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Abstract: The population of certain parts of the world is ageing, offering a rationale for this study 

This research investigated the difficulties and challenges that elderly consumers face in a 

supermarket environment in China, so as to understand the way in which the supermarket 

environment and service can improve elderly consumers’ shopping experience. An ethnographic 

design approach, which combines video-based direct observations and in-depth interviews, has 

been employed to explore Chinese elderly consumers supermarket shopping experience. 12 

Chinese senior citizens above 60 years of age and able to undertake their own shopping at least 

once fortnightly joined this research project as participants. Each participant was required to visit 2 

retailers in Beijing so as to collect sufficient data of his/her shopping experience for analysis. It has 

been found that the main difficulties that Chinese senior consumers face at supermarkets include: 

problems with reading information on product package), poor access to products where items were 

placed too low or too high and poor signage. Based on the findings, guidelines for improving the 

design of some elements to improve and enhance the service to older consumers is proposed.  
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1. Introduction 
The population of the world is ageing. It has been forecast that the number of people classified as old in the 

world could rise over 2 billion in 2050. As one of the largest ageing communities in the world, China will have 

over 440 million people aged over 60 at the same time, 34% of the UK population will be aged over 60 in 2050 

[43]. Because of this substantial demographic shift, many researchers have highlighted that the elderly consumer, 

who was considered as less profitable in the market in the past, is a valuable and vital consumer segment for 

retailers [21,25]. Researchers have also noted that ageing encompasses social, biological and psychological 

changes with elderly people having different requirements when shopping, compared to young adults [26,41,42]. 

The consumer market therefore has to be segmented to take this group into account. Numerous studies have 

identified characteristics of elderly consumers, such as decreased price sensitivity, preferences for quality 

products, a tendency to make joint buying decisions and greater levels of store loyalty [17,41].  These features 

play a significant role on their shopping experience and satisfaction. Thus, a better understanding of consumer 

behaviour within and between age cohorts can support retailers in improving their service in particular for the 

ageing group [1]. Numerous issues that have had significant impact on the elderly consumers’ shopping 

experience have been explored and identified from the literature (Table 1).  
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Table 1. Age-related supermarket Process issues 
 Issues Recourse 

Tr
ol

le
ys

 a
nd

 
ba

sk
et

s 
Difficulties of using trolleys [1,17,29,30,18,19] 
Issues of loading and unloading trolleys [18] 
Difficulties of carrying baskets [18] 
Bad-designed trolleys and baskets [21,39,14] 
Trolleys and baskets are not well-maintained [30] 
Poor availability of trolleys and baskets [30] 

St
or

e 
la

yo
ut

 a
nd

 a
isl

es
 

Bad-designed store environment [18] 
Poor user friendliness of store layout [1,17,30]  
Inconsistent aisle signs  [37] 
Aisles are not wide enough [1,37] 
Unclear signage and labels [14,39,37] 
Poor access due to aisles [37] 
Poor availability of seating [14,29,37,39] 
Stores being too cold [19] 
Poor lighting system [1,14,39] 
Store size either too big or small [21] 
Changing layout [21] 
Unclear product location [29] 
Difficult to maneuver between the aisles [29] 

Sh
el

ve
s 

an
d 

fr
ee

ze
rs

 Shelf is too high or too low [17,18,21,38] 
Unclear price display on shelf [17,18,19] 
Difficult to use deep freezers [18] 
Poor accessibility to products on shelf [1,13,14,24,30,39] 
Need larger print on product labels [21] 

Pr
od

uc
t 

Unhelpful multi-purchase promotion  [14,21,35,39] 
Poor quality of product packing [14,18,21,39] 
Poor product range [1,18,29] 
Product price too high [18,21] 
Unclear product informant labelling [18,29] 
Unclearing product promotion information [18] 
Package size too large [1,13,17,19,21,24,29,30] 

C
us

to
m

er
 

Se
rv

ic
e 

Poor customer service [12,14,17,20,21,30] 
Personal in-store service [7,27,29] 
In-store assistance [1,14,21,35,37] 
Friendly service [21,33] 
Poor customer service facilities [2,18] 

