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ABSTRACT

Trust in an online retail context remains an important research topic in management, considering its impact on
uncertainty reduction and purchase intentions. There is however, little scientific understanding of the extent to
which trust towards online-only retailers may contribute to customer willingness to help fellow customers with
online-only retailers’ self-services. Insight is important seeing that online-only retailers are unable to rely on
physical store presence as a form of assurance to gain credibility and attract new customers. Prospective
customers receiving help with self-services from existing users trusting the retailer may be of valuable assistance
in this regard. Consequently, the current study aimed to verify the impact of trust towards online-only retailers on
customer willingness to help fellow customers with online-only retailers’ self-services. The influence of perceived
ease of use and usefulness of self-services on trust was also studied. An electronic survey was completed by
311 customers of online-only retailers. The structural model analysis validated the proposed relationships and
identified trust as a strong mediating variable. The research findings advance the understanding of strategies
online-only retailers could employ to promote helping behaviour among customers. Theoretically, a novel
perspective is provided on relationship marketing factors contributing to customer citizenship helping behaviours.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Online retailing has stimulated numerous academic debates over the last 20 years. Several
studies have been conducted to advance the understanding of consumer behaviour in an
online retail context, including perceptions of service quality (Al-dweeri, Obeidat, Al-dwiry,
Alshurideh & Alhorani 2017; Cai & Jun 2003; Lee & Lin 2005; Shi, Mu, Lin, Chen, Kou &
Chen 2018), technology acceptance (Beckers, Cérdenas & Verhetsel 2018; Gefen,
Karahanna & Straub 2003; Sohn 2017; Zhou, Dai & Zhang 2007), and online customer
loyalty (Bilgihan 2016; Boateng 2019; Jiang, Jun & Yang 2016; Lin & Wang 2006; Zheng,
Lee & Cheung 2017). Another related research stream that is of interest to this study is
consumers’ trust in an online retail context (McKnight, Choudhury & Kacmar 2002; Sarkar,
Chauhan & Khare 2020; Stouthuysen, Teunis, Reusen & Slabbinck 2018; Zheng et al. 2017;
Zhou 2011). Trust is broadly defined as “the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the
actions of another party based on the expectation that the other [party] will perform a
particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that
other party” (Mayer, Davis & Schoorman 1995:712). Scholars have substantiated research
concerning trust in an online retail context by asserting that it reduces uncertainty levels,
perceived risk and positively impacts purchase intentions (Bilgihan 2016:105; Brengman &
Karimov 2012:792). Trust may lead to adoption, repurchase intentions and success (Sarkar
et al. 2020:286; Zheng et al. 2017:713), and therefore plays a key role in online retailing
(Bilgihan 2016:105), as well as in motivating customers to adopt the online retailers’ self-

services and transact with them online.

Of further interest is that trust does not only seem to promote interactions between retailers
and customers in the online retail environment. A study by Van Tonder and De Beer
(2017:1127) denotes that trust may additionally serve as motivation for customers to reach
out to other customers in need of help using an online retailer’s self-services. The authors
found that grounded in social exchange theory (Blau 1964), customers valuing the bank’s
self-services they can trust may want to reciprocate and voluntarily help other customers
requiring assistance in adopting and using the bank’s self-services (Van Tonder & De Beer
2017:1127). These helping initiatives are considered “customer citizenship behaviours”, as

they are generally performed by customers in addition to their expected roles of engaging in
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transactions with the retailer and because no formal remuneration is received for the help
provided (Groth 2005:11; Van Tonder & De Beer 2017:1127).

The findings of Van Tonder and De Beer (2017) however are restricted to competence trust
of self-services in online retail banking, thereby limiting their generalisability. The relationship
between trust and customer citizenship helping has also not received much attention in other
online retail studies - especially concerning trust towards the online retailer in general that
offers a more comprehensive account of trust in an online retail context. Accordingly, there is
little scientific understanding of the extent to which the relationship between trust (particularly
trust towards the online retailer in general) and customer citizenship helping can be applied

to the broader online retail environment.

Further insight into this particular benefit of trust is of great importance considering the
advantage it may provide to other online retailers in obtaining customers’ voluntary
cooperation to help more customers adopt and use the online retailers’ self-services and to
grow their market share. Of particular relevance are online-only retailers that do not have a
physical store presence, as products are only sold on the Internet (Goga, Paelo &
Nyamwena 2019:14). Examples of online-only retailers include Superbalist and Zando
(Goga et al. 2019:14). Previous research has indicated that customers may be more inclined
to trust and conduct business with an online retailer that also has a physical store presence,
subsequently providing some form of assurance in the online operation (Benedicktus, Brady,
Darke & Voorhees 2010:322). Receiving voluntary help from a fellow customer who has
already formed trusting perceptions about the online-only retailer may be of great value in
this context and in persuading customers to rather purchase from online-only retailers.
Assistance on the adoption and use of an online-only retailer's self-service would be
received from customers who have dealt with the online-only retailer before and have

indicated that it can be trusted.

