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Abstract 

 

By employing an importance-performance analysis technique, this paper first 

compares the similarities and differences in mall attributes that are important to mall 

shoppers in China and Thailand.  The performance of all attributes in each country 

are then evaluated to gain further understanding about consumers’ satisfaction level 

toward malls’ overall performance.  It is found that while Thai shoppers place more 

importance on both functional and experiential aspects of mall attributes, Chinese 

shoppers place more importance on functional aspects of mall attributes alone, likely 

due to their differences in shopping motives.  The results of this study provide useful 

insights for international mall managers in terms of customer retention and attraction.  

The results can also help mall managers to priority their scarce resources with higher 

efficiency and effectiveness to maximize customer satisfaction.  
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Introduction 

 

With the allure of China’s huge consumer base, together with potential purchasing 

power, retailers in Thailand are expanding their businesses into the Chinese market 

(Hua, 2009). However, it is reported that 22% of malls have failed in their 

performance (Research report on China’s shopping mall industry, 2008). To avoid 

duplicating such failure, it would be beneficial to Thai retailers to understand what 

factors contribute to customer satisfaction across the two countries.  

 

Customer satisfaction has become increasingly important for mall retailers, as it may 

increase customer loyalty, cross-buying, positive word of mouth, and reduce price 

sensitivity (Matzler, Bailom, Hinterhuber, Renzl and Pichler, 2004).  Satisfaction is 

viewed as a result of a preference for an object or service and judgments of its 

performance (Myers & Alpert, 1968).  Built on this concept, an 

importance-performance analysis (IPA) technique was developed as a market tool for 

researchers (Martilla & James, 1977).   

 

IPA has been applied in understanding critical performance factors in customer 

satisfaction for products and services in a variety of disciplines (Hawes and Rao, 1985; 

Yavas and Shemwell, 1997; Tikkanen, Alajoutsijarvi and Tahtinen, 2000; Zhang and 

Chow, 2004; O’Neill and Palmer, 2004).  However, the application of IPA in mall 

research has been limited.  During the past decades, although tremendous efforts 

have been spent towards identifying preferences of mall attributes to different shopper 

segments, the evaluation of the actual “performance” of these attributes in terms of 

satisfying shoppers has been neglected (Yavas, 2003).  The “performance” of these 

attributes is important, as they reveal the ability of the retailers to satisfy consumers’ 

motives (Yavas, 2003).  By employing an IPA approach, this study aims to compare 

differences in customer satisfaction levels through assessing importance and 

performance of salient mall attributes in China and Thailand. 

 

Literature Review and Hypotheses 

Three steps are involved in the IPA process.  In the first step, a set of product 

features or attributes is identified through a literature review, focus group interviews 

and the use of managerial judgment (Martilla and James, 1977).  After that, 

consumers are asked two questions about each attribute: “How important is it?” and 

“How well did the provided product or service perform?”  Last, the importance and 

performance scores are calculated for each attribute.  These values provides x and y 

coordinates which are then placed on a two-dimensional plot called the Action Grid 

(Blake, Schrader and James, 1978) (See Figure 1).  
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Figure 1.  

 

Importance-performance matrix (Martilla & James, 1977, p. 78) 

 

According to Hofstede (1980), both Chinese and Thai cultures are collectivist in 

orientation. However, while there are many similarities between the cultures, some 

behavioral differences may be expected due to differing values.  A comparison 

between Chinese and Thai core cultural values indicates that although the majority of 

values more or less overlap between the two countries, three values are specific to 

Thais, namely ‘mai pen rai’ (never mind), present oriented, and ‘sanuk’ (fun) values.  

It is believed that these values are specifically shaped by the Buddhist teachings, thus 

are represented as values unique to Thai society (Ovatsatit, 2007).  

Chetthamrongchai and Davies (2000) suggest that hedonic shoppers are likely to be 

present oriented. Accordingly, Thais are expected to be more hedonic and place more 

importance on experiential aspects of mall attributes.  The notion that Chinese mall 

shoppers are more likely to be utilitarian driven has been well documented in the 

literature (Tse et al., 1989; Tse, 1996; Li et al., 2004).  Therefore, it is proposed that: 

 

H1: Thai consumers place more importance on experiential aspect of mall 

attributes than Chinese consumers do.  

H2: Chinese consumers place more importance on functional aspect of mall 

attributes than Thai consumers do.  

