
These constraints will be recognised in the discussion, and the conclusion will bring out the extent and context of the recommendations arrived at.
[bookmark: _Toc1543512142]6. Timeframe (Gantt Chart Indicative)
The project will be completed over 15 weeks period, structured to meet typical MBA dissertation deadlines. 
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[bookmark: _Toc1926109470]7. Conclusion 
The dissertation proposal outlines a strictly defined and feasible research project that shall carry out a comparative study of the drivers of customer loyalty in an independent store Guney Food and Wine and the CO-OP convenience retail chain. Using a sound quantitative research approach, hypotheses will be tested on relative pre-eminence of emotional and functional loyalty mechanisms in these divergent retail settings. 

The projected results have a large practical value, as they will provide the owner of Guney Food & Wine and CO-OP strategists with empirically obtained information to streamline their customer retention efforts, therefore, resolving an existing business issue. The study is methodologically sound research that fills a gap in the existing body of literature in retailing and adheres without question to necessary ethical and structural standards.

To sum up, the chosen quantitative framework proves to be strong and suitable in comparison with the research goals and, therefore, provides a systematic way of deriving action-oriented strategic recommendations that could be implemented by independent and chain convenience retailers.
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