
https://pure.roehampton.ac.uk/portal/en/studentTheses/cf9d2e23-114d-42df-9251-a15d317291aa


   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

Abstract 

As e-tailers increasingly pursue international expansion strategies  in an evolving 

competitive marketplace, understanding online loyalty formation across countries and 

sectors becomes ever more significant. In contrast to other studies examining online 

loyalty this study investigates the psychological drivers of online loyalty as opposed to 

functional ones and focuses on the role of online e-tailer investments (EPRI). Theoretical 

underpinnings of relationship quality and  reciprocity are utilised to explain mechanisms 

of online loyalty formation through relationship development.  Previous research has 

drawn attention to the limited theoretical development of relationship quality and 

reciprocity alongside a lack of focus on moderators associated with online loyalty 

formation within an international context.  To address these concerns this study 

empirically investigates online loyalty across China, India, the US and  UK in the clothing 

and electrical products sector and utilises an integrated conceptual model involving 

moderating effects of consumer cosmopolitanism, product category involvement and 

national  culture. It investigates the contention that e-tailer investments will positively 

affect the strength of the relationship between e-tailers and customers through the 

enhancement of relationship quality which in turn will impact online loyalty through a 

reciprocal mechanism.  The findings, based on an online survey of 1010 respondents 

analysed via Structural Equation Modelling (SEM),  support this argument across all four 

countries and both sectors. Additionally this study provides a ranking for EPRI effects 

across countries and sectors which previous studies have not offered.  Moderating effects 

are established across the range of datasets suggesting context specific influences which 

are discussed in more detail.
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

One of the key challenges facing e-tailers this study aims to address, centres on how to 

retain customers across a range of international markets when competitors are only a click 

away.  This section introduces the research study and the context from which it has been 

derived. The first section concentrates on the growth of e-tailing in an international 

context emphasizing the importance of e-tailer and consumer relationships. Following on 

from this, motivations for the study and the significance of online loyalty are explored. 

The selection of markets is subsequently examined providing justification for the 

inclusion of countries (China, India, UK and US) and sectors (clothing and electrical 

products).  The next section discusses gaps in the literature resulting in the main research 

question and objectives. The final section conveys the contribution of the study and 

provides an overall structure for the thesis.    

1.1  Growth of E-tailing 

Retail e-commerce sales worldwide are predicted to increase substantially over the next 

few years confirming the importance of e-tailing as an economic growth sector. 

According to eMarketer (2018), worldwide retail e-commerce sales are estimated to reach 

$4.878 trillion in 2021 accounting for 17.5% of total retail sales. This signifies an increase 

of $1.425 trillion since 2019. Although the percentage change of retail e-commerce sales 

rate is expected to slow down as can be seen in Figure 1.1 (from 25.6% in 2016 to 18.0% 

in 2021), overall predicted sales remain substantial increasing from $1,845 trillion in 2016 

to $4,878 trillion in 2021. Furthermore, retail e-commerce sales as a percentage of total 

retail sales are estimated to significantly increase  from 8.6% in 2016 to 17.5% in 2021, 
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reflecting the continuing shift of consumer retail e-commerce adoption.  The strongest 

growth in the retailing sector is indicated as emerging from digital channels highlighting 

the importance of e-tailing (eMarketer, 2019).   

Figure 1.1 Retail Ecommerce Sales Worldwide, 2016-2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: eMarketer (2018) 

The growth of e-tailing has been driven globally by key individual retail e-commerce 

markets signalling an evolving international retailing landscape (eMarketer, 2018).  A 

significant proportion of this growth has been driven by retail e-commerce sales in China, 

India and the US, clearly demonstrating the importance of these markets within a global 

context  (eMarketer, 2018).  According to figures obtained from eMarketer (2018), the 

two largest markets in terms of retail e-commerce sales are currently China and the US 

(See Appendix A for general country information). China  has a dominant position, with 

estimated retail e-commerce sales of $1,913  billion and is followed by the US with an 
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cross-border shopping globally is estimated to increase annually by 25% from 2015 to 

2020 (DHL, 2016), additionally confirming the importance of consumers in a global 

context.  These figures suggest international expansion is not only driven by e-tailers but 

increasingly by consumers through cross-border shopping.  Competition in the e-tailing 

environment has intensified as retailers enter and expand into new international markets 

highlighting a need to fully understand drivers and motivations of digital buyers countries 

(KPMG, 2017).    