 

Research Methodology 

 

Measurement 

 

A list of 22 mall attributes used by mall shoppers in their selection decision was 

identified.  Based on the survey by the Institute for Marketing Information of China 

(IMI) in four metropolitan cities in China (Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and 

Chongqing) in 1997 (Wong et al., 2001), together with works from the literature, 

(Bellenger et al., 1977; Wong et al., 2001; Sit et al., 2003), an initial item pool was 
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developed, which was then modified based upon the result of a focus group in China.  

Respondents were first asked to indicate the importance of each mall attribute, using a 

six-point scale (1 = Extremely Unimportant; 6 = Extremely Important), they were 

then asked to indicate the extent to which the mall that they shop the most frequently 

was perceived to be similar or different for each of these characteristics along another 

six-point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 6 = Strongly Agree).  The reason to adopt a 

six-point scale is because of the potential problem of courtesy-bias on the part of 

Asian respondents (Ayer, 1970), who tend to select the middle path to maintain the 

harmony, which can result in a high number of neutral responses.  

 

A self-administered survey was used to collect the data in both countries.  The total 

number of usable returned questionnaires was 643, with 320 in China, and 323 in 

Thailand, with a response rate of 30-40% in each country. Fewer usable surveys were 

obtained in China because of confusion as to what a shopping mall is, confusing it 

with other shopping venues such as department store, great merchandiser or anchor 

supermarket within a shopping mall, likely because the format is relatively new.  

After the data editing and cleaning, the final number of questionnaires with no 

missing values in all variables under analysis was 305 in China, and 308 in Thailand.  

 

Analysis & Findings 

 

In terms of overall demographics, 90% were aged between 20 to 38, 69% were female, 

71.6% were single and 82.7% had no children, 57.4% had a bachelors degree 65.7% 

were white collar, and 45.1% had monthly income between 2000 to 6000 Yuan (or 

10,000 to 30,000 Baht).  Compared with Chinese respondents, Thai respondents 

were older, better educated and more affluent (p=.000).  In the present study, among 

a variety of approaches, such as index mid-point, grand mean, mid-rank, and median 

(Crompton & Duray, 1985; Nitse & Rushing, 1996; Oh, 2001; Huan et al., 2002), 

grand mean scores were used as a benchmark to identify the importance of the 22 

attributes.  The grand mean scores for both importance and performance were 

summed across all attributes then divided by 22.  The mean of each attribute was 

then compared to this grand mean.  The attributes whose averages exceeded the 

grand mean were designated as “high importance” or “excellent performance”, and 

those which had lower means compared with the grand mean were labeled as “low 

importance” or “poor performance” attributes.   

 

Importance of Mall Attributes 

 

The result of one-way ANOVA indicates that compared with Chinese shoppers, Thai 

shoppers placed more importance on merchandise variety (mean=5.35 vs. 5.10, 

p=.000), close to home (mean=4.96 vs. 4.37, p=.000), ease of parking (mean=5.31 vs. 

3.95, p=.000), adequate layout (mean=5.12 vs. 4.88, p=.001), knowledgeable 

salesperson (mean=4.83 vs. 4.49, p=.000), uncrowded store (mean=5.01 vs. 4.71, 

p=.000), availability of food court (mean=4.67 vs. 4.19, p=.000), availability of 



Page 5 of 9 

entertainment zone (mean=4.31 vs. 3.88, p=.000) and clean (mean=5.60 vs. 5.43, 

p=.003). Therefore, hypothesis 1 suggests that Thai consumers will place more 

importance on experiential aspect of mall attributes than Chinese consumers do is 

partially supported.  Thai consumers not only place importance on experiential 

aspect of mall attributes (such as availability of food court, availability of 

entertainment zone), but also place importance on functional aspect of mall attributes.  

A plausible explanation is that Thais may shop for more diverse reasons, which 

include both hedonic and utilitarian motives in the mall.  The result of ANOVA 

analysis also indicates that compared with Thai shoppers, Chinese shoppers placed 

significantly more importance on good reputation of the mall (mean=4.74 vs. 3.74, 

p=.000), resting seat (mean=4.09 vs. 3.80, p=.003), merchandise quality (mean=5.65 

vs. 5.00, p=.000), prompt help at information desk (mean=4.55 vs. 4.32, p=.02), 

return policy (mean=5.32 vs. 4.97, p=.000), air conditioning (mean=5.19 vs. 4.80, 

p=.000), and vertical transportation (mean=4.92 vs. 4.62, p=.002).  As all of these 

attributes are function driven, therefore, hypothesis 2, which proposes that Chinese 

consumers place more importance on functional aspect of mall attributes than Thai 

consumers, is fully supported. 