Subsequently, to assist in closing the research gap, the current investigation sought to
address the research question concerning the extent to which trust towards the online-only
retailers in general may contribute to customers being willing to help fellow customers using
online-only retailers’ self-services. Relating to the first research question, the study was
additionally interested in factors that may influence trust perceptions towards online-only
retailers in general. Valuable guidance on this matter was provided by the perspective that
trust is grounded in relationship marketing theory (Morgan & Hunt 1994), and is a key
indicator of relationship quality (Ulaga & Eggert 2006:312). Relationship quality is generally a
function of perceptions of accumulated value (Gummesson 1987), and within the relationship

marketing domain, an assessment of relationship quality, which includes trust, is preceded
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by views of perceived value benefits received (Moliner, Sanchez, Rodriguez & Callarisa
2007:1399, 1401). Furthermore, understanding customer perceptions of value is essential in
retail, considering that the most important task for any retailer is to create value for
customers (Karjaluoto, Shaikh, Saarijarvi & Saraniemi 2019:253). The importance of
capturing the essence of customer perceived value is further underscored by the growing
number of value-conscious customers (Huang, Mou, See-To & Kim 2019:70). Subsequently,
this study’s intention was to explore if perceived value perceptions of self-services may
contribute to customers developing trust towards the online-only retailers in general and
ultimately being willing to engage in customer citizenship helping behaviour towards fellow

customers using the online-only retailers’ self-services.

Since perceived value is a benefit that customers may receive when operating self-services,
it may also directly influence customer citizenship helping behaviours. Grounded in the
social exchange theory (Blau 1964), customers may want to reciprocate and be of
assistance to the online-only retailer that has benefitted them. Accordingly, it was further
necessary to advance the understanding of: (1) the extent to which trust towards the online-
only retailers in general may mediate the relationship between perceived value perceptions
and customer citizenship helping behaviour towards fellow customers using online-only
retailers’ self-services; and, subsequently, (2) the prominent role that trust may perform in

the identified model.

The study was conducted in the emerging market context of South Africa and provides
several practical and theoretical insights. Specifically, online retail adoption in South Africa is
still relatively low with mostly high-income earners, working full-time, making purchases
online (Goga et al. 2019:7). Accordingly, the findings may allow South Africa’s online-only
retailers to obtain a better understanding of the extent to which they could rely on customers
with whom they have built trusting relationships with to combat fears of more reluctant
customers and to facilitate greater adoption and use of their self-services. From a theoretical
perspective, several studies have identified antecedents of customer citizenship helping in
online retailing, including affective commitment (Van Tonder, Saunders, Lisita & De Beer
2018), satisfaction and loyalty (Anaza 2014; Anaza & Zhao 2013). The current findings may
offer a fresh perspective on the matter, indicating the extent to which trust towards the
online-only retailer in general may act as a mediating variable and connect perceived value

perceptions and customer citizenship helping behaviours in the online retail environment.
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2. OVERVIEW OF ONLINE RETAILING IN SOUTH AFRICA

Online retailing in South Africa commenced about two (2) decades ago with Kalahari.com
being one of the pioneers. The most popular product categories being purchased online in
South Africa are consumer and electronic goods, followed by media products, apparel and
footwear, food and drinks. The majority of products purchased online are delivered to
customers in Johannesburg and Cape Town (Goga et al. 2019:8, 10). Overall, there are
three (3) main business models in the South African online retail environment. First, some
retailers follow an Omni channel model and offer consumers the option of ordering products
online, as an alternative to making in-store purchases. Once the transaction is completed,
customers are expected to collect their purchases at the store or, in some regions, the
parcels will be delivered to the customers’ homes. Examples of retailers in South Africa
following this model include: Woolworths, Pick n Pay, Spar, and Checkers. Second, a
“marketplace” model is followed, which involves the provision of a website infrastructure for
sellers to trade their goods. Sellers may distribute their products independently. Alternatively,
shipment services may be provided at a central warehouse location. Retailers in South
Africa following this model include Bid or Buy and Hello Pretty. Third, there are also retailers
like Superbalist that do not have a physical store presence and sell their own products
online. Retailers following this online-only model tend to operate from a warehouse.
Products purchased online are delivered directly to the customers (Goga et al. 2019:13-14).
Collectively, online-only and marketplace retailers are referred to in marketing literature as

“pure plays” (Goga et al. 2019; Krueger, Lu & Swatman 2003).

Online retailing furthermore offers many benefits to retailers and customers, including lower
prices, a greater variety of product options, access to markets for small businesses,
convenience, lower transaction costs, and an opportunity for extension of retail services to
rural populations (Goga et al. 2019:1, 45; Wait 2019:3). Despite these advantages, the
adoption level of online retailing in South Africa is still very low, with less than 2% of total
retail sales occurring online and the majority of customers purchasing online being high-
income earners who work full-time, as mentioned in the introduction (Deloitte 2019:7; Goga
et al. 2019:7; World Wide Worx 2019). Accordingly, these findings contribute to the
importance of involving customers who trust online retailers and have dealt with them before
to combat fellow customers’ fears and provide help with adoption and use of self-services.
This customer citizenship helping behaviour is especially important to online-only retailers

with no physical store presence which may struggle more to build trusting relationships with

customers.
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Figure 1 provides a graphic illustration of the theoretical concepts and hypotheses

examined.

Figure 1:  Conceptual model

| .

Perceived usefulness sz

Willingness to engage
in customer citizenship
helping behaviour

Trust towards Hs
online-only retailer
i general

Perceived ease of useJ ....................