1.2  Online Loyalty and Motivation for Study.  

A number of studies highlight the increasing importance of online loyalty in  e-tailing and 

demonstrate a clear need to further understand the drivers and determinants of online 

loyalty formation in a global context (Shankar et al., 2003; Gefen & Heart, 2006; Jin et 

al., 2008; Toufaily et al., 2013; Cyr, 2013; Mazaheri et al., 2014; Gracia et al., 2015; 

Frasquet et al., 2017; Peña-García et al., 2018).  Some studies even argue online loyalty 

is the single most important factor affecting online retailers (Chiou, 2004; Liang et al., 

2008). Given the importance of online loyalty as a topic to both academics and retailers, 

this study aims to add further to the literature surrounding online loyalty formation in an 

international retailing context. Studies have shown a close correlation between customer 

retention and profitability whereby a 5% increase in customer retention can lead to a 25% 

- 95% increase in profitability, emphasizing the importance of online loyalty (Reichheld 

& Sasser Jr., 1990). From an e-tailer perspective, the financial implications are clear with 

supporting empirical evidence to show a positive relationship between loyalty and 

profitability (Reichheld & Schefter, 2000; Bhattacherjee, 2001). This relationship is 

further supported by studies that highlight the importance of focusing efforts on 

improving repeat purchases and in turn customer loyalty, especially when customer 

acquisition costs can far exceed customer retention costs (Barsh et al., 2000). 
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loyalty from a psychological perspective and investigates relationship-oriented factors 

towards online loyalty, an area currently under-researched.  Studies have argued that 

investigating these social interactions (from a psychological perspective) could be more 

valuable than technical interactions (from a functional perspective) and could provide 

potential sources of competitive advantage (Toufaily et al., 2013). Adopting this approach 

could provide significant insight in terms of the psychological relationships between 

consumers and e-tailers in online loyalty formation.  

A growing body of literature has focused on the concept of relationship marketing (RM) 

and relationship quality (RQ) as a major antecedent of loyalty and in turn online loyalty, 

which demonstrates a greater understanding of psychological relationships (Palmatier et 

al., 2006; Walsh et al., 2010; Vesel & Zabkar, 2010; Gummesson, 2011; Verma et al., 

2016; Steinhoff et al., 2018).  Relationship marketing emphasises the formation of long 

term relationships with consumers to develop loyalty whereas relationship quality reflects 

the strength and quality of the relationship (Crosby et al., 1990; Sheth, 2002; Vesel & 

Zabkar, 2010; Gummesson, 2011).  If retailers are able to develop strong levels of 

relationship quality the more likely consumers are to be loyal (Crosby et al., 1990; Naudé 

& Buttle, 2000; Palmatier et al., 2006; Moliner et al., 2007; Vesel & Zabkar, 2010; Liu et 

al., 2011; Kozlenkova et al., 2017).  Studies examining RQ in a B2C context are still 

limited with the vast majority of studies positioned in business-to-business (B2B) markets 

examining supplier relationships (Dwyer et al., 1987; Crosby et al., 1990; Kumar et al., 

1995; Harker & Egan, 2006).  Furthermore, the number of studies examining RQ in an 

international context are even fewer with a limited number of multi-country studies 

countries (Samaha et al., 2014).  
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1.3.1  China and India 

China and India have been selected given their importance in driving retail e-commerce 

sales globally. They are both part of the Asia-Pacific cluster of countries which is 

predicted to be the fastest growing segment globally, primarily due to growth in  China 

and India (eMarketer, 2018). Based on estimations provided by eMarketer (2018),  

growth in the Asia-Pacific cluster (based on percentage change) is predicted to be  26.3% 

in 2019, which is substantially higher than growth predictions in the North American 

cluster (including the US) at 14.8%  and 10.0% in the Western Europe cluster (including 

the UK).  Growth has been fuelled by higher mobile commerce sales with the Asia-Pacific 

region exhibiting one of the highest levels of mobile commerce as a percentage of e-

commerce sales. According to eMarketer (2018) mobile commerce sales as a percentage 

of e-commerce sales for 2017 were estimated as; 81.6% (China), 71.8% (India), 43.3% 

(UK) and 34.5% (US) and predicted to increase over the next few years.  China has a 

dominant position and is currently the largest retail e-commerce market. Expansion has 

been rapid coupled with a surging consumer demand from predominantly younger 

consumers aged less than 35 (Deloitte, 2016).   Given the strong mobile penetration rate, 

e-tailers are advancing more integrative strategies with consumers and mobile 

technologies including virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), QR codes and 

showrooming techniques are increasingly being incorporated into retailer strategies 

(PWC, 2016).  Research streams specifically examining O2O (online to offline) are 

emerging in response to the rise in integrative strategies seen predominantly in Asia-

Pacific markets (Zhang, 2014; Yang et al., 2016; Yan & Pei, 2018; Shen et al., 2018). 