 

Customer Satisfaction 

 

Table 1 presents the results of simultaneously considering each attribute’s importance 

and performance in both countries.  Seven attributes in both countries fell into the 

“keep up the good work” quadrant.  These attributes are strengths of the malls, thus 

should be highly emphasize when developing marketing strategies for both attraction 

and retention of customers.  While security in the mall and adequate layout are 

strengths for Thai malls, they are weaknesses for Chinese malls.  Somewhat 

unexpectedly, while close to home is strength for Thai malls, it is likely be of no value 

for Chinese malls.  In contrast, while air conditioning, fast checkout, vertical 

transportation and atmosphere are strengths for Chinese malls, except fast checkout, 

which requires immediate improvement, the rest seem of lesser value to Thai malls.  

 

Five and four attributes in China and Thailand respectively fell into the “concentrate 

here” quadrant.  These attributes require immediate improvement, since they are the 

key areas of importance for shoppers.  While frequent sales promotion needs 

immediate improvement for Chinese malls, ease of parking requires immediate 

improvement for Thai malls, perhaps due to the higher use of personal cars.  

 

Good reputation of the mall, adequate and well-designed entrance, availability of food 

court, and availability of entertainment zone are attributes that have overdone across 

nations.  Similarly, prompt help at information desk, knowledgeable salesperson and 

resting seats are attributes where no immediate attention should be paid on.  

 

Table 1. Summary of results   Chinese Malls Thai Malls 



Page 6 of 9 

Item Imp. Perform. Quad. Imp. Perform. Quad. 

Merchandise quality 5.65 4.99 K 5.6 5.02 K 

Clean 5.43 5.34 K 5.45 4.75 K 

Security in the mall 5.4 4.62 C 5.35 5.06 K 

Return policy 5.32 4.3 C 5.33 4.58 C 

Reasonable price level 5.28 4.35 C 5.31 4.53 C 

Air conditioning 5.19 5.45 K 5.14 4.54 O 

Fast checkout 5.14 4.69 K 5.12 4.64 C 

Merchandise variety 5.1 5.07 K 5.01 4.71 K 

Vertical transportation 4.92 5.13 K 5 4.75 O 

Atmosphere 4.89 4.93 K 4.97 4.02 L 

Adequate layout 4.88 4.5 C 4.96 4.88 K 

Frequent sales promotion 4.86 4.48 C 4.83 4.31 O 

Good reputation of the mall 4.74 4.86 O 4.81 4.61 O 

Uncrowded store 4.71 4.45 L 4.8 4.74 K 

Adequate and well-designed entrance 4.71 4.99 O 4.78 4.68 O 

Prompt help at information desk 4.55 4.22 L 4.7 4.64 L 

Knowledgeable salesperson 4.49 4.16 L 4.67 4.9 L 

Close to home 4.37 3.96 L 4.62 4.83 K 

Availability of food court 4.19 5.1 O 4.32 4.09 O 

Resting seats 4.09 4.24 L 4.31 4.65 L 

Ease of parking 3.95 4.24 L 3.8 4.1 C 

Availability of entertainment zone 3.88 4.8 O 3.74 4.65 O 

Grand mean 4.81 4.68   4.85 4.62   

K stands for: Keep up the good work; C: Concentrate here; L: Low priority; O: Overkill. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The results provide several insights for retailers. While Thai shoppers’ satisfaction 

levels are more likely to be determined by their evaluation on both functional and 

experiential aspects of mall attributes, Chinese mall shoppers’ satisfaction levels are 

more likely derived by their evaluation on functional aspect of mall attributes. IPA 

analysis indicates that despite their similarities, Chinese and Thai malls also share 

differences. What are considered as strengths for Chinese malls may be considered as 

weaknesses for Thai malls, and vice versa.  The findings imply that international 

mall retailers should not simply transplant those strengths from one country to another 

without understanding local consumers’ needs and wants. In addition to identifying 

criteria that consumers use to select a mall, the results of this study also indicate the 

actual performance of those criteria.  Therefore, mall managers may identify 

improvement priorities for salient attributes and direct quality-based marketing 

strategies (Hansen and Bush, 1999). Retailers can allocate their scarce resources more 

effectively and efficiently to attain the highest degree of customer satisfaction.   
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