


Introduction: What Is Loyalty?

The supermarket that shoppers experience as most 
intuitive, most customer-centric, most in synch with 
them, has no loyalty program. 

How can that be? Well, as shoppers, 
we all value promotions and 
discounts based on our purchasing 
preferences and history. But the 
transactional nature of most 
loyalty programs has about as 
much emotional content as our 
encounters with parking meters. 
Loyalty programs may foster return 
visits and repeat purchases, but 
they do little to provide consumers 
with the intangible, but very real 
benefits, that drive true emotional 
attachment. 

Recent C Space research suggests 
that we feel attached to those 
companies that make us feel they 
really “get” us, respect us, and 
tailor their offerings to our needs 
and preferences. We are loyal to 
the companies and retailers who 
show us they know us through the 
products and services they offer and 
the customer experience they create. 
Empathy, intuition, emotional 
benefits, shared values – these are 
the attributes of strong and durable 
relationships, and the very same 
qualities that drive shopper loyalty.

More than almost any other 
industry vertical, food retailers are 
in a position to demonstrate good 
relationship behavior and reap the 
rewards of doing so. In fact, as a 
category, supermarkets are second 
only to Beauty and Personal Care 
products in Customer Quotient™ 
(CQ™), an assessment designed to 
measure the strength of company-
customer relationships. Grocery 
brands were 6 times more likely 
to be given as an example of good 
rather than bad intuition. This 
makes sense when you think about 
the intimacy of these two categories. 
Keen customer understanding and 
intuition is hugely important in 
verticals in which you are asking 
people to apply and ingest your 
products – products that have an 
impact on how people feel, how they 
care for others, and on how they are 
perceived by others on a daily basis.
But we’ve seen a wide range of CQ 
scores even within a homogeneous 
and well regarded industry like 
supermarkets, which suggests that 
low-scoring companies have a 
sizable opportunity to improve the 
customer-company relationship.
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What Does Customer Intuition  
Look Like for Grocery?
In the initial CQ study in which consumers could rate any brand, 
supermarkets performed very well, with an average CQ score of 6.0 (on a 
scale from -10 to +10). In this current study, focused exclusively on grocery 
retailers, we saw a much higher degree of variability, since consumers were 
forced to rate a grocery store with bad intuition as well as good. The median 
CQ score for supermarkets was only slightly positive at 1.04, and scores for 
specific companies ranged from a low of -6.23 to a high of 7.26.

Not surprisingly, in general, when shopping for groceries, consumers say they:
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43% don’t want to feel ripped off  

(good value for the price)

41% want consistent customer service 

(friendly, helpful employees, proactive assistance)

32% want to be rewarded for their loyalty 

(through coupons and offers)

24% want product selection that matches their needs and lifestyle 

(e.g., organic, specialty)
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Show Us the Way, Trader Joe’s
What’s more interesting, however, is how the most intuitive 
company, Trader Joe’s, achieves those objectives. For starters, 
they do it without a loyalty program – and with minimal 
advertising, to boot. Instead, their rabid shopper loyalty 
(nearly all respondents agreed “I intend to continue purchasing 
products and services from this company”) is driven by 
consumers’ perceptions that they offer:  



Friendly and Helpful employees. 

One of Trader Joe’s highest-scoring attributes was “At this company, 
customer service is everyone’s job,” and that perception was echoed in 
comments like this one: 

“[They have] responsive customer service via happy employees.”  
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An enjoyable in-store experience. 

Closely tied to happy employees was a customer experience that was not only 
pleasant, but thoughtful, such as:

“Thinking of kids with games and samples.” 

Unique and curated selection. 

“Buying and trying new foods can be intimidating the first time. Trader 
Joe's makes it easy. The stores are relatively small, the choices are finite, and 
almost everything is expertly and colorfully labeled.” 

Many of the comments pertaining to the store’s products stressed that when 
you have the right products, you don’t need a wide variety of them. 

“There is not a massive selection, so I can get in and out. Always have items 
in stock.”



Personally relevant products. 

... that lead customers to feel known. We were struck by the many ways 
in which respondents expressed the feeling that the store’s products are 
relevant, using language suggesting that they felt that Trader Joe’s really 
knows them, as in these examples:

“I feel like whenever I think of a new product I would like for them to have, 
they suddenly have it, and it's cheaper than I hoped.” 