Source: Derived from hypothesised relationships in this study

3.1 Perceived value

Perceived value has received extensive attention in marketing literature, owing to the
growing number of customers who have become value-conscious (EI-Adly 2019:323).
Perceptions of perceived value may be influenced by customer benefits that are sought
after, expected or experienced, and possible undesirable consequences that may result
upon their realisation (Karjaluoto et al. 2019:253). Moreover, several theories have been
developed to advance the understanding of customer perceived value and to identify
benefits that may be relevant to customers in determining value. For example, Zeithaml
(1988:14) related to perceived value as “the consumer’s overall assessment of the utility of a
product based on what is received and what is given”. Sheth, Newman and Gross (1991)
developed the theory of consumption-related values and identified five (5) dimensions of
value: functional (effective task fulfilment), social (approval from others), emotional (affective
state), epistemic (knowledge acquired), and conditional (circumstances impacting choice).
Another perspective on perceived value is that it comprises hedonic and utilitarian value
dimensions. Hedonic value concerns the feelings customers may experience when using the

service, while utilitarian value denotes the practical value that may be derived from using the
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service (Babin, Darden & Griffin 1994; Holbrook & Hirschman 1982; Sanchez-Fernandez &
Iniesta-Bonillo 2007). Of further interest is that the aforementioned theories have all
identified utilitarian or functional value as a dimension of customer perceived value. This
perceived value dimension has also been studied most often in research involving business
services relationships (Arslanagic-Kalajdzic & Zabkar 2017), and hence seems to be of great

relevance in the examination of perceived value in the current study.

Extant literature further indicates that perceived utilitarian value, as measured within the
context of technology, relates to the extent to which customers view the technology as useful
and easy to use (Hsiao, Chang & Tang 2016:346). Grounded in technology acceptance
theory (Davis 1989), perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use are further regarded
as key predictors of technology acceptance (Abdullah, Ward & Ahmed 2016:7), attitudes and
intentions (Stocchi, Michaelidou & Micevski 2019:29), and online shopping behaviour (Lee,
Shi, Cheung, Lim & Sia 2011:186; Srinivasan 2015:180). Subsequently, perceived ease of
use and perceived usefulness were included in the proposed model, as they seem to be
highly relevant in assessing consumer perceptions of value benefits that may be derived

from using the technology in an online shopping environment.

Perceived usefulness is measured by assessing “the degree to which a person believes that
using a particular system would enhance his or her job performance” (Davis 1989:320). In an
online shopping context, enhancement of job performance may relate to greater
effectiveness and efficiency in seeking and comparing products or information during the
purchase process and in making purchases through the online store (Sohn 2017:27;
Srinivasan 2015:181). Accordingly, adapted from Gefen et al. (2003), perceived usefulness
was measured in this study as follows: the extent to which the customer perceives the
website of the online-only retailer to be useful for searching and buying products, improving
their performance, productivity and effectiveness in searching and buying products, enabling
them to search and buy products faster, and making it easier to search for and purchase

products.

Perceived ease of use concerns “the degree to which a person believes that using a
particular system would be free of effort” (Davis 1989:320). In an online shopping context,
perceived ease of use may relate to the degree to which consumers believe that online
shopping does not require much effort (Chiu, Chang, Cheng & Fang 2009:765). Additional
characteristics of easy-to-use websites include being able to communicate with the website
in a clear and understandable way, and not requiring much effort to become skilful at using it

(Gefen et al. 2003:84). Accordingly, adapted from Zhou (2012), perceived ease of use in the
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current study was measured as follows: the extent, to which an online-only retailer's website

quickly loads all the text and graphics, is easy to use and navigate, and is visually attractive.

3.2 Trust towards online-only retailer in general

As noted earlier, trust is grounded in relationship marketing theory (Morgan & Hunt 1994).
Relationship marketing concerns “to identify and establish, maintain, and enhance
relationships with customers and other stakeholders, at a profit, so that the objectives of all
parties involved are met” (Grénroos 1996:7). In any exchange relationship, businesses and
customers tend to conduct independent evaluations of the relationship, affecting their
willingness to continue with the relationship (Sanchez-Garcia, Moliner-Tena, Callarisa-Fiol &
Rodriguez-Artola 2007:152). Building good relationships with customers is therefore
imperative for businesses, such as retailers, because improved client relationships may

contribute to greater customer loyalty (Rootman, Tait & Sharp 2011:316).

An assessment of relationship quality is helpful in this regard, as it is suggestive of the
strength or health of the relationship between businesses and customers (Badawi & Battor
2020:136; Sanchez-Garcia et al. 2007:152). Relationship quality can be measured by
determining the extent to which trust has been established in the relationship (Badawi &
Battor 2020:136; Croshy, Evans & Cowles 1990; Sanchez-Garcia et al. 2007:152).
Furthermore, trust in an online context is not much different to trust in a traditional context. In
an online context, trust relates to “the belief that allows consumers to willingly become
vulnerable to Web retailers after having taken the retailers’ characteristics into consideration”
(Pavlou 2003:106). Accordingly, trust as a research construct comprises of three (3)
fundamental beliefs. First, trust is established when it is believed that the other party has the
necessary knowledge and skills (competence) needed to conduct the required behaviour. In
an online context, competence may relate to the extent to which the retailer has the
necessary knowledge and skills to conduct business online and is able to deliver products
purchased online. Measures that can be implemented to demonstrate competence include
communication of the number of registered accounts and items sold. Second, trust may
develop when it is believed that the other party will act with integrity and meet their
obligations or promises. In an online shopping context, integrity may relate to the manner in
which online transactions are carried out, the customer service policies implemented once a
transaction has been completed, and the manner in which customer information is handled.
Third, trust perceptions may also form when it is believed that one’s well-being and interests
are valued by another party who intends to do good (benevolence). In an online shopping

context, this belief may relate to resolving problems in an appropriate manner and the
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actions taken to promote a satisfying online experience (Bhattacherjee 2002:217-219; Brun,
Rajaobelina & Ricard 2016:222; Mohr & Walter 2019:1232).

Consequently, against this background, all three (3) beliefs of trust were considered in the
assessment of customer trust towards the online-only retailer in general. Adapted from Zhou
(2012), customers in the current investigation had to rate the extent to which the online-only
retailer they most conducted business in the last 12 months has the ability to fulfil its tasks
and also will keep its promises and customers’ best interests in mind. An additional self-
generated item was added that measured customers’ perceptions of the extent to which the

online-only retailer will keep its word.

3.3 Customer citizenship helping behaviour

Customer citizenship behaviour is formally defined as “voluntary and discretionary behaviors
that are not required for the successful production and/or delivery of the service but that, in
the aggregate, help the service organization overall” (Groth 2005:11). Accordingly, customer
citizenship behaviours are perceived by scholars as extra-role behaviours, as they are not
needed in service production (Choi & Lotz 2016:540). Grounded in social exchange theory
(Bettencourt 1997; Blau 1964), customers are motivated to engage in citizenship behaviours
when they have benefitted from a positive customer experience and want to return the
favour (Kim & Choi 2016:387). The social exchanges promoting citizenship behaviours also
tend to be multiple, as relationships develop over time (Delpechitre, Beeler-Connelly &
Chaker 2018:10).

Generally, customer citizenship behaviour is studied with reference to individuals exhibiting
the behaviour (subject-based conceptualisation), individuals rating the citizenship behaviour
(rater entity-based conceptualisation), and individuals to whom the citizenship behaviour is
directed (target-based conceptualisation). Customers may perform the citizenship
behaviours or be the recipient of citizenship behaviours from other customers. Subsequently,
customers may rate their own citizenship behaviours or those of fellow customers. In
addition to targeting customers, customer citizenships behaviours can also be aimed at the
organisation and its employees or even brands. Customer citizenship behaviours directed
towards organisations take the form of constructive suggestions for improvement, while
customer citizenship behaviours directed towards fellow customers may involve the
provision of help regarding a service-related matter (Gong & Yi 2019:9; Yi & Gong
2013:1281).

Subsequently, the current study’s interest was in the target-based conceptualisation of

customer citizenship behaviour, with specific reference to the help customers may provide to
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other customers in adopting and using an online-only retailer's self-services. From a
customer citizenship point of view, helping behaviour is formally defined as “customer
behavior aimed at assisting other customers” (Yi & Gong 2013:1281). Hence, guided by the
work of Yi and Gong (2013), as well as the study by Van Tonder and De Beer (2017) that
informed the current research, customer citizenship helping behaviours were measured by
considering: the extent to which customers, if provided with the opportunity, would
themselves assist other customers if they need help using the service from the online-only
retailer, aid other customers if they seem to have problems using the service from the online-
only retailer, teach other customers to use the service from the online-only retailer correctly,
and give advice to other customers with respect to using the online-only retailer’s service.
Therefore, customers who participated in the study were expected to rate their own
citizenship behaviours.

3.4 Hypotheses development

The relationship between perceived value and relationship quality (of which trust is a key
dimension) has not been extensively expo9lored before. Key studies, however in this field
offer valuable guidance on the matter. It is believed that customers at the initial stage of the
relationship may be more concerned with transactional factors (such as comparison of
product quality among a set of alternatives) and forming views about value. Once they have
passed this stage, the focus shifts to perceptions of relationship quality (Kim & Han
2008:224; Ravald & Gronroos 1996). Accordingly, an assessment of relationship quality is
preceded by views of perceived value benefits received (Gummesson 1987; Moliner et al.
2007:1399, 1401). From a branding perspective, customer trust in a brand is justified
through perceived value perceptions, serving as a tangible indication of the brand’s
proficiency in satisfying future consumption (Aurier & De Lanauze 2011:816). Moreover,
Sanchez-Garcia et al. (2007:159) proclaimed that perceived value may lead to trust and
deemed perceived value as relationship benefits, subsequently building their argument on
Morgan and Hunt’'s (1994) perspective that trust may develop when relationship benefits are

experienced.

Hence, considering earlier findings, this study argued that perceived usefulness and
perceived ease of use, as dimensions of perceived value, may lead to trust towards the
online-only retailer in general. Once customers have engaged with the online-only retailer's
self-services and believe it is useful and easy to use, their views of these relationship
benefits may contribute to them trusting the online-only retailer and experiencing relationship

quality. Therefore, it was hypothesised that:
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H1: Perceived usefulness has a positive and significant impact on customer trust towards

the online-only retailer in general.

H2: Perceived ease of use has a positive and significant impact on customer trust

towards the online-only retailer in general.

Extant literature further denotes that perceived value and relationship quality are positively

linked to customer citizenship behaviours.

Grounded in social exchange theory, positive customer experiences are likely to stimulate
reciprocity and voluntary behaviours (Bettencourt 1997; Kim & Choi 2016:387). According to
Xie, Poon and Zhang (2017:270), customers experiencing relationship benefits are likely to
engage in a deeper relationship with the service brand, which may promote helping
intention. Subsequently, since perceived value is a benefit that customers may experience
when operating self-services, there is a possibility that it may also directly influence helping
behaviours. Customers experiencing the benefit that the online-only retailer’s self-services
are useful and easy to use may want to reciprocate and assist the online-only retailer that
has been good to them by being willing to help other customers with the self-services, thus
promoting greater adoption. Accordingly, it was hypothesised that:

H3: Perceived usefulness has a positive and significant impact on willingness to engage

in customer citizenship helping behaviour.

H4: Perceived ease of use has a positive and significant impact on willingness to engage

in customer citizenship helping behaviour.