C
he

ck
ou

t 
 

Slow checkout service [14,21,39] 
Long queues [14,21,30] 
Poor checkout service [14,24,39] 
Poor packing service [13,24] 
Difficult to open plastic bags [21,30] 

 
Although results from the existing research are notable, research gaps still exist. For example, many studies 

have identified difficulties that older shoppers face, but few practical solutions have been provided. Furthermore, 

past research has been undertaken mainly through questionnaires or surveys that largely rely on the memory recall 

ability of participants [11]. As a result, they may have failed to obtain a true account of the problems faced by 

elderly shoppers. Thus, here was a gap in actually studying customer behaviour patterns within an ethnographic 

setting without disturbing their ability to shop naturally. The key missing elements in the previous research were 

the elderly consumers’ natural behaviour and interaction with facilities, staff and other customers in a supermarket 

environment. Another key factor that fails to be addressed is the issue of culture and how this impacts on elderly 

consumers’ behaviour patterns when shopping. Within the globalized retail industry, China is regarded as the 

biggest and most profitable overseas market by major international firms such as Tesco (UK), Wal-Mart (US), 

Carrefour (France) and Metor AG (Germany) [32]. Among these retailers, Tesco has 105 stores in China and is 

planning to develop more over the next five years so as to increase its market share and reach in China [31]. The 

other UK retail giant Sainsbury’s is also keen to move into the Chinese market [10]. However, due to the fact that 

cultural orientation plays a significant role in shaping consumers’ shopping behaviour [40], consumers in China 

may have different requirements and needs within a supermarket service environment. Thus, it is important to 
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explore Chinese elderly consumers’ shopping behaviour and experience so as to provide effective supermarket 

service to this group of consumer in China. Therefore, this project aims to investigate difficulties and challenges 

that Chinese elderly consumers face in a supermarket environment so as to understand the way in which 

supermarket retailers can improve their service for the elderly consumers in China. 

2. Methodology  
In order to achieve the research aim, an ethnographic user study that includes video-based direct observations 

and in-depth interviews has been employed. This method has been chosen as it supports the researcher in studying 

behaviour within a natural setting over a long period of time. It also represents a dynamic picture of the life of the 

targeted elderly consumer group [6]. The key feature of an ethnographic study is its capacity to view a system 

through the eyes of the user so as to discover the user’s needs [16]. Therefore, it is extremely useful in designing 

service to satisfy the end-user, the elderly consumer in this case. In order to explore the elderly consumers’ natural 

shopping behaviour and experience comprehensively and objectively, video-based direct observations and in-

depth interviews were conducted twice with each participant. 1) A video-based direct observation method was 

chosen because it supports the researcher in discovering and discussing the real, indisputable actions of the elderly 

consumer’s shopping behaviour as they occur [4].  It helps the researcher to capture and fix ‘reality’ in ways that 

the elderly consumers undertake shopping in a dynamic environment. In addition, it will also support to reduce 

bias by checking the validity of other data collection methods [8]. 2) In-depth interview methodology was chosen 

because it offers a great opportunity for the researcher to understand individuals more deeply and to open up new 

dimensions of a problem and secure vivid, accurate information that is based on personal experiences [15,9].  

According to Morse [23], the interview is one of the most recommended methods to intensely investigate people’s 

opinions about specific issues.  

For this study, senior citizens above 60 years of age and able to undertake their own shopping at least once 

fortnightly were invited as participants. This ensured that they were mentally and physically capable of 

completing the experiment. A total of 12 participants, comprising 9 women and 3 men took part and their 

participation was voluntary. A summary of the participants’ profiles is shown in Table 2. 58.33 per cent shopped 

with families and 41.67 per cent had a preference to shop alone; 8 of them (66.67 per cent) conducted their 

shopping 2-6 times a week; and 25 per cent did their shopping once a week. There was a heavy reliance on 

walking to the supermarket either on their own or with others (58.33 per cent), 25 per cent chose bicycle as their 

preferred mode of getting to the store, and few of them prefer electric bike or driving to the store (16.67 per cent).   