In contrast, India is a relatively young e-commerce market with huge growth potential. 

Similarly to China mobile phone penetration is high and demand is fuelled by a younger 
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markets.  Further comparisons can be made based on cultural factors. From a national 

cultural perspective the UK and US are traditionally considered Western (Anglo) based 

societies whereas China and India are seen as Eastern (Far East) based societies (Ronen 

& Shenkar, 1985; Fukuyama, 1995; Hofstede, 2001; House et al., 2004; Soares et al., 

2007; Minkov & Hofstede, 2012). Comparisons at this level prove valuable given the 

assumed variations in attitudes and behaviours associated with Western and Eastern based 

societies when shopping online (Ronen & Shenkar, 1985; Jin et al., 2008; Christodoulides 

et al., 2013; Samaha et al., 2014; Shobeiri et al., 2018). Retail e-commerce markets in the 

UK and US are categorised by developed legal frameworks, which can be viewed as 

structural safeguards which may affect consumer attitudes towards online loyalty 

(Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001; McKnight et al., 2005; Flavin & Guinalu, 2006). The US 

has traditionally held the dominant position in the global retail e-commerce market and 

has recently dropped to second place after China. Although the US has a more maturer 

market with a lower growth rate, the retail e-commerce market remains significant 

globally (eMarketer, 2018, KPMG, 2017).  The UK has a smaller retail e-commerce 

market in comparison but it is well developed and established. While millennials are 

generally seen as the main segment driving retail e-commerce growth, the UK and US 

additionally have a significant number of older shoppers (KMPG, 2017). 

Further challenges face each of these countries which could potentially affect retail e-

commerce growth and development. China exhibits a slowing economy with potential 

effects from a trade war with the US (Paul & Mas, 2016). The UK faces a number of 

uncertainties surrounding Brexit which could significantly affect consumer demand and 

cross-border shopping (Agelovska, 2019). Challenges face India regarding employment 

of its strikingly growing young population which could impact online shopping alongside 
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B2B context and involves only two countries (Hoppner et al., 2015). This study seeks to 

address this gap and explicitly involves reciprocity as a theoretical foundation across 

countries and sectors.  

Although it is widely accepted that RQ is an important determinant of customer loyalty 

further investigation is still required in an online and increasingly important international 

context (Gefen & Heart, 2006; Gracia et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2015).  A number of studies 

online examine RQ as an aggregate construct and do not examine the individual 

dimensions  (Izogo, 2016).  A greater understanding is required regarding the effects of 

the individual dimensions of RQ (online ongoing trust, online relationship satisfaction 

and online affective commitment), their interrelationships and directionality between 

each other. Furthermore, the effect of RQ across countries is relatively under-explored 

with limited studies either focusing on an aggregate view of RQ (De Wulf et al., 2001) or  

through dimensions of trust and commitment with the omission of satisfaction (Samaha 

et al., 2014). This study addresses a gap by examining RQ as a disaggregated construct 

and provides empirical evidence on the individual magnitude of effects across countries 

and sectors.  Adopting this approach provides specific detail on online loyalty formation 

through individual relationships which is generally not available in the literature. A range 

of relationship are able to be examined including partial and full effects providing further 

detail on these relationships across countries and sectors.  

1.5  Research Question and Objectives 

The focus of this study is directed towards the psychological aspects of the retailer- 

consumer relationship and focuses on reciprocating behaviours towards e-tailer 

investments in the relationship. The aim is to provide further insight into online loyalty 
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(Kushwaha & Shankar, 2013). This gives further insight into how attitudes towards online 

loyalty may vary across countries and sectors.  

Objective two: Investigate the effects of online perceived relationship investment on 

online loyalty through individual dimensions of relationship quality, from the 

theoretical perspective of reciprocity,  in a multi-country and multi-sectoral setting. 

The third objective is to investigate boundary conditions through the inclusion of three 

moderators; consumer cