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Abstract: This paper aims to examine the main challenges encountered by mobile grocery-shopping
applications’ (MGSAs) users, wherein the analysis is based on the review comments for three
popular MGSAs deployed by main grocery retailers in Europe. The research methodology used
was qualitative in the form of a cross-sectional inductive approach, allowing for the identification
of the main issues encountered by users and their classification into four categories for a more
straightforward presentation. The research findings indicate that despite the below-average level
of digital literacy, customers are trying to use MGSAs efficiently and are proposing different areas
of improvement, such as the design, the general functionality of the applications, and other factors
regarding the specific functionalities of MGSAs. The findings may be leveraged by grocery retailers
to exploit this market efficiently in a post-pandemic context; moreover, the study’s results could
provide meaningful knowledge to the mobile retail industry, as the detailed insights offer adequate
support for enhancing mobile-shopping (m-shopping) applications.

Keywords: m-commerce; post-pandemic; mobile grocery-shopping applications (MGSAs); review
comments; challenges; mobile shopping; functional issues

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on e-commerce as more individuals,
due to necessity, started to purchase groceries online as opposed to visiting physical stores,
which has been detrimental to the latter practice. The World Economic Forum [1] states
that “e-commerce is globalization’s shot at equality” and that the pandemic acted as an
accelerator [2] as consumers had to shift from in-store to online purchases (mobile and
web stores) quickly. Nowadays, there is an increasing concern that, as the pandemic seems
to be coming to an end, there is limited knowledge regarding the stability and evolution
of e-commerce, as the latest data highlight that an abrupt decrease has been identified in
countries where e-commerce was considered to be developed before the pandemic, while
in countries where e-commerce was still emerging there is a great potential that can be
exploited in a post-pandemic context [2].

In the online-purchasing field, mobile shopping (m-shopping) represents a significant
share, as mobile applications’ (m-applications) users consider such applications to provide
better comfort in terms of search functions, access, and service recovery [3]. Further-
more, retailers can leverage new technological advancements, such as artificial intelligence
(AI)-based features, to enhance the shopping experience [4,5] both in-store and online.
Additionally, compared to web stores, mobile commerce (m-commerce) allows for a better
level of interactivity, and retailers can deploy a variety of features still unavailable in web
store versions [6].
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Previous research has analysed the factors that influenced the consumers’ intention
to use m-applications [7–11], focusing mostly on determinants from technological and
psychological models, such as the technology acceptance model (TAM), the unified theory
of acceptance and use of technology (UTAU), and the theory of planned behaviour (TPB),
with less attention being paid to the factors behind these determinants such as the challenges
encountered while using mobile grocery-shopping applications (MGSAs).

The considerable increase in mobile grocery shopping requires an understanding of the
main challenges faced by users, as little is known about the issues encountered by customers
who shifted from in-store to MGSAs not out of curiosity, but rather out of necessity. With
the uncertainties regarding e-commerce in a post-pandemic context as a starting point,
the central objective of this paper is to examine the main issues encountered by popular
MGSAs’ users deployed by European retailers in Romania, a country where e-commerce is
still considered emerging and where, according to Eurostat [12], the highest rate of grocery
expenses from the total expenditures (26.4%) is recorded. Therefore, this study provides
an important opportunity to advance the understanding of the main issues of MGSAs in
an attempt to better understand the e-commerce challenges that must be addressed in a
post-pandemic context. This study uses a qualitative, cross-sectional, inductive approach
to examine users’ review comments and to provide new insights for both researchers and
retailers about an emerging market that can be successfully developed.

After the introduction, we present the relevant literature. The subsequent section de-
scribes the methodology and the research context, while in the third part we unveil and discuss
the results obtained, providing practical recommendations. Finally, we draw conclusions and
highlight the managerial implications, limitations, and future research directions.

2. Literature Review

Grocery shopping through m-applications was one of the most undeveloped branches
of e-commerce before the pandemic, even in developed countries [8], mostly due to the
logistical challenges faced by the retailers [13] and the inadequacy of the infrastructure [14].
The pandemic context, however, led to an accelerated development of online grocery
platforms and MGSAs [15] by improving, up to a certain point, the reliability of the
ordering process and its logistics, resulting in an increase in the number of individuals
shopping for groceries online, either by using platforms or m-applications. The relevant
literature focusing on explaining consumers’ behaviour in the context of situational factors,
such as sanitary restrictions and new social norms, suggests that this new trend might be
reversible [11], while other studies contend that the recently adopted shopping behaviours
may result in a new normal [16].

In general, a significant percentage of consumers is not completely satisfied with
shopping for groceries online [17,18], with their expectations being that in a post-pandemic
context where retailers do not address MGSAs’ challenges and fail to meet consumers’
needs, the shopping behaviours determined by the pandemic might change [19]. While
certain retailers have managed to quickly transform their omnichannel in grocery retail [20],
other grocery retail chains with large physical stores that also offer remote services are
competing with their own network [21].

As the pandemic influenced the online grocery-shopping determinants [11], once this
situational factor is eliminated, retailers should account for the optimal marketing mix
elements’ weight by leveraging customers’ engagement and improving sales channels’
availability [22].

In a post-COVID-19 context, retailers are trying to improve resilience by leveraging
smart technologies focusing primarily on AI [14,23], and researchers propose different
designs for improving MGSAs with the use of AI [24,25] to overcome the industries’
specific challenges and boost the mobile grocery-shopping experience.

M-shopping through applications is a dominant feature in a highly digitalised econ-
omy and, given the higher acceptance rate among smartphone users, researchers have
begun to analyse the reported issues and identify the main categories of problems encoun-
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tered by customers [26–28], as these data not only guide possible future users but also serve
as a channel of communication with the companies. From this dialogue, it is evident that
users’ reviews can change [29].

Users’ review comments represent a precious source of data that developers can
leverage as more companies are constantly trying to improve their applications. Therefore,
given the volume of data provided in review comments, researchers [27,30–33] have started
to propose new solutions for automating feedback collection in terms of categorising,
clustering, and prioritising the challenges encountered by users.

Several researchers have examined the factors that influence the intention of order-
ing [34] and reordering groceries online [35], highlighting that habitual purchases, perceived
usefulness, perceived time pressure, innovativeness, relationship drivers, enjoyment, the
perceived ease of use, and performance expectations are the main drivers. The cultural
component of consumption [36], along with different attitudinal, situational, demographic
factors [37], and personality traits [38], influence the consumers’ choice regarding the shop-
ping channels. Since the pandemic determined changes in users’ preferences, new factors
directly influence the choices. Before the pandemic, individuals who opted for online
shopping were driven by a series of perceived benefits, such as saved time, greater accuracy,
the better monitoring of spending, and easier comparisons [39]; however, afterwards, more
emphasis was placed on physical distancing and social norms [40].

The prevalence of mobile grocery-shopping applications (MGSAs) increased expo-
nentially as a response to the sanitary restrictions implemented almost worldwide, and
researchers have focused on understanding the main predictors of acceptance [40], includ-
ing not only COVID-19-related aspects, but also subjective norms, the ease of use, and
perceived usefulness. The results suggest that the MGSAs’ users can be retained even in
a post-pandemic context if the applications’ features match the customers’ expectations.
Moreover, the prior literature [19,41] has highlighted that m-applications’ adoption is also
determined by other users’ opinions regarding the quality and features provided; thus, the
users’ experience plays a vital role. Therefore, our paper aims to investigate how grocery
retailers can leverage MGSAs by, firstly, analysing relevant review comments to increase
the understanding of the main challenges that might determine the intention of using
m-applications for grocery shopping, and proposing strategies for continuing the adoption
trend and improving the individuals’ intention to use MGSAs in a post-pandemic context.

3. Materials and Methods

This study sought answers to the following research questions:

• RQ1. What were the main challenges encountered by customers while using MGSAs?
• RQ2. What strategies can retailers adopt to increase the customers’ overall satisfaction

and attract more new users?
• RQ3. What MGSAs challenges should retailers overcome so that m-commerce can

proliferate in a post-pandemic context?

3.1. Research Design

To achieve the pursued objectives, we conducted a qualitative cross-sectional archival
research by analysing the users’ review comments for the three most popular MGSAs
available in Romania in the Google Play market, with delivery coverage in the majority of
counties. The current study has been designed within an interpretivism research paradigm,
as this approach leads to the creation of “new, richer understandings and interpretations
of social worlds and contexts” ([42], p. 149), which is a suitable research approach when
investigating different business realities such as the experience of MGSAs’ users.

As the central objective of this study is to examine the main challenges encountered
by MGSAs’ users, this qualitative method offers an efficient way of conducting an in-
depth analysis. In terms of the approach deployed for theory development, the research is
inductive in nature, as the objective of this paper is to explore a phenomenon and generate a
conceptual framework based on the data collected using a mono-method qualitative study.
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Figure 1 presents the study design that was adopted to conduct our research. The
first phase consisted of selecting MGSAs deployed by grocery retailers with a significant
market share in Europe. The data collection process focused on analysing the users’ review
comments and eliminating the items that did not provide a sufficient level of detail in terms
of understanding the main challenges encountered by customers or exceeded the objective
of the study. The data collection process refers to separating each relevant review comment
into statements, identifying the main categories and subcategories of issues, and allocating
the statements into categories and subcategories.
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3.2. Selecting the Applications

The selection of the applications was conducted based on the number of installations
and reviews to ensure the reliability of the dataset. Each of these applications has been
installed more than one million times. The Google Play market was selected, as most
Romanian users’ smartphones employ Android as an operating system [43]. Since the
number of m-applications that primarily focus on grocery ordering and delivery is limited,
as per the emerging nature of e-commerce in Romania, few popular options were available
for mobile orders with consistent coverage at the national level. All the applications selected
are related to major grocery retailers operating mainly in Europe, as presented in Figure 2,
but also in other continents. The applications selected were as follows: Auchan Romania,
part of the Auchan Retail Group; Bringo, taken over by the French retailer Carrefour; and
Mega Image, part of the Koninklijke Ahold Delhaize group.

With the exception of Bringo, which has been taken over by the French retailer Car-
refour, the other retailers created their own m-applications. The Bringo application is used
by customers primarily for m-grocery shopping from Carrefour; although it also delivers
from other shops and some restaurants, a significant portion of users order from the French
retailer. The reason behind the selection of these MGSAs was that at the time when this
study was conducted, not all major grocery retailers in Romania had developed MGSAs.
The other leading grocery retailers (Kaufland, Lidl, Penny, and Profi) have applications in
the form of digital loyalty programs, which do not enable in-app purchases, while Cora’s
application was developed as a shopping assistant for in-store purchases.
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3.3. Data Collection

The data source is represented by users’ review comments posted for the applications
in the Google Play review sections. Since the reviews (the “star” rating and the review com-
ments) are public and details such as the date were available, we selected only those posted
between March 2020, when the pandemic restrictions started to be applied, and December
2021, when several restrictions were cancelled. A user who reviews an application must
provide a rating; however, a review comment is optional. In order to identify the main
issues encountered by users, we have selected the review comments of customers rating
the app with four or fewer “stars” as these are most likely to refer to user complaints, thus
excluding the five-star reviews that are usually positive assessments. All review comments
have been collected manually. The details of the MGSAs analysed are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Details of the MGSAs analysed.

Mobile
Application

Main
Retailer Release Date

Total
Number of
Reviews *

Number of
Retrieved Review

Comments

Average
Rating (All
Reviews)

Review Comments Analysed
by Rating (no. of “Stars”)

1 2 3 4

Auchan
Auchan
Retail

România
23 July 2020 22.366 588 4.5 325 54 53 156

Bringo
Carrefour
Romania

SA

18 September
2015 5.397 467 3.1 325 48 42 52

Mega
Image

Mega
Image SRL 22 May 2018 4.447 311 4.6 212 22 30 47

Source: elaborated by the authors. * As of 15 March 2022.

In total, we retrieved 1366 review comments from the above-listed applications. Most
of the items focused on the MGSAs’ issues encountered; however, there were also positive
reviews (12.01%) such as “Ok”, “Pretty good”, “Super”, or “All went perfectly”. In the
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case of review comments such as “Ok” or “Pretty good”, the user might not have been
willing to detail the MGSA’s issues encountered, if any; however, for the other kind of
strongly positive reviews (e.g., “Super”), it is most likely that the users providing these
positive review comments have accidentally rated the application with four or fewer
stars. Two hundred twenty-one items did not indicate a specific issue (16.18%), leaving
comments such as “Bad experience”, “Terrible”, or “Disappointed”; hence, it was not
possible to identify the challenges faced by the users. Along with the unclear and positive
review comments, we also eliminated the items that did not focus on the MGSAs, such as
order processing, delivery, business policies, and promotions, as the aim was to examine
exclusively the application-related issues.

3.4. Data Analysis

Once we cleaned the collected data by eliminating the review comments presented
above, we started coding them in order to identify the different types of challenges faced
by the users and created categories of issues. Miles and Huberman describe data analysis
as a reduction process of “selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting and transforming
the data that appear in written-up field notes or transcriptions” ([44], p. 10). Moreover,
Saunders et al. [42] state that this approach allows for greater flexibility for analysing new
findings that were not initially considered to test. This iterative-coding process allows
for an inductive approach for identifying the main patterns and relationships, and it is a
common approach when analysing a large number of non-standardised data [42]. Since a
review comment can be used to evaluate different aspects of the experience, we examined
each statement individually, yielding a total of 660 observations focusing on the MGSAs’
encountered issues.

After examining all the review comments and separating the statements, if necessary,
we assigned each observation into a category. If appropriate, we also created subcategories
for some of the main categories to highlight the challenges identified. The main categories
and subcategories are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Categories of MGSAs’ identified issues.

Category Subcategory Number of Statements

General functionality

Connectivity 30

General errors 167

Language 3

Log-on and user registration 176

Permissions 2

Push notifications 2

Updates 29

Interface design Interface design 3

Specific functionality

Customer support function 2

Missing features 10

Order history 5

Order placement 139

Payment 22

Products’ availability and
cataloguing 36

Search function 26

User-friendliness User-friendliness 8
Source: elaborated by the authors.
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4. Results and Discussion

To analyse the main challenges encountered by the MGSAs’ users, we allocated
the statements in the above-presented categories, and, in this section, we will detail the
emphasised issues and propose solutions for improving the processes. Moreover, for each
type of challenge encountered, we considered it appropriate to present at least one relevant
review comment.

4.1. Applications’ General Functionality

When deploying an m-application, regardless of the professional field, the general
functionality of the application represents a vital aspect of the business’s continuity. As
presented in the methodology, we identified several subcategories of issues affecting the
general functionality of the analysed MGSAs, as highlighted by the users, which are
presented in Figure 3.
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1. Connectivity—This refers to connection issues of the applications. Although the users
were connected to a network, the application failed to recognise the connection as
functional. This type of error can occur due to several issues, such as an unstable
internet connection, errors related to the device used, data savers, or network settings.
MGSAs have a wide range of permissions that are generally highly energy-consuming
and, thus, due to restrictions meant to optimise energy consumption [45], the internet
connection might be affected. However, following the dates and companies, this issue
affected multiple customers in the same period, which might imply an internal issue
of the applications or servers hosting the applications.

2. General errors—In this subcategory, we included all the statements regarding the
limited functionality of the application, lags, unresponsiveness, splash screen loops,
and crashes. This outcome is in line with previous studies [26,46], which have high-
lighted that functional errors represent one of the main issues that determines a user’s
propensity to complain. Nevertheless, not addressing these issues in a timely manner
could lead to a decrease in the sales’ volume and can also impact the reputation of
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the retailers deploying the MGSAs, as it might determine a decrease in the perceived
usefulness [40].

3. Language—These review comments refer to the automatic change of the applications’
language and to the impossibility of manually changing the language displayed by the
application. Although limited, these issues have great importance, clearly highlighting
that the m-shopping experience is not enjoyable and, as previous research emphasised,
enjoyment directly impacts the users’ behaviour intention [34]. Therefore, this kind
of issue can contribute significantly to a decrease in the applications’ usage and
customers’ engagement.

4. Log-on and user registration—The main issue encountered in our research was repre-
sented by the logon errors generated by the fact that the servers did not recognise the
account’s credentials as valid; the e-mail address, delivery address, or phone number
were not considered legitimate; and/or the verification code was sent with significant
delays or was not recognised as valid. As it can be noticed, account registration and
logon represent a current issue encountered in all the analysed applications. Although
there is a chance that customers forgot the e-mail or the password used for registration,
these issues were quite frequent and might pinpoint a functional error caused by a lack
of response from the servers hosting the applications or a constraint implemented for
some e-mail addresses from a particular domain. As in the previous case, the review
comments highlight that the m-shopping experience is far from enjoyable, a fact that
might reflect in a decrease in the intention of continuing to use the applications.

The registration process represents the first contact with a mobile or web store, wherein
users can self-assess their skilfulness, which directly affects the perceived usefulness [34].
From the dataset, we identified 48 observations that targeted the issues encountered by
users at the registration stage, in which most of them were related to the verification code,
efficiency, and the easiness of the process. Some companies included in their enrolment
policies a verification of the data inputted by the user, checking the accuracy of the e-mail
address provided or the phone number. By doing so, retailers enhance the security of their
online and mobile services [47] and prevent the creation of fake accounts. However, given
the limited digital literacy of some of the users, this process has proven to be considered
unnecessary and time-consuming. In some cases, the verification code was not received
by the users; in other cases, it has been received after a considerable time, which led to
its expiration.

As many customers started using the MGSAs for the first time out of necessity and
less out of curiosity, the user registration process was important, as it represented the initial
contact with the services. Not receiving the verification code or receiving it late might
be caused by functionality errors of the device, as some SMSs can be blocked, or due to
some problems on the retailer’s end. Therefore, companies should try to educate users by
providing adequate support and information to better understand the necessities behind
the registration policies and how such issues can be solved.

5. Permissions—Each m-shopping application has a set of permissions that companies
can leverage to increase customers’ engagement [48]. Nevertheless, developers should
not include permissions that might be considered intrusive. As the digital literacy
of some users might not be that developed, companies should state in their policies
the reason behind using these permissions, ensuring, in this manner, a better level
of acceptance.

6. Push notifications—These issues have been raised only for one application where,
according to the user, in the first case, the push notifications reactivated automatically
after placing the order, while the second user highlighted that these notifications
are too frequent. Push notifications have proven to be an efficient marketing tool
for re-engaging users [49]; however, they might be annoying for some individuals.
Moreover, mobile devices can also be used to track customers’ behaviour in the
application and the location so that companies may target users more easily at an
opportune time [50]. More recent Android versions have battery-saving features that
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prevent push notifications from the least-used applications; thus, forcing automatic
reactivation might not be considered an appropriate practice.

7. Updates—Complaints regarding the frequency of the updates or update issues have
been identified for all the applications. Understandingly, applications are updated to
provide new features and solve previous issues; however, given the frequency of the
statements identified, recurrent updates or update errors can negatively influence the
customers’ perception regarding the quality of the application. Li et al. [51] propose a
sentiment–statistical approach based on customer reviews that developers can use to
analyse problematic updates in a timelier manner and address the highlighted issues.

4.2. Interface’s Design

Review comments are a helpful tool used by developers to improve m-applications’
interface designs. The interface’s quality directly influences the enjoyment of the expe-
rience [52] and the users’ first impression is mainly influenced by the aesthetics of the
application [53]. Previous research, focusing on the contributions of users’ reviews to
enhancing the interface design of applications and online platforms, emphasised that the
acceptance factor has a significant influence on the creation process. Moreover, by deploy-
ing this approach, the applications can fulfil the users’ needs in a dynamic market [54,55],
as their involvement constitutes a critical characteristic [56], and a user-centred design
represents a key aspect in most (if not all) applications.

In the analysed dataset, we identified only three statements focusing on the interface
design (“prices are hardly visible” and “the application’s graphics are very cheap, the
titles too large and bold, I understand the intention for people with poor eyesight, but I
think it was a bit exaggerated”). These two review comments were written for different
applications and managed to capture opposite perceptions and experiences. Although
not a frequent feature, developers can include additional options in the menu where the
users can select the appropriate visualisation font. These perspectives highlight the need
for applications to have a higher level of personalisation that can satisfy individual needs;
previous research [50] considered this approach as an appropriate strategy for improving
marketing performance.

4.3. Specific Functionality

During the pandemic, the number of MGSAs’ users increased significantly, and the
majority of new customers placed their orders via an MGSA as a result of sanitary con-
straints. Furthermore, people who tested positive for COVID-19 had to stay indoors for
several days and many of them relied heavily on these services to purchase the necessary
groceries. In addition to the general functionalities of the m-applications, several specific
functionality issues of the analysed MGSAs emerged, as shown in Figure 4.
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1. Customer support function—The users complain that there were functional errors
affecting the support function and their requests have not been sent from the applica-
tion. As in the case of connectivity issues, this might have been a network problem or
an application error. Nevertheless, companies should leverage the use of conversa-
tional agents (chatbots), which have begun to represent a vital component of digital
marketing [57], as customers expect to have real-time support.

2. Missing features—In this subcategory, we allocated the missing features highlighted
by users to improve the efficiency of the application and the overall m-shopping
experience. The newly proposed features focus on:

• order monitoring options;
• a section for filling out complaints;
• a facility to zoom-in on products;
• collective offer activation;
• the inclusion of new controls;
• new review options.

Although the number of statements is limited, companies should not disregard this
kind of input from users, as, in this competitive environment, a client-centred approach
can be a key differentiator [54].

3. Order history—Issues regarding the order history have been identified in the case
of one application where users highlighted that the transactions history was no
longer available. These review comments were posted during a six-month period,
and as there are only few of them, it is not clear whether this is an account backup
issue or an error caused by the device used. Wang et al. [7] found that users tend
to continue purchasing habitual products; thus, having an order history available
decreases the time spent searching for a particular product and enhances the overall
shopping experience.

4. Order placement—This was another subcategory with numerous complaints regard-
ing the errors encountered during the entire ordering process and it manages to
capture the main MGSAs’ specific functionality errors, such as order placement,
adding or deleting products, the removal of the cart content, and errors when fill-
ing out the delivery address. These types of issues have been identified for all the
analysed applications and might be caused by functionality problems. In addition,
the removal of the cart content might be an implementable feature in applications
that will clear the cart after an idle time or logon. However, these incidents influence
the client’s satisfaction with the service as they can become time consuming and
thoroughly unenjoyable.

5. Payment—The analysed applications provide an option to pay by card at checkout
and some users encountered issues when trying to pay for the order. During the
pandemic, the general recommendation was to avoid cash payments as much as
possible and, when users encounter payment issues and have to pay for delivery, they
might not feel safe; some companies have implemented a “no contact policy”, where
users pay in the application and the order is left at the door. As satisfaction with
mobile payments significantly impacts users’ continuance intention [58], developers
should keep in mind that these kinds of incidents decrease users’ satisfaction with the
overall m-shopping experience and contribute to a decrease in trust.

6. Products’ availability and cataloguing—For this subcategory, we identified three main
issues: the stock of products was not updated and, thus, the customers ordered prod-
ucts that were no longer available; misleading categories of products; and a missing
list of ingredients. From the issues presented, the incorrect stock problem represented
the main concern for customers. Although companies present this information in the
terms and conditions of the applications, users seem to be disappointed with this
approach. The dissatisfaction expressed by the customers is in line with previous



Electronics 2022, 11, 3771 11 of 15

research [59] and this has also been increased by the anxiety caused by many products’
unavailability at the beginning of the pandemic.

7. Search function—The majority of the review comments allocated into this category
focus on the irrelevant results provided, while other users consider that the filtering
and sorting options are limited. These findings are consistent with previous concerns
raised by researchers [60], who propose a new querying approach based on previous
users’ interactions after performing similar queries and, thus, decreasing the limita-
tions regarding the number of terms used. As these MGSAs are supposed to reduce
the time allocated for shopping, relevant results and more filtering/sorting options
might be a key factor.

4.4. User-Friendliness

In the pandemic context, these applications were a more convenient alternative to
in-store grocery shopping; however, the digital literacy of some of the new users is less than
average and there is a greater need for user-friendliness [61]. In the analysed dataset, we
identified eight statements focusing on the applications’ complexity and counterintuition.
Some representative review comments are as follows: “Hard to use, you should take a
look at [another application name] to get inspired” and “Very poorly, more hassle to access
a store than to go straight there to buy by myself”. The degree of user-friendliness and
intuition contribute to the creation of the perceived ease of use, which directly influences
the intention to use [62]; thus, the MGSA’s developers should consider these factors when
developing and improving such solutions.

The pandemic that acted like an accelerator for MGSAs has started to diminish and
retailers should rethink their strategies for attracting new customers and increasing the
engagement of current users. As the determinants of the intention to use are changing,
companies should leverage the users’ newly developed behaviours and improve their
mobile grocery-shopping experience. A significant number of new MGSAs’ users had
little to no experience with this new way of grocery shopping; now that they have gained
sufficient skills, retailers should leverage this by improving the m-shopping experience
with the help of smart technologies, especially AI.

In a post-pandemic context where physical-distancing rules start to fade, customers
may return to shopping in-store. As the previous literature emphasizes [21], retailers
that run both remote and online (either mobile or web-based) stores compete with their
own network, and if the objective is to increase the number of mobile customers, new
incentives should be provided. Even though the majority of MGSAs, in general, advertise
less time spent while grocery shopping, due to both general and specific functionality
errors, it seems that sometimes users spend more time and thus the process seems to be
less enjoyable and more purposeless. As emphasised several times by users, some MGSAs
do not provide a set of tools that will lead to a decrease in the time spent while shopping.
Understandably, the time spent shopping can lead to additional purchases [63]; however,
this marketing strategy should not be used when a reduced time is actively promoted, and
mainly by high-income shoppers, who seem to value their time to a greater extent, thus
spending less time shopping [64]. Considering the increase in global inflation, low-income
consumers might try to avoid any unnecessary additional costs, such as delivery fees, while
a significant portion of MGSAs’ users could be represented by high-income consumers, as
this category spends more while m-shopping [65].

Although the literature focusing on the impact of Industry 4.0 continues to present
the benefits of the adoption of digital technologies for enhancing customer service strate-
gies [66,67], in the analysed applications, even though they are deployed by retailers with
a significant market share in Europe, it seems that companies are not fully grasping the
technological advancements so as to increase the applications’ ease of use. Another related,
significant aspect observed during the collection process of the review comments was the
fact that retailers do not leverage the application platforms in order to assist the users
that faced some of these challenges. As some users might not have the required digital
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skills to properly utilise the MGSAs, it may seem that the retailers were not providing
sufficient guidance.

Convenience represented an important determinant in the adoption of m-shopping
applications before the pandemic, and possibly to a greater extent during its course, as users
value the search, access, and service recovery convenience that m-applications offer to a
greater extent [3]. However, in a post-pandemic—but inflationary—context, this determinant
might fade. Therefore, retailers should increase the level of convenience of the applications so
that it will exceed the economic challenges. By using smart technologies, users can benefit
from personalised offers and promotions based on their habitual purchases.

Although this research focused on the challenges identified by MGSAs’ users deployed
by major retailers in Europe, these results should be interpreted with some caution, as
certain highlighted issues might be a result of the retailers’ implementation of business
policies aimed to improve their operational efficiency.

5. Conclusions

Our study sought to investigate the main challenges encountered by MGSAs’ users
between March 2020 and December 2021, as almost worldwide, a significant portion of the
new customers started using MGSAs out of necessity due to the imposition of mobility
restrictions, despite their poor digital literacy.

The study has identified several categories of issues related to MGSAs encountered by
users that might negatively impact the m-shopping experience. In terms of frequency, the
most recurrent challenges are related to the general functionalities of the analysed MGSAs,
focusing on subsets of issues directly impacting the perceived ease of use and decreasing the
overall shopping experience. As prior research emphasised [11], the perceived ease of use
is a key determinant—especially for new users. In a post-pandemic context where retailers’
strategy focuses on attracting new customers and increasing the engagement of current
users, retailers should include in their resilience approach new methods for identifying
such issues in a timely manner by leveraging AI-driven malfunction detection solutions.

Another important category of issues highlighted in the review comments was repre-
sented by the specific functionalities of the MGSAs, focusing on the ordering process of
mobile grocery shopping. The items from this category could directly negatively impact
perceived usefulness, leading to a decrease in usage behaviour [9,34].

While the other two main categories only included sporadic challenges addressed
by only several users, both contribute to a decline in the users’ enjoyment. Previous re-
search [68] identified that although there is only an indirect relationship between shopping
enjoyment and shopping intention, this construct affects both usefulness and ease-of-use
perceptions. As the main situational factor (COVID-19) starts to diminish, there would,
therefore, seem to be a definite need for researchers to reassess the importance of these
determinants so that retailers can leverage MGSAs for improving users’ m-shopping inten-
tion. However, with a small sample size, some caution must be applied, as the findings
might not be easily generalizable.

Several challenges from various categories can be addressed by retailers through
teaching their customers to use their applications more efficiently. Although, in general,
almost all MGSAs provide some tutorials for new users that might lack experience with the
m-applications, this approach seems to be incomplete. Moreover, this research revealed
that despite the users’ below-average level of digital literacy, customers are trying to use
these applications efficiently and are proposing different areas of improvement, such as
the design, the functionality of the applications, and other factors regarding the business
model of companies (e.g., the selection of products and in-application discounts).

As most MGSAs promote reduced time spent as their main advantage, several state-
ments highlighted that users might actually spend more time placing the order than actually
shopping in-store. This finding suggests that retailers should consider this issue, as in
a post-pandemic context in which the necessity of using these applications will signifi-
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cantly decrease, the customers will use these services less if the highlighted problems are
not resolved.

The findings of this research can provide insights for both researchers and retailers,
as they manage to capture a diverse variety of challenges that could be adequately stud-
ied and addressed. As qualitative, inductive research, this study may contribute to a
better understanding of customers’ perceptions and behaviours in the context of mobile
grocery shopping.

Furthermore, given the level of detail captured in this study, the findings might be
leveraged by any other retail company that deploys m-shopping applications, as several
categories identified do not exclusively target the grocery market but general m-shopping
applications’ functionalities.

The main limitation of this study is related to the limited number of popular MGSAs
available in Romania. However, the selected applications are deployed by important
multinational retailers, and they should act as a benchmark for the overall grocery retail
industry. As a future research direction, these issues should be observed longitudinally
and comparatively between Android and iOS users.
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