Once perceptions of relationship quality have been established, customer citizenship helping
behaviours may be stimulated, too. Extant literature perceives relationship quality as an
important antecedent of customer citizenship behaviour (Hwang, Han & Choo 2016:100).
Relationships are generally characterised by reciprocal exchanges between partners
(Fournier 1998; Xie et al. 2017:270). When the social exchanges between businesses and
customers are successful and high relationship quality is experienced, customer citizenship
behaviour is likely to occur (Kim & Choi 2016:387). Similarly, Xie et al. (2017:270) noted that
when high relationship quality is experienced, customers tend to engage in positive
behaviour, such as undertaking to help customers of the organisation at no extra cost.
Moreover, besides the study by Van Tonder and De Beer (2017) that informed the current
investigation, prior research has also established positive relationships between the
credibility dimension of trust, measuring integrity and competence beliefs, and customer
citizenship behaviour (Balaji 2014:227), as well as the benevolence dimension of trust and

customer citizenship behaviours (Celuch, Walz & Hartman 2018).
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Against this background, it was proposed in the current research that customer trust towards
the online-only retailer in general, relating to competence, integrity and benevolence beliefs,
may positively impact on willingness to engage in customer citizenship helping behaviour.
Customers experiencing high relationship quality from the online-only retailer, as indicated
by trust, may be motivated to engage in positive behaviours, such as undertaking to help

other customers in using the online-only retailer’s self-services. It was hypothesised that:

H5:  Customer trust towards the online-only retailer in general has a positive and

significant impact on willingness to engage in customer citizenship helping behaviour.

Finally, extant literature also recognises the value of relationship quality as a potential
mediator, noting that it is “the most influential mediator in relationship marketing (RM)
research” (Clark, Fine & Scheuer 2017:42). It was expected that relationship quality could
mediate relationships in the current model as well. As explained earlier, relationships
between businesses and customers are processes that evolve from being concerned about
product comparisons and perceived value at the initial stage of the relationship to views of
relationship quality over time (Kim & Han 2008:224; Ravald & Gronroos 1996). These quality
perceptions may motivate customers to engage in positive behaviours, such as undertaking
to help other customers of the organisation (Xie et al. 2017:270). Hence, while perceptions
of perceived value may directly affect customer citizenship helping behaviour, there is also a
possibility that as relationships evolve from initial perceptions of perceived value, and trust
(relationship quality) is now established, customer citizenship helping behaviours may
emanate as an outcome, because customers are now further motivated by relationship
guality to reciprocate and engage in positive behaviours. Accordingly, trust (relationship
guality) may provide an indirect path to the relationship between perceived value perceptions
regarding online-only retailers’ self-services and customer citizenship helping behaviour, and

act as a mediating variable in the model. As such, it was hypothesised that:

H6: Perceived usefulness has a significant positive indirect effect on willingness to
engage in customer citizenship helping behaviour, as mediated by trust towards the

online-only retailer in general.

H7: Perceived ease of use has a significant positive indirect effect on willingness to
engage in customer citizenship helping behaviour, as mediated by trust towards the

online-only retailer in general.
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4. METHODOLOGY

4.1  Questionnaire and measurements

The research design was quantitative in nature. A self-administered survey was conducted
to test the research hypotheses and advance understanding of the extent to which
consumers: (1) perceive online-only retailers’ self-services as useful and easy to use; (2)
believe online-only retailers can be trusted; and (3) are willing to help other customers in
using online-only retailer’s self-services. Four (4) previously validated measurement scales
were employed to measure perceived usefulness (Gefen et al. 2003) and perceived ease of
use (Zhou 2012), trust towards the online-only retailer in general (Zhou 2012), as well as
willingness to engage in customer citizenship helping behaviour (Yi & Gong 2013). The
statements, as listed in the literature review, were adapted to the context of the study, but
the original meaning of each item remained intact. As mentioned earlier, one self-generated
item was also added to the trust scale to measure the extent to which respondents believe
that the online-only retailer would keep its word. The inclusion of this statement was
informed by the literature review and the need to account for integrity beliefs in the
measurement scale. All statements were measured on a five-point Likert scale, with “1”
(strongly disagree) and “5” (strongly agree) serving as the extreme ends of the scale. The
respondents were requested to comment on the online-only retailer they used most often to
make a purchase during the last 12 months. The questionnaire was pretested with a panel of
marketing experts and a few minor corrections were made before the questionnaire was

launched into the field.

4.2  Sampling procedure, data collection and analysis

The survey was conducted in Gauteng, with online-only retailers selling products through
their mobile apps as the research context. A sample size of 300 respondents was targeted to
effectively conduct the structural equation modelling analysis and to test the research
hypotheses (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson 2014). The targeted population included males
and females in Gauteng, who were older than 18 years and have purchased products from
online-only retailers using their mobile apps in the last 12 months. For the reason that a
research frame was not available, a convenience sampling approach was followed. A link to
the online survey (created using Google Forms) was posted on Facebook platforms of
residential online activity communities in Gauteng, where respondents were invited to
participate in the survey. Facebook groups were selected as a platform for reaching
respondents based on the argument that individuals who are comfortable using the internet

and social media sites would mostly likely also be comfortable using the online-only retailers’
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mobile apps. Two (2) screening questions were included in the questionnaire to ensure only
respondents forming part of the targeted population would be permitted to continue with the
online survey. Respondents participated on a voluntary basis and all respondents remained
anonymous, as the data were automatically recorded in an Excel sheet. A total of 43
Facebook groups were selected on the basis of being residential online activity community
Facebook groups and because permission was granted by the group administrators to post

the survey link online. No incentive was provided for participating in the online survey.

The final realised sample was 311 respondents. All questionnaires obtained were deemed
suitable for further analysis. No missing responses were obtained as the online survey did
not permit the respondents to continue with the next question, if they had not provided an
answer to the current question. Furthermore, the sample size far exceeded the
recommended 10 observations per estimated item (18 items were included in the survey)
and subsequently was regarded satisfactory for further statistical testing (Bentler & Chou
1987; Bollen 1989).

The majority of the respondents who participated in the survey were female (86%), while
14% were male. All respondents who participated in the survey resided in Gauteng, were
older than 18 years and had purchased products from online-only retailers using their mobile
apps in the last 12 months. These statistics confirm that only respondents forming part of the
study population were surveyed. The respondents who shared their perceptions and
behaviour regarding online-only retailers were still fairly young. Most of the respondents who
completed the online survey were aged 47 years or younger (74.9%), followed by 23.5% in
the 48 to 66 years age group. Only 1.3% of the respondents were aged 67 years and older.
One (1) respondent did not want to disclose her age. Moreover, most respondents purchase
at least once every six (6) months from the online-only retailer they considered when they
answered the survey questions (55%). The majority of the respondents (73.6%) have been
purchasing from retailers online in the last one (1) to five (5) years. Overall, the constructs
examined were rated fairly positive. Trust towards the online-only retailer obtained the
highest mean (4.28), followed by perceived usefulness (4.27), perceived ease of use (4.23),
and willingness to engage in customer citizenship helping behaviour (4.05).

Thereafter, structural equation modelling, using IBM SPSS Amos version 26 was conducted
in the more advanced stage of the analysis to assess the measurement and structural
models, and to conclude on the research hypotheses formulated. Bootstrapping procedures
were employed to test for indirect effects (mediation). The analysis was based on 5 000

replications and a confidence interval of 95%.
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5. RESULTS AND RESEARCH FINDINGS

5.1 Measurement model
Prior to building the structural model, the validity and reliability of the measurement model

was examined first.

Upon initial inspection of the model, it was noted that the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) exceeded the cut-off value of 0.08 (Van de Schoot, Lugtig & Hox
2012). The modification indices showed that two (2) of the items of the customer citizenship
helping behaviour construct (teaching other customers to use the service correctly and
giving advice to other customers regarding the use of the service) had large error covariance
(25.20). However, the items were not deleted as they loaded significantly and measured
different aspects of customer citizenship helping. Instead, the covariance was accounted for

in the revised model.

Adequate model fit indices were obtained in the subsequent confirmatory factor analysis
(Van de Schoot et al. 2012; Wheaton, Muthén, Alwin & Summers 1977): Chi-
Square/degrees of freedom (x? /df) = 2.811, comparative fit index (CFl) = 0.962, Tucker-
Lewis index (TLI) = 0.954, RMSEA = 0.076. Table 1 indicates that the standardised factor
loadings of all items measured were greater than 0.7 (ranging from 0.70 to 0.98) and loaded
significantly onto the respective latent variables (p <0.001). Not any of the composite
reliability (CR) values were below 0.7, thereby evidencing high factor reliability. As all
average variance extracted (AVE) values also exceeded 0.5, convergent validity was
subsequently evident (Bagozzi & Yi 1988; Byrne 1998; DeVellis 2012; Fornell & Larcker
1981; Hair et al. 2014; Tabachnick & Fidell 2001).

Table 1: Assessment of latent variables
Construct items Std. factor loading CR
PU1 0.90
PU2 0.94
PU3 0.95

0.96
PU4 0.91
PU5 0.86
PUG 0.75
PEOU1 0.70 0.91
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Construct items Std. factor loading CR
PEOU2 0.92
PEOU3 0.94
PEOU4 0.79
T 0.82
T2 0.94
0.93
T3 0.83
T4 0.92
WCCB_H1 0.92
WCCB_H2 0.98
0.95
WCCB_H3 0.91
WCCB_H4 0.85
Notes: All factors loaded significantly at p < 0.001; PU = perceived usefulness; PEOU = perceived ease of
use; T = trust towards online-only retailer in general; WCCB_H = willingness to engage in customer citizenship
helping behaviour.

Source: Calculated from survey results

Furthermore, Table 2 provides evidence of discriminant validity. In all instances, the
respective AVE values were greater than the shared variance among the latent variables
examined (Fornell & Larcker 1981; Hair et al. 2014).

Table 2: Latent factor correlation matrix with average variance extracted on
the diagonal

Latent variables 1 2 3 4

1.T (0.77)

2.PU 0.58 (0.79)

3. PEOU 0.63 0.73 (0.71)

4. WCCB_H 0.47 0.37 0.39 (0.84)

Notes: All correlations are statistically significant at p < 0.001; PU = perceived usefulness; PEOU = perceived
ease of use; T = trust towards online-only retailer in general; WCCB_H = willingness to engage in customer
citizenship helping behaviour.

Source: Calculated from survey results
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5.2  Structural model

The structural model presented acceptable fit indices (Hair et al. 2014): x*/df = 2.811,
CFI1 =0.962, TLI = 0.954, RMSEA = 0.076. The findings from the structural model analysis
are presented in Table 3.

Table 3: Structural model results

Structural path Std. coefficient S.E. p-value Result

H1: PU—-T 0.27 0.05 0.001* Supported
H2: PEOU—-T 0.43 0.07 0.001* Supported
H3: PU—WCCB_H | 0.09 0.09 0.285 Not supported
’F',’I‘E’:OU_)WCCB_H 0.10 013 0276 Not supported
H5: T-WCCB_H | 0.36 0.12 0.001* Supported

Notes: *Significant at p < 0.001; S.E. = standard error; PU = perceived usefulness; PEOU = perceived ease of
use; T = trust towards online-only retailer in general; WCCB_H = willingness to engage in customer citizenship
helping behaviour.

Source: Calculated from survey results

All structural paths were statistically significant at p < 0.001, except for the relationship
between perceived usefulness and willingness to engage in customer citizenship helping
behaviour, as well as perceived ease of use and willingness to engage in customer
citizenship helping behaviour. Therefore, only H1, H2, and H5 were supported. The
standardised regression weights that were statistically significant varied between 0.27 and
0.43.

The bootstrapping of the indirect effects evidenced that perceived usefulness had a
significant indirect relationship with willingness to engage in customer citizenship helping
behaviour through trust towards the online-only retailer (0.10; p <0.05; CI [0.03, 0.19]).
Perceived ease of use also had a significant indirect relationship with willingness to engage
in customer citizenship helping behaviour through trust towards the online-only retailer (0.15;
p <0.05; CI[0.08, 0.27]). Hence, support was found for H6 and H7. Considering that the
direct effects of perceived usefulness and ease of use on willingness to engage in customer
citizenship helping behaviour were not significant after accounting for trust in the model (H3
and H4), it can be concluded that the indirect effects established point towards full mediation

(Zhao, Lynch & Chen 2010:201). Figure 2 provides an illustration of the research findings.
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Figure 2: Structural model fitted
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6. DISCUSSION

6.1 Theoretical implications

The literature review emphasised the importance of building good relationships with
customers to benefit from customer citizenship behaviours. Affective commitment,
satisfaction and loyalty are outcomes of effective relationship marketing practices that
according to earlier research may stimulate customer citizenship helping behaviours in the
online retail environment (Anaza 2014; Anaza & Zhao 2013; Van Tonder et al. 2018). The
current findings provide a novel perspective on further relationship marketing factors that

may influence customer citizenship behaviours as well.

Specifically, the research findings uncovered that trust towards the online-only retailer in
general has a positive and significant impact on willingness to engage in customer
citizenship helping behaviour (H5). These findings are significant when interpreted in the
context of the literature review. Many scholars have theoretically implied that a relationship
exists between trust and customer citizenship behaviours (Temerak, Winklhofer & Hibbert
2009:14; Yi & Gong 2008:979), yet empirical evidence of this relationship is limited (Van
Tonder & De Beer 2017). It has been noted that relationship quality precedes customer
citizenship behaviour (Hwang et al. 2016:100; Kim & Choi 2016:387; Xie et al. 2017:270),
but only two (2) studies were found that empirically confirmed the relationship between

dimensions of trust (denoting relationship quality) and customer citizenship behaviour (Balaji
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2014:227; Celuch et al. 2018). However, the studies by Balaji (2014) and Celuch et al.
(2018) addressed other aspects of customer citizenship behaviour and did not focus on
helping. Seeing that the findings by Van Tonder and De Beer (2017) are also limited to
competence trust towards electronic banking self-services, the unique contribution of the
current research is that it advances understanding of the relationship between trust
(particularly trust towards the online retailer in general, denoting relationship quality) and
customers’ willingness to help other customers with online-only retailer's self-services.
Therefore, the implication of this finding is that customers’ perceptions about online-only
retailers’ integrity, competence and benevolence in general seem to influence the extent to
which they would be willing to reciprocate and reach out to other customers in need of help

using online-only retailers’ self-services.

The research findings further revealed that perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use,
denoting relationship benefits (Sanchez-Garcia et al. 2007:159), may also indirectly through
trust towards the online-only retailer in general impact on customers’ willingness to engage
in customer citizenship helping behaviour (H6 and H7). These findings are also significant,
given that as mentioned earlier, perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use are
regarded key predictors of technology acceptance (Abdullah et al. 2016:7), attitudes and
intentions (Stocchi et al. 2019:29), and online shopping behaviour (Lee et al. 2011:186;
Srinivasan 2015:180). Accordingly, the current findings offer further support to the
importance of studying perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use in technology-
related research and point towards the relevance of these factors in influencing customer

citizenship behaviour in an online retail context as well.

Another important observation is that central to this process is customers’ trust towards the
online-only retailer in general, serving not only as an indicator of relationship quality but also
as a mediator, providing an indirect path to the relationship between perceived value
perceptions regarding online-only retailers’ self-services and customers’ willingness to
engage in citizenship helping behaviours. Furthermore, trust appears to be a strong
mediator, considering that H3 and H4 were not significant when trust was accounted for in
the model. Subsequently, the current research extends the list of benefits of trust, as
mentioned in the literature review (Bilgihan 2016:105; Brengman & Karimov 2012:792;
Sarkar et al. 2020:286; Zheng et al. 2017:713), by highlighting its significance as a mediator
and by offering a greater understanding of the extent to which it may promote interactions
between customers in the online retail environment of an emerging market country, such as
South Africa.
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Finally, the literature review explained that relationship quality is a function of perceptions of
accumulated value (Gummesson 1987) and within the relationship marketing domain, an
assessment of relationship quality (including trust) is preceded by views of perceived value
benefits received (Moliner et al. 2007:1399, 1401). The current findings offer a novel
perspective on the matter by indicating that perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness
may contribute to trust towards online-only retailers in general as an element of relationship
quality (H1 and H2). The implication of this finding is that the utilitarian dimension of
perceived value (most often studied in business service relationships) also seems to be
relevant in the formation of trust (relationship quality) towards online-only retailers in general
(Arslanagic-Kalajdzic & Zabkar 2017). However, perceived ease of use may be more
important than perceived usefulness in developing trust, as it had the largest impact on trust
(B =0.43).

6.2 Managerial implications

The managerial value of the research findings is that it offers confirmation of the extent to
which customers could be employed to voluntarily help other customers in using the online-
only retailers’ self-services and also the strategies online-only retailers could implement to
promote this helping behaviour. Specifically, the high mean value that was obtained for the
customer citizenship helping behaviour scale provides evidence of customers’ willingness to
assist other customers if they need help using the online-only retailer’s self-service, aid other
customers if they seem to have problems using the service, teach other customers to use
the service correctly, and give advice to other customers with respect to using the online-

only retailer’s service.

Furthermore, while several theories have been presented to promote customer citizenship
behaviour, the solution for influencing customers’ willingness to engage in customer
citizenship helping behaviour in an online-only retail context appears to be fairly simple.
Extant literature views an understanding of customer perceptions of value as essential in
retail and it is considered the most important task for any retailer to create value for
customers (Karjaluoto et al. 2019:253). Following the empirical findings, it seems this
principle is also highly relevant in the current study. Online-only retailers need to warrant that
their self-service options have high utilitarian value, as this may promote customer
citizenship helping behaviours. Value perceptions can be achieved by ensuring self-service
options are viewed as useful and easy to use. Perceived usefulness can be promoted by
offering customers access to self-services that are practical and will enable them to search
for products more effectively. For example, online-only retailers could include useful links on

their self-service platforms, and ensure the platforms are always updated and well-

Journal of Contemporary Management Volume 17 Issue 2 Page 20
DHET accredited 2020
ISSN 1815-7440 Pages 22-50



E VAN TONDER The role of trust in influencing customer
A HEYMANS willingness to help fellow customers with online-
only retailers’ self-services: a mediated model

structured. Moreover, productivity and effectiveness may be enhanced by including a search
box and reducing the number of options available to products that only sell well on the
platform. Perceived ease of use can be influenced by designing a platform that loads all text
and graphics quickly, is easy to navigate, and is visually attractive. Platforms that are easy to
use may also include tips, a list of questions and answers, a simplistic design, as well as the
use of easy-to-read font sizes, simple wording and short sentences that are easy to read and

understand.

A further suggestion is that online-only retailers study their target markets carefully and
adapt their self-service platforms accordingly to ensure they appeal to the expectations of
the targeted segment in being useful and easy to use. This strategy is especially important
should online-only retailers wish to expand their customer base beyond high-income
earners, working full-time, who seem to dominate the online retail market. Segments to be
targeted should be carefully studied to determine their unique preferences and potential
differences. For example, self-service platform requirements may vary among age groups.
Younger consumers may find it easier to navigate self-service platforms than older
consumers or consumers in less advantaged communities who have had limited prior
exposure to the internet. Consumer needs may also be different based on how often they
buy from online-only retailers and the amount of experience they have in making purchases

online.

Once trust (relationship quality) has been established and customers are willing to engage in
customer citizenship helping behaviours, online-only retailers should facilitate opportunities
that will enable customers to provide the necessary help to other customers in using the
online-only retailers’ self-services. For example, social media like Twitter and Facebook can
be used to build online communities and stimulate conversations between existing
customers and new users of the self-service. Additionally, campaigns can be created,
targeting customers with whom online-only retailers have established good relationships,
reminding them of their obligation to help friends, family and other customers to adopt and
use the online-only retailers’ self-services. Incentives may also be provided to customers for
bringing other customers “on board” and helping them to register and use the online-only

retailer’s self-services.

1. CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR
FURTHER RESEARCH

Trust in an online retail context remains an important research topic in management,

considering its contribution to the reduction of uncertainty levels, perceived risk and in
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influencing purchase intentions (Bilgihan 2016:105; Brengman & Karimov 2012:792). The
current study adds to this knowledge base by advancing scientific understanding of the role
of trust in influencing customer willingness to help fellow customers with online-only retailers’
self-services. Specifically, it seems that perceived value perceptions of self-services
(perceived ease of use and usefulness) may contribute to customers developing trust
towards the online-only retailer in general, which affects willingness to engage in customer
citizenship helping behaviour towards fellow customers using the online-only retailers’ self-
services. Additionally, confirmation was obtained that trust towards the online-only retailer in
general may mediate the relationship between perceived value perceptions and customer
citizenship helping behaviour towards fellow customers using online-only retailers’ self-
services. From a practical perspective, the findings provide insight into underlying
requirements for promoting customer citizenship helping behaviours that may contribute to

greater adoption of online-only retailers’ self-services and expansion of market share.

Nevertheless, more research is needed to further knowledge on the topic and to address the
shortcomings of the current study. For example, considering that the majority of the
respondents who participated in the study were females residing in Gauteng and younger
than 47 years, the study could be repeated on a larger scale, among a sample that is more
representative of the population of online retail purchasers in South Africa. Future research
could also explore the extent to which the type of online-only retailers being studied
(characterised by criteria like products sold or being local/foreign) would moderate the
proposed relationships. Continued interactions with online-only retailers over a longer period
may contribute to customers having different expectations of their relationships with online-
only-retailers, hence other factors may become more important in ensuring trust towards the
online-only retailers is maintained. Consequently, it may be worthwhile to survey
respondents who have been interacting with online-only retailers for more than five years
and to determine the extent to which the identified model would remain valid. The current
model may also be extended by examining additional factors of customer citizenship
behaviour, such as providing feedback to the retailer, and by surveying the customer
citizenship helper and the recipient of help, and comparing their views and experiences.
Moreover, it may be worth exploring the validity of the current model among consumers in
more developed regions of the world who have had greater prior exposure to the internet
and conducting transactions online. Finally, future research could examine if helping
customers offline would be more effective than engaging in customer citizenship helping

behaviours on online platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter.
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