


Original Research Article 

[bookmark: _Hlk225761542]Factors Influencing Brand Trust in Local Kirana Stores: Evidence from Gumla, a Tribal District of Jharkhand

ABSTRACT 
Aims: This study aims to identify the key factors that influence brand trust among consumers towards local kirana stores in the tribal district of Gumla, Jharkhand, and to examine how relational and community-based elements shape consumer loyalty in a region where organized retail and e-commerce have limited penetration.
Study design: This study employs an exploratory qualitative research design that relies on field-based observations and informal conversations rather than on structured surveys or quantitative scales.
Place and Duration of Study: This study was conducted between July 2025 and March 2026 across various villages and market areas within the Gumla district of the state of Jharkhand, India.
Methodology: Data was collected by visiting 12 grocery stores in rural and semi-urban Gumla. I engaged in informal conversations with 28 customers and 11 shopkeepers, while also observing everyday interactions, lending practices, and community relationships.No structured questionnaire was employed, as such instruments often hinder natural conversation. Instead, notes were recorded following each visit. To further substantiate the findings, reference was also made to research papers, academic theses, and government reports.
Results: Trust was shaped by four main factors: (1) Personal Relationships & Familiarity,(2) Product Quality & Consistency,(3) Fair Pricing & Transparency,(4) Community Embeddedness & Social Reputation. Of these, relationships held the greatest significance. Many customers simply stated, "The shopkeeper knows us and our family," and for them, this reason alone was sufficient to return to the shop. In comparison to urban studies, while price and variety were certainly present here, their importance was clearly secondary.
Conclusion: In tribal rural Jharkhand, brand trust in kirana stores is built primarily on human and social connections rather than modern marketing tools. This study suggests that any future e-commerce or organized retail expansion in such areas must partner with existing trust networks instead of competing against them.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Rural India continues to rely heavily on small neighborhood kirana stores for meeting daily household needs. These unorganized outlets are not just places to buy groceries; they are the lifeline of millions of families living in remote areas. In tribal districts such as Gumla in Jharkhand, these modest shops serve multiple roles. They function as retail points, social gathering spaces, informal banks that give credit during tough times, and sometimes even as information hubs where villagers come to know about government schemes, weather updates, or local events. Recent industry reports clearly show that the unorganized retail sector, which is largely made up of Kirana stores, still accounts for approximately 85–90 % of total retail sales in rural and semi-urban parts of the country (IBEF, 2025) . Even in 2026, when online shopping and big retail chains are growing fast, the traditional Kirana model remains strong in tribal regions because it is deeply woven into the daily life and social fabric of the people.
Gumla district presents a unique and challenging environment for studying 'brand trust.' Situated in the southern part of Jharkhand, Gumla is home to a population in which approximately 68% belong to Scheduled Tribes primarily comprising the Oraon, Kharia, and Munda communities. Spanning a total area of ​​5,327 square kilometers, the district is characterized by dense forests, hilly terrain, and remote villages that are often connected by narrow, dilapidated roads. Many small villages in the interior regions still lack a reliable supply of electricity; furthermore, during the monsoon season, mobile internet connectivity becomes either unreliable or completely unavailable. The local economy here relies primarily on subsistence farming, the collection of minor forest produce such as lac, tendu leaves, and mahua flowers and daily wage labor in nearby towns. Given this economic structure, households require reliable and immediate access to daily essentials such as rice, cooking oil, spices, salt, soap, pulses, tea, and even basic medicines for emergencies or festive occasions. In such an environment, people do not select shops based on advertisements or discounts. Instead, they choose a grocery store where they experience a sense of belonging, security, and a lasting relationship.(Government of India, 2011) 
In this context, the concept of 'brand trust' differs significantly from what is observed in urban areas. In urban settings, trust is often established through logos, online ratings, return policies, or the reputation of large corporations. In the tribal villages of Gumla, however, trust is built gradually over many years; it flourishes through repeated personal interactions, by weathering shared hardships such as when roads remain cut off for weeks during the monsoon by offering mutual assistance during times of illness or weddings, and through the shopkeeper's willingness to extend credit without any paperwork or interest. This form of trust is deeply profound, emotional, and rooted in interpersonal relationships. Its roots lie embedded within the social fabric of the tribal community, where everyone knows everyone else, and news regarding a person's honor or disgrace spreads rapidly through word of mouth. A single complaint of adulteration or fraud can instantly shatter a shopkeeper's reputation within the entire village a reputation that may have taken years to build. Conversely, consistently good conduct can elevate a shopkeeper to the status of a respected community member much like an elder within a family. (Goswami & Mishra, 2009)
This district also possesses unique cultural customs that serve to further strengthen these bonds. During festivals such as Sohrai, Karam, and Sarhul, shopkeepers frequently contribute rice, oil, or sweets toward community feasts. In times of weddings or bereavements, they extend credit without the slightest hesitation. These actions are not viewed merely as commercial strategies, but rather as the fulfillment of a duty inherent to being a responsible member of the village community. This deep cultural integration renders the concept of "brand trust" in Gumla far more intricate and profound than a simple monetary transaction. Despite the rapid expansion of digital marketplaces such as JioMart, Amazon, and Blinkit their penetration remains significantly limited in tribal districts like Gumla. Poor internet connectivity, a lack of smartphone ownership among the elderly, a general mistrust of online payment systems, and the fear of receiving incorrect or substandard goods are among the primary reasons for this limited reach. Simultaneously, traditional shopkeepers face mounting pressure, as today's younger customers often cross-check product prices on their phones and occasionally order smaller items online. This has created a fascinating dynamic where local grocery stores survive not on the strength of lower prices or wider product variety, but on something far more enduring: mutual human connection and the respect earned within the community.
A comprehensive review of existing literature reveals that most studies examining the impact of e-commerce on traditional retail businesses have been conducted in more developed or urban settings. For instance, (Kumar, 2025) studied retailers selling electronic goods in the Ranchi district and concluded that pricing and a wider range of products were the primary reasons for the shift toward online platforms. This research paper highlighted how customers in semi-urban areas were drifting away from local shops in favor of better discounts and home delivery services. (Shekhar, 2020)  assessed the situation in the Darbhanga division of Bihar and observed a distinct decline in customer footfall at traditional shops particularly among the younger generation, who prioritized the convenience of ordering online. Similar studies conducted by (Prachi, 2025) in the Jashpur district of Chhattisgarh, (Bawa, 2021) in Uttar Pradesh, (Samar, 2022) in the Udaipur district of Rajasthan, and  (Deepa, 2025) in select districts of Tamil Nadu yielded comparable findings. They reported that organized retail and e-commerce are gradually encroaching upon the market share of “kirana” (grocery) stores by offering superior product ranges, substantial discounts, and home delivery facilities. However, none of these studies delved deeply into the emotional and interpersonal aspects of trust within purely tribal and remote regions, such as Gumla. This represents a significant gap in existing research a gap that the present study endeavors to address.
The current study seeks to bridge this gap by directly engaging in fieldwork and by capturing the perspectives of both shopkeepers and consumers in Gumla. Its scope has been deliberately confined to a single district to ensure that its findings are rich, detailed, and highly relevant to that specific context. This approach is justified from both academic and practical standpoints. From an academic perspective, this work incorporates the much-needed 'tribal perspective' into the literature on rural retail a field that has, until now, been dominated primarily by studies conducted in non-tribal regions. From a practical standpoint, its findings can assist policymakers, state government departments, and e-commerce companies in formulating more effective strategies. Rather than attempting to completely displace “Kirana” stores, these entities can collaborate with them by integrating them as 'last-mile partners.' This collaborative approach holds the potential to be mutually beneficial for all stakeholders whether it be the local economy, tribal communities, or the digital platforms seeking to expand their business footprint across rural India. Simply put, this research addresses a critical question: What is the true meaning of 'Brand Trust' among local “Kirana” stores in Gumla, and how can this insight empower the traditional retail sector not merely to survive, but to thrive in the digital age?
2. METHODOLOGY 
This study adopted an exploratory qualitative approach, as its primary objective was to understand the "why" and "how" of brand trust, rather than to measure it through numerical data or large-scale surveys. Qualitative methods are particularly well-suited for sensitive tribal regions, where people feel more comfortable engaging in natural conversation than in filling out forms or answering structured questions.Fieldwork was conducted in the Gumla district over a period of fourteen months, spanning from July  2025 to March 2026. This extended duration was deliberately chosen to allow for the observation of seasonal variations ranging from the dry winter months, when farmers sell their produce; to the heavy monsoon rains, when roads become nearly impassable; and finally, to the harvest season, when cash flow improves. The researcher personally visited 12 “kirana” (grocery) shops, which were specifically selected to ensure diversity. These shops ranged from very small, home-based outlets operated by a single owner, to slightly larger establishments employing two or three assistants. Five administrative blocks were covered: Gumla Sadar, Sisai, Palkot, Kamdara, and Raidih. The selection criteria included shops that had been operational for at least eight to ten years and possessed a regular customer base drawn from the same village or nearby settlements.
Data collection was kept entirely informal in order to respect local tribal customs and to foster genuine trust. A total of 28 informal discussions were held with regular consumers (comprising both men and women aged 25 to 65), alongside 11 in-depth conversations with shop owners. Each visit typically lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. During these interactions, the researcher simply sat with the people, observed their daily activities, and engaged in natural conversation. The primary focus was on how customers were greeted by name; how credit was extended without any written records; how goods were weighed openly; and how shopkeepers participated in village festivals and family events. Detailed handwritten notes were prepared immediately after leaving each shop to accurately capture fresh recollections and precise statements. No audio or video recordings were made, as these might have caused discomfort among the people in the tribal setting.After every few visits, the researcher would sit quietly and read through all the notes multiple times. Emerging patterns were noted, and tentative themes were formulated. This manual thematic analysis continued throughout the entire fieldwork period and helped refine the questions for subsequent visits. For instance, after the initial few interactions, it became evident that community participation was a central theme; consequently, greater emphasis was placed on inquiring about festivals and emergency situations during subsequent visits. Secondary sources played a crucial supporting role. To provide national and regional context, six relevant  theses (Kumar, 2025), (Shekhar, 2020), (Prachi, 2025), (Bawa, 2021),   (Samar, 2022), (Deepa, 2025) and the latest retail industry report (IBEF, 2025) were carefully studied. These documents facilitated a comparison of the findings from Gumla with those from other parts of India, helping to identify what was unique to the tribal context.
Ethical considerations were taken very seriously, even though this non-medical exploratory research did not require formal Institutional Review Board approval. Verbal consent was obtained from every participant before initiating any conversation. Individuals were explicitly informed that their names as well as the names of their shops would never be disclosed in this research paper, and that they were free to discontinue the conversation at any time. Complete anonymity was strictly maintained. The challenges encountered during fieldwork occasionally included language barriers, as some elderly individuals spoke only tribal dialects; heavy rains rendered certain villages inaccessible for several days; and there was initial hesitation among some shopkeepers, who suspected that the researcher belonged to a government department. These issues were resolved through repeated visits, by enlisting the assistance of local Panchayat members (who introduced the researcher to the community), and by explaining the academic objective of the study in simple, local parlance. Ultimately, these prolonged and frequent interactions helped foster a strong rapport, enabling people to speak openly about their genuine experiences and emotions without any fear or suspicion
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Field observations conducted in Gumla, coupled with extensive interactions with the local populace, clearly revealed four interconnected factors that shape brand trust at local *kirana* stores. These factors do not exist in isolation; rather, they influence one another and collectively foster a robust relationship between the shopkeeper and the customer. These factors along with their frequency of mention and illustrative examples drawn from the field are presented in Table 1.
Table 1. Key Factors Influencing Brand Trust in Gumla Kirana Stores

	S.No.
	Factor
	Description
	Frequency of Mention (out of 39 respondents)
	Field Example from Gumla

	1
	Personal Relationships & Familiarity
	Long-term acquaintance, being addressed by name, family-level bonding
	34
	“Bhaiya knows my children’s names and gives extra toffees to them” (Consumer, Raidih block)

	2
	Product Quality & Consistency
	No adulteration, fresh stock of daily essentials, reliable supply
	22
	Consistent quality of rice and mustard oil even during monsoon shortages

	3
	Fair Pricing & Transparency
	Reasonable rates, open bargaining, accurate weighing, no hidden charges
	19
	Shopkeeper shows weighing scale to every customer and adjusts price if asked

	4
	Community Embeddedness & Social Reputation
	Participation in tribal festivals, help during illness or marriage, good village reputation
	31
	Shopkeeper contributed rice for a local festival and extended credit to a family during medical emergency


Source:  Data compiled by the researcher from primary field survey in Gumla 2025-2026










Figure 1. Distribution of responses showing the frequency of key factors influencing brand trust in local kirana stores based on informal interactions with 39 respondents from Gumla district, Jharkhand
• Personal relationships and familiarity emerged as the strongest and most frequently cited aspect.  Of the 39 people I interviewed, 34 emphasized this point. Shopkeepers who have been serving the same family for 10, 20, or even more years are now regarded as members of the family themselves. An elderly woman from Sisai Block told me with great emotion, “I feel no need to check either the prices of items or their weight, for I trust him just as I would my own brother. He even remembers my children's names, and whenever they accompany me to the shop, he invariably gives them a few extra toffees.” Another young mother from Raidihi recounted that when her husband was ill for an extended period, the shopkeeper provided immense assistance to her family by supplying medicines on credit, without asking a single question. A farmer from Palakot remarked, “By now, they have truly become members of our family. When my daughter got married, they not only gave us gifts but also supplied us with goods on credit to cover the entire wedding festivities.” Such emotional bonds are rarely observed in studies conducted in urban areas. In cities, people readily switch shops to secure better discounts; however, in Gumla, this very relationship becomes a 'brand' in its own right.
• Product quality and consistency constituted the second most important aspect. Twenty-two respondents emphasized that they return to the same shop repeatedly because the shopkeeper never sells adulterated or stale goods. The shopkeepers maintain constant contact with wholesalers based in Ranchi, taking great care to ensure that despite the poor road conditions only fresh goods reach even the most remote villages. Sharing his experience, a middle-aged farmer from Palkot recounted: “Even during the rainy season when roads remain cut off for days on end my shopkeeper somehow manages to deliver high-quality rice and mustard oil to us. I have never had a single complaint regarding pebbles in the lentils or poor quality in the spices.” Several customers mentioned that after receiving poor-quality oil on one occasion, they completely stopped patronizing a nearby shop; this incident serves as living proof of how quickly one's reputation can be tarnished.
• Fair pricing and transparency were certainly important aspects, but they were not the top priority. Nineteen individuals stated that they appreciated an open and transparent method of weighing goods, as well as the fact that the shopkeeper was willing to engage in a little bargaining on prices for his regular customers. However, the majority of respondents indicated that if they shared a strong rapport with their shopkeeper, they were more than willing to pay a premium of 5 to 10 percent. A young mother from Raidihi Block remarked, “Yes, prices here are sometimes slightly higher than market rates, but I have complete faith that he would never cheat me; furthermore, when my husband is away on work, he is willing to provide me with goods on credit.” This willingness to pay a little extra for the sake of trust emerged repeatedly in almost every conversation.
• Community Embeddedness & Social Reputation proved to be just as significant as personal relationships. Thirty-one individuals noted how shopkeepers actively participate in tribal festivals such as Sohrai and Karam, extend support by providing goods on credit during weddings, and serve as pillars of support for families during times of illness. A shopkeeper from Kamdara Block proudly shared with me that, thanks to his sterling reputation within the village, farmers often pay him in advance immediately after the harvest. Another shopkeeper in Palkot once helped a family by donating rice and oil during a funeral, and the entire village remembers his generosity to this day. This social capital acts like an invisible bond that keeps customers connected, even when they see lower prices on mobile apps.When these four factors are compared with the findings of the six earlier Ph.D. theses, a very clear pattern emerges. (Kumar, 2025) focused on electronic goods in Ranchi and found price as the main driver.(Shekhar, 2020) in Darbhanga saw declining footfall.(Prachi, 2025) in Jashpur, (Bawa, 2021) in Uttar Pradesh, (Samar, 2022) in Udaipur, and (Deepa, 2025) in Tamil Nadu all reported similar trends of market share loss. But all of them also admitted that in deeply rural and tribal areas the shift is much slower. The present study from Gumla adds a new layer to this understanding. Here trust is not just relational   it is deeply embedded in community identity, social obligations, and years of shared life experiences. This tribal perspective was missing in earlier research and makes the current findings unique and valuable.
Therefore, this discussion points toward a highly practical path forward. Any attempt to introduce digital retail in Gumla or similar districts will succeed only if it works “in tandem” with the existing “kirana” network, rather than attempting to replace it. Such hybrid models which equip shopkeepers with user-friendly digital tools, inventory management capabilities, and training in last-mile delivery while simultaneously respecting their social role, can create a win-win situation for all stakeholders.(Jindal, Anshi and Kapoor, Ashwarya, 2024) 
4. CONCLUSION
This study demonstrates that people's trust in local “kirana” stores in Gumla rests upon four main pillars. Personal relationships and a strong reputation within the community constitute the most robust foundations, followed by consistently high-quality products and fair pricing. In an Adivasi (tribal) district where formal institutions are weak, road infrastructure is challenging, and digital penetration remains limited, it is precisely these human relationships that keep the traditional retail ecosystem alive, trustworthy, and relevant even in 2026. The findings of this study address a significant gap in previous research, which had focused primarily on urban or non-tribal regions.
The message for policymakers and e-commerce companies is both clear and critical: rather than attempting to displace “kirana” stores, collaborating with them would prove far more effective. Small-scale training programs focused on digital payments, inventory management apps, and 'last-mile logistics' designed to respect and leverage existing local relationships could yield far superior and sustainable results. State governments could also introduce modest incentive schemes to encourage “kirana” owners to adopt simple technologies, while simultaneously preserving their vital social role within the community.
Future research could build upon this work in several ways. Large-scale quantitative surveys could be conducted across all districts of Jharkhand to determine whether these same four factors hold true in other tribal and non-tribal regions as well. Comparative studies examining the differences between tribal and non-tribal rural areas would also be beneficial. Longitudinal research tracking the same shops and customers over a period of several years could reveal how public trust evolves as digital platforms eventually penetrate these remote villages. Such studies will help us understand whether the 'relationship-based model' observed in Gumla can endure in the coming digital era, or if it will need to adapt itself to the new environment.
In conclusion, this research demonstrates that in places like Gumla, trust is not merely a business strategy rather, it is a way of life, deeply rooted in community and human relationships. Preserving and strengthening these relationships is the key to a balanced and inclusive retail future for Tribal India.
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