“They have lots of things that fit my lifestyle. When I want to cook they 
have products that I want, in the right size and at the right price. When I 
don't have time they have quick options that are healthy, fast, relatively 
cheap, and taste good. I feel like they understand that I want quality and 
convenience, but without the snobbery that comes with Whole Foods, etc.” 

Good value.

As is evident in the latter two quotes, Trader Joe’s loyalists are neither 
seeking nor expecting extremely low prices. Rather, they express an internal 
value equation that regards price as just one element of the overall package, 
albeit an important one. This results in the emotionally rewarding feeling of 
not being ripped off.

Emotionally rewarding. 

Feeling a sense of belonging or shared values is a powerful motivator, and a 
subtle but consistent theme we heard was that Trader Joe’s fosters a sense 
of community with and among its shoppers. The retailer not only makes its 
shoppers feel a part of a group of like-minded people, but makes them feel 
savvy, as is evident in this quote: 

“My friends all shop there too, so I feel like part of a community and smart 
for shopping there, too.” 
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Costco, King of the Boxes
Costco, a club store, was rated as the most intuitive mass or 
big box retailer for grocery shopping – above Target, BJ’s, and 
Walmart – and shares several attributes with category leader 
Trader Joe’s. Just as we saw across industries, it seems that 
grocery stores with good intuition, the ones that really “get” 
their customers, share similar characteristics, regardless of 
size, style, or business model.



A delightful shopping experience. Large, well laid-out stores full of 
helpful employees not only makes for a pleasant in-store experience, but 
implicitly conveys empathy by making good use of customers’ time: 

“Food is organized in a logical way. I can get large quantities for bargain 
prices, which simplifies balancing a full-time job out of the house with 
managing 2 elementary school aged kids and a husband who travels out of 
state 60% of the month.”

The ability to connect with and react to the local community. 
Constantly rotating selection and products tailored to a local audience show 
that the company has an intuitive understanding of what their customers 
want and need. 

“They have seasonally appropriate items … They know the demographic – 
increasing number of Asians – and they cater to their culture, e.g., frozen 
dumplings, Lunar New Year goods. Very sensitive to the people who shop 
there and what might be needed.”

Irreplaceable. Much like Trader Joe’s, Costco customers describe the 
store as having a unique and irreplaceable quality, and feeling like the brand 
understands them like no other. 

“Costco meets my needs every time I go to a local one. The stores are so big 
you can get lost, but the employees help you find your way. As a customer 
and longtime member, I feel no other store compares to Costco.”

It’s worth noting that Costco also does not offer a traditional rewards 
program. All customers pay a fee to be a club member and access the bulk 
discounts Costco offers a second, optional fee upgrades their membership 
to “Executive,” that includes a percentage in cash back rewards. But while 
there is a quid-pro-quo aspect to the club store model, the above quotes 
show discounts are far from Costco’s only appeal. By displaying empathy, 
relevance, and a dedication to customer service, they’ve taken a potentially 
intimidating and overwhelming experience and turned it into an enjoyable 
and personal one.
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Learn from the Leaders, Shaw’s
Unreliable, unintuitive, and indifferent to customer experience 
– these are the attributes that define the poorest performing 
grocer, Shaw’s. Shaw’s exhibits characteristics nearly opposite 
to those of Trader Joe’s and Costco, starting with a very poor 
in-store experience. For example, they were criticized for the 
cleanliness and organization of their stores, the quality and 
selection of their products, and the attitude of their employees. 



Poor quality of products and service. The experience of shopping at 
Shaw’s can be memorable for all the wrong reasons, as one past consumer 
viscerally recalled:

“At Shaw’s I once bought apples that had bird poop all over them. They 
often didn’t have their displays filled and were out of certain produce that I 
needed. When I approached an employee they offered no help or apology.” 

Out of step with local needs. They also show little commitment to 
engaging the local community, or fostering their own community of shoppers. 

“I would routinely ask for products to be ordered,” said one former customer, 
“products that made sense for them to carry from a community standpoint. 
They routinely dropped product lines that were locally made, and seemed to 
have a tin ear to [their] customers.”

Though Shaw’s does have a limited loyalty program (rewards cards are no 
longer needed for weekly deals, but the MyMixx mobile app offers extra 
savings to members), it seems to be beside the point when it comes to 
generating actual loyalty, given the many problems consumers describe 
above. “This company notices and appreciates my loyalty,” was one of Shaw’s 
lowest scoring items, with an average rating of 2.46. Consumers are savvy 
enough to recognize the difference between discounts and good relationship 
behavior, and feel little pride about sticking with a retailer that doesn’t seem 
to value them. Indeed, Shaw’s average score on “As this company’s customer, 
I feel proud” was a sorry 2.42 (as compared to Trader Joe’s with  5.90 on the 
same dimension).
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Conclusion: The Case for 
Customer Inspired Growth
Despite the prevalence of loyalty and/or rewards programs 
across the grocery industry, an examination of brand 
intuition from the customer’s point of view shows that 
this kind of transactional, financially based approach is 
inherently limited, unreliable, and does nothing much to 
build emotional connection. A loyalty program, or lack of 
one, makes little difference in whether a company is seen 
as having the customer-centric qualities that engender true 
loyalty; and while it may generate short-term business, 
customers will bolt as soon as they have a better option.



What can grocers do instead to show 
customers that they really “get” 
them? Target – with a positive CQ 
score of 2.8, but certainly with room 
to improve – is taking a unique 
approach as they look to grow their 
grocery business. Amid a company-
wide shift to emphasize health 
and wellness, they are focusing on 
what really matters to consumers – 
namely, transparency, control, and 
a greater understanding of what’s in 
their food. Working in partnership 
with the MIT Media Lab, they have 
promised to “give people more power 
over their food,” piloting programs 
such as the ability to digitally scan 
produce to determine its freshness, 
and then pay accordingly. By 
working to align their products and 
experiences with their customers’ 
values and priorities rather than 
discounts and rewards, Target is 
on its way to building stronger 
relationships, honing their intuition 
and, ultimately, growing their 
bottom line.

At C Space, we have seen the 
powerful connections that can 
develop when companies actively 
try to understand their consumers’ 
experience and adopt their 
perspective. We’ve been privileged 
enough to inspire the epiphanies 
that enable brands to transform 

themselves and reap the benefits 
of customer inspired growth. But 
anecdotal knowledge wasn’t enough. 
We needed evidence that the strength 
and quality of the customer-company 
relationship drives revenues and 
Return on Assets, evidence that would 
equip consumer insights professionals 
to make the case that companies 
that are truly customer-centric, that 
infuse the customer voice into all 
they do, realize superior marketplace 
performance.

CQ is that evidence. Top-performing 
CQ companies have stronger business 
performance than those at the bottom, 
among supermarkets and across 
industries. In hard numbers, raising 
your CQ score one point will result in a 
0.5% increase in ROA. Given the wide 
range of CQ scores – and business size 
– among grocery stores, the stakes are 
extremely high: for Target, this one-
CQ-point increase translates into over 
$4 billion in revenue and over $200 
million in net income. Building strong 
customer intuition throughout an 
organization is not a touchy-feely nice-
to-have; it’s a business imperative, and 
grocery stores are in a unique position 
to benefit by adopting the lessons of 
the CQ model.
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Methodology for this Study
This version of the CQ survey was designed to solicit consumers’ 
largely unaided evaluations of food retailers. Rather than ask 
people to rate a prescribed list of companies or brands (that 
they may not be very familiar with), we asked them to think of a 
supermarket that “really got them,” choosing from drop-down 
lists or writing in their own company or brand name. They then 
rated that company in relation to 15 attributes, as well as 2 loyalty 
statements (have recommended, intend to continue purchasing) 
that serve as outcome measures, on a 7-point scale. After rating 
the retailer they chose as having good “intuition,” we asked them 
to think of a supermarket that had terrible customer intuition, and 
then go through the same rating process. All in all, 502 US study 
participants rated 2 supermarkets — one that had good intuition, 
and one that did not. We also asked about which of the attributes 
were most important to them in a supermarket in general.

To calculate CQ, we transformed the 7-point scale into a 10-point 
scale and then took the cross-item average of the positive ratings 
for a given company, and multiplied that by the percentage of 
favorable mentions for that company. We then reverse-scored 
the ratings of companies with bad intuition, taking those average 
company scores and multiplying them by the percentage of 
unfavorable mentions. Finally, we subtracted the sum of bad 
scores from the sum of good, and the result is a CQ score ranging 
from -10 to 10. Written as a formula, the CQ calculation would 
read:

CQ = (% of positive mentions * positive average) – (% of negative 
mentions * negative average)
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