Table 2. Participant information and shopping details 
No. Gender Age 

Group 
Martial 
Status 

Usual Shopping 
Times Shops Frequency of 

Shopping 
Mode of 
Transport 

Participant 1 Female 60-69 Married PM With family 2-6/week Walk 
Participant 2 Female 60-69 Married Variable Alone Weekly Walk 
Participant 3 Male 70-79 Married PM With family 2-6/week Bicycle 
Participant 4 Male 60-69 Married AM Alone 2-6/week Bicycle 
Participant 5 Female 60-69 Married AM With family Weekly Walk 
Participant 6 Female 70-79 Married AM With family 2-6/week Walk 
Participant 7 Male 60-69 Married Variable With family Weekly Bicycle 
Participant 8 Female 60-69 Married AM With family 2-6/week Drive 
Participant 9 Female 70-79 Married Variable Alone 2-6/week Walk 
Participant 10 Female 70-79 Widowed AM Alone 2-6/week Electric Bicycle 
Participant 11 Female 70-79 Married AM With family 2-6/week Walk 
Participant 12 Female 70-79 Widowed AM Alone Daily Walk 
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Each participant was required to visit 2 different supermarkets located in Beijing. The purpose of having 2 

supermarkets in this study is to examine the differences within companies in the same business with different 

store sizes. Supermarket A had a small retail area, while Supermarket B had a larger retail space. Both 

supermarkets were easily accessible by main roads with public transport services. A video recorder was used at 

both Supermarket A and B for data collection. Because of participants’ personal reasons, some of them only 

visited one supermarket store. Therefore, the results from the data collection from each supermarket were based 

on 10 responses; and the data analysis was based on a total of 20 trips.  

Table 3. Ethnographic user study findings 
Category Interview Findings Observation Findings Supporting Images 

Trolleys and 
Baskets 

She thought shopping basket (with 
wheels) was not very easy to control as 
the wheels were too lose; trolley is too 
big and basket is too small for her; 
trolley and basket were not clean.   

She had to bend down when put a 
glass bottle or a box of egg to the 
shopping basket; the basket was not 
very steady on escalator, it moved 
from her back to front; sometimes 
she pulled the basket and sometimes 
pushed the basket.  

Store Layout and 
Aisles 

She thought that the passageway was 
narrow. She indicated that her path was 
blocked by a member of staff, who was 
loading products on shelves.  

 Blocked passageway. 

         

Shelves and 
Freezers 

She thought that items in freezer were 
difficult to pick; Price labels of frozen 
products were listed together. It was 
difficult to find corresponding prices for 
the items that she wanted.    

She picked up a product from an 
upper shelf and put it on a lower 
shelf so as to read the product 
information. 

         

Products 

She highlighted that elderly consumers 
have to use glasses to read information 
on products labels, as the font size was 
too small for them.  Thus, she suggested 
that the store should locate some glasses 
for older shopper to use during shopping 

Price label was located on the back 
of a pack of egg; thus, she had to lift 
the pack up to find the price.  
The big pack of egg was difficult to 
put into her shopping bag. So she 
had to hold it on the way home.   

Customer 
Services 

She mentioned the customer service is 
better than before. However, sometimes, 
it is still difficult to find staff when she 
needs help.  

 
 

 

Checkout 

Long queues were a big issue for her. 
Sometimes she has to wait for an hour 
for checking out. She indicated that she 
would put the products back and give up 
shopping if queue is too long.   

She removed her stuff from her 
shopping bag first, and then put 
purchased products into her bag. 

 
 

In order to elicit information participants were asked to undertake certain tasks. After their shopping, they had 

to locate and identify 3 products, including a 200ml bag of yoghurt, a 210g bottle of mushroom sauce and a1000g 

pack of frozen wonton from both supermarkets. The purpose of finding the 3 items was to serve as a reference 

point and to examine the issues and challenges that the elderly shoppers might potentially face. The 3 products 

belonged to specific brands that were sold at both supermarkets. The yoghurt was chosen as it was found from the 

pilot study that its location was inconsistent, sometimes being placed at soft drinks section or at the dairy section. 

In addition, the yoghurt came in various brand, flavours, quantities and package. Thus, the challenge was to locate 

and identify the correct item. The bottle of mushroom sauce was chosen as it was found that the packaging looked 

identical to the other sauces and the product information on the label was very small. The pack of frozen wonton 

was chosen as a representative of the frozen food and to examine whether access to frozen food was a problem. 
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During the exercise, each participant was given colour photographs of the 3 items so that they had a clear 

understanding of the task. After the shopping, face-to-face in-depth interviews were conducted to confirm and 

validate what was observed. The researcher had the opportunity to show and clarify with the respondents the key 

scenes that illustrate their difficulties. At the end of the interview, the respondents were asked to summarise their 

shopping experience and to suggest improvements.  

The information from the observations and interviews were then compiled into a matrix based on the six 

categories as showed in Table 3. And then, the findings were grouped into a table in order to identify common 

themes. It involved clarifying the findings with the participants; bringing words with the same meaning together; 

merging broader terms into identical concepts; and putting topics that are frequently mentioned into clusters [36]. 

The process was repeated for all the participants until no new themes could be identified [19]. The list of topics 

and sub-topics are shown in Table 4. Lastly, the number of problem areas that occurred at both supermarkets was 

counted. This process of tabulation quantifies the findings so that patterns can be identified [34]. The results are 

shown in the frequency distribution table in Table 4. The most signification findings are discussed in the next 

section.  

Table 4. Tabulated findings 
Supermarket 

Category Sub-Topic A B Total 

Tr
ol

le
ys

 a
nd

 B
as

ke
ts

 

Number of trolley was not sufficient for customers 4 5 9 
Trolley and trolley basket were hard to control 0 8 8 
Trolley and trolley baskets need better maintenance (broken or dirty) 4 4 8 
Size of trolley was too big to manage 2 3 5 
Baskets were located too close to escalator landing area 0 5 5 
Trolley basket was too low to pick up product from it or drop down product into it 0 4 4 
Trolley basket does not stable on escalator 0 4 4 
Trolley basket with wheels only can be used in-store, no access to car park 0 3 3 
Basket was too small 1 2 3 
Basket caught in retail hook 2 1 3 
Trolley basket handle was too low to reach  0 3 3 
Basket is too heavy to carry during shopping 2 0 2 
Deep trolleys make it hard to reach for items at checkout 0 1 1 
Basket does not accommodate the trolley well 0 1 1 
Total number of issues 10 34 44 

St
or

e 
la

yo
ut

 a
nd

 A
is

le
s 

Narrow passageways  8 6 14 
Signage is not clear  3 6 9 
Products on floor obstructed passageway 3 3 6 
Product display keep changing 1 1 2 
Working staff block passageway 1 1 2 
Store is small 2 0 2 
Slippery floor 0 1 1 
Store is too big 0 1 1 
Escalator does not have voice prompt when near landing area;  1 0 1 
Escalator landing area should provide handrail 1 0 1 
Total number of issues 20 19 39 

Sh
el

ve
s a

nd
 F

re
ez

er
s 

Items placed too low on shelves 4 7 11 
Items placed too high on shelves 3 6 9 
Disordered product display, products mixed together  5 3 8 
Items paced too deep on shelves 3 1 4 
Items were a distance away in freezers  3 1 4 
Labels and items do not correspond 3 1 4 
Over stacking made it hard to find or remove items 1 2 3 
Price labels on freezers were a distance away to read 2 1 3 
Access to product in freezer is blocked by items on floor 2 1 3 
Bigger sized products are always stuck between shelves 0 1 1 
Passageway too long  1 0 1 
Total number of issues 27 24 51 
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Pr
od

uc
t 

Problems with reading information from product package 7 8 15 
Product price labels too small to read 2 4 6 
Product price labels are located together. It is difficult to find price of correspond item.  4 1 5 
Best before date was difficult to find on product package 1 3 4 
 Products in the same category priced with various unit quantities (per 100gm and per 200gm)  2 2 4 
Price label was not available 2 1 3 
Products variety is not sufficient  1 2 3 
Difficult to read product information and price label on low shelf 1 2 3 
Products were not appropriately placed. Yoghurt products are not located in fridge.   0 1 1 
Package does not fully protect product (for example: eggs) 0 1 1 
Total number of issues 20 25 45 

C
us

to
m

er
 S

er
vi

ce
 Store staff are indifferent to customers 2 2 4 

Store staff are difficult to find 1 2 3 
More service should be provide such as kids centre and food process service 2 1 3 
Store staff have limited knowledge and information of their products  0 3 3 
Quality of free shuttle service should be improved 0 2 2 
Long queues to customer service, especially during promotion season 0 2 2 
Total number of issues 5 12 17 

C
he

ck
ou

t 
 

Long queues 0 6 6 
Lifting heavy items at checkouts was an issue 1 3 4 
Free plastic shopping bag are not provided 2 1 3 
Checkout staff should help in packing grocery 1 1 2 
Checking out area is too narrow 3 0 1 
Payment machine need better maintenance 0 1 1 
Difficult with putting basket back to retail hook at checkout 1 0 1 
Only accept cash and one type of shopping card, bank card can not be used  1 0 1 
Total number of issues 5 13 18 

A
dd

iti
on

al
 F

ee
db

ac
k 

Would like to have more seats available 1 5 6 
In-store air circulation should be improved. Seafood section is very smelly. 1 4 5 
Toilet should be provided 1 3 4 
Lighting system needs to be improved 3 0 3 
Self-service lockers need better maintain 0 3 3 
Too many stairs in store 1 2 3 
Need a staff member to pull trolley at the escalator landing area 1 1 2 
Number of self-service lockers is not enough 0 1 1 
Location of self-service lockers is not easy to find 0 1 1 
Disable toilet should be provided 0 1 1 
Baby changing room should be provided 0 1 1 
Toilets are not well maintained  0 1 1 
The store should pay more attention on fire precaution  0 1 1 
Difficult to use escalator and toilet for customers with children  1 0 1 
Not enough parking space  0 1 1 
Total number of issues 9 25 34 

3. Findings and Discussions 

In terms of trolleys and baskets (Figure 1), 14 issues have been explored. The top three key issues that were 

raised by the participants include problems with availability of trolleys (45%, N=20), trolleys were hard to control 

(40%, N=20) and maintenance of trolleys and baskets (40%, N=20). 9 participants highlighted that the number of 

trolleys was inadequate and it was difficult to find a trolley when they needed one. Meanwhile, some other 

participant suggested that trolleys and baskets need better maintenance, as they were broken or dirty. The 

availability and operability of baskets and trolleys was also reported in the past [30]. 8 respondents felt that 

trolleys and trolley baskets were hard to manage due to loose wheels. For instance, it has been observed that 

trolley baskets were not stable on a moving escalator and the participants had to clasp basket handle all the time 

on escalator.  A number of participants pointed out that the size of trolley was too big to manage and the basket 

was too small. They suggested that it would be better if a smaller sized and better-designed trolley could be 

provided. Some other participants mentioned that shopping baskets were located very close to escalator landing 
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area. It has potential risk that the landing area might be blocked by congested customers who picking up baskets 

during rush hours. From the study, it was found that the trolleys also served as a walking aid and this was 

highlighted by Meneely et al. [21].  A number of respondents also felt that bottom of trolley basket was too low 

for them to put items into it safely without bending, especially for items with glass bottle. Other issues that have 

been found include: basket caught in retail hook, deep trolleys make it hard to reach for items at checkout, trolley 

and basket were only available for use in-store and basket does not accommodate the trolley well.       

  
Figure 1: Significant issues related to trolleys and baskets 

For the store layout and aisles (Figure 2), 10 issues have been discovered. The top three key issues that were 

raised by the respondents include narrow passageways (70%, N=20), poor signage (45%, N=20) and products on 

the floor that blocked their way (30%, N=20). One of the participants commented that “the signs were not very 

clear and I must have missed (seeing) a lot of things”. Furthermore, 2 participants highlighted that it was difficult 

to find products because product display was keep changing. Other issues that have been found include: working 

staff blocked passageway, store was small, slippery floor, store was too big, escalator does not have voice prompt 

when near landing area and the landing area should have handrail for old consumers.  

 
Figure 2: Significant issues related to store layout and aisles 

In terms of shelves and freezers (Figure 3), 11 issues have been discovered.  The top three key issues that were 

raised include items being placed too low (55%, N=20), items that were located too high (45%, N=20) and 

disordered product display (40%, N=20).  “If the shelves are too low, then I will have an issue because I have a bit 

of a knee problem when I bend down”. Another areas of particular attention were items that were positioned too 

far inside the shelves (4 participants) and products and labels were not corresponding (4 participants). It has been 

observed that products in a same range were mixed together on shelves and it was difficult for the participants to 

find the particular item that they wanted. One participant emphasised that “products are mixed together and they 
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all looks similar. I could not find the product that I want ”. This could be improved by a better merchandise design 

or identical packaging design. 4 participants mentioned that it was difficult to pick items from bottom of freezer. 

And price labels of frozen products were a distance away to read. Other issues that have been found include: over 

stacking made it hard to find and remove items, access to frozen product was blocked by boxes on floor and 

passageway was too long. These results are in line with previous research about the poor access to products. Older 

shoppers who are unable to reach for products considered this problem as their main barrier towards a good 

shopping experience [38]. Pettigrew et al. [30] also found that reaching for products from higher shelves or deep 

freezers was more difficult for older female customers as they tend to be shorter than younger adults and people 

sometimes lose their height as they age.  

 
 Figure 3: Significant issues related to shelves and freezers 

In the relation to products (Figure 4), 10 issues have been discovered. The top three key issues include 

problems with reading product information from packages (75%, N=20), price labels were too small to read (30%, 

N=20), and key product information such as ‘best before date’ was difficult to find (25%, N=20). Many 

participants felt that it was difficult to read product information on package because size of the font was too small. 

It was found that the list of ingredients was important to those with a special diet. “I look at the ingredients – what 

goes inside. I have to look out for wheat as I can only take gluten-free food… and the expiry dates are sometimes 

too small”. This has been noted in previous research where elderly customers with visual impairments had issues 

reading labels, highlighting the need for larger text with contrasting colours as discussed in the literature review 

[30,17]. Other issues that have been found include: products were not appropriately (e.g.: yoghurts were not 

placed in fridge), price label was not available and package does not fully protect product (e.g.: egg).  

In terms of customer service (Figure 5), 4 participants felt that store staff was not friendly and indifferent to 

customers. Some other respondents mentioned that they could not find a customer assistant easily. 3 participants 

commented that supermarket staff was not very helpful due to their knowledge and information of the store and 

products were limited. One participant mentioned that “ she tried to help me, however, after 20 minutes searching 

she still could not find the light bulb that I wanted. So, she gave up and asked me to find another supermarket 

employee for help. I was very upset…” This shows the need for the availability of suitably trained and effective 

staff that could guide the customers properly. This particular issue has also been raised by Petermans and Van 

Cleempoel [29]. Some other participants also felt that more types of service should be provided such as a child 

centre or creche and food process service. Other issues that have been found include: quality of free shuttle 

service should be improved and long queues to customer service.  
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Figure 4: Significant issues related to products 

 
Figure 5: Significant issues related to customer service 

The significant issues identified at the checkouts include long queues (30%, N=20),  problems with lifting 

heavy items at checkout area (20%, N=20), the size of the small checkout area and the need for free plastic bags 

(15%, N=20)(Figure 6). This is in-line with Goodwin and McElwee [12] who found that the waiting time at 

checkouts were linked to the level of satisfaction among customers and long queues contributed towards their 

dissatisfaction. Another respondent highlighted an issue with payment machine. He said “the payment machine 

was broken so I had to move from one checkout account to another. Also the buttons on payment machine are too 

stiff and small, and I sometimes enter the pin number wrongly”. Other issues that have been found include: 

checkout staff should help for packing, difficult with putting basket back to retail hook at checkout and limited 

types of payment means.  

 
Figure 6: Significant issues related to checkouts 
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Figure 7: Additional feedback 

When asked for additional feedback (Figure 7), 15 issues have been discovered. 6 participants would like to see 

more seats made available at the store and 5 of them expressed their concerns about air circulation in the store. 3 

participants felt that the lighting system should be improved. Other issues that have been found include: disabled 

toilet and baby changing service should be provided, toilet should be better maintained, self-service lock was not 

easy to find and not user-friendly, difficult to use escalator and toilet with children and inadequate parking space.  

4. Conclusions and Recommendations 
Ageing has been closely linked to loss of agility and strength that makes shopping a challenge for the elderly 

[15]. The results from this research have revealed a number of issues that senior shoppers face at supermarkets in 

the China  are in line with those found in previous literature. For example, research by Meneely et al. [22] in 

Northern Ireland also identified negative factors such as inappropriate shelf height, long queues, poor customer 

service, and illegible labels. This is echoed by the findings from Pettigrew et al. [30] in Australia who identified 

the key issues that include access to products, customer service and the use of trolleys and baskets. 

From this research, the main difficulties that were found include problems with reading information on product 

package (15 responses, 75 per cent), poor access to products where items were placed too low (11 responses, 55 

per cent) or too high (9 responses, 45 per cent), issues with trolley and baskets (9 responses, 45 per cent) and poor 

signage (9 responses, 45 per cent). Decreasing visual acuity has been identified as one of the most important 

problems that influence older people’s daily life [28].  Elderly consumers have to rely on their glasses so as to 

read information that written with small sized fonts, especially information that printed on product packages. This 

issue could be improved by a better- package design, which considers elderly consumers’ eyesight problems and 

provides information with bigger sized font. Alternatively, supermarket stores can also provide glasses for elderly 

consumers to use. The problem of reaching high and low shelves is not unique to only shoppers in China and this 

has been reported among older consumers living in the United States and other parts of Europe [18]. It is proposed 

that the access to products could be enhanced if existing shelves are redesigned to accommodate the 

anthropometric limits of some senior shoppers, as well as determining the positioning of certain products. For 

example, identical products could be displayed in vertical arrangement, rather than occupying the entire shelf. 

Problems with trolleys and baskets are associated with easy to control, problems with lifting item up from bottom, 

availability and maintenance. In terms of signage, 45 per cent response concerned signage was a key issue 

because of the fact that they may be more prone to eye ailments and poor posture. Therefore, the existing ceiling 

mounted signs could be less effective, leaving them feeling disadvantaged when navigating around the store and 
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this is supported from studies by Backstrom and Johansson [2] who stressed that the level of shopping experience 

increases when consumers are able to find products easily. The shopping experience for consumers could be 

improved by having signs installed at more appropriate height levels and by ensuring that they can be clearly seen 

from a distance.  

The findings of this research should be considered in light of its limitations. This preliminary study comprised 

a small sample of 14 participants and while every effort has been made to obtain an equal number of elderly males 

and females, the female participants still outnumbered males. It is important that a larger sample is looked at, as 

there are likely to be differences between different socio-economic groups in the same age band. Also, this study 

was limited to 2 supermarkets. Despite several attempts to invite other retailers to participate, they declined to 

take part. 

The results from this study have several significant implications. First, this research has identified the key 

difficulties that senior shoppers face in China and the findings will allow retailers to cater towards a more 

customer-centered retail experience. Second, it is proposed that future work should focus on the aspects of reading 

information from product package, product access, trolley & baskets and signage. Lastly, the use of ethnographic 

method has provided a more accurate, comprehensive and objective representation of the study. In conclusion, this 

study has built greater awareness and provided an increased research focus on the elderly shopper in China. At the 

same time it indicates the need for better-designed products and supermarket service to achieve a much better 

customer-centred retail experience.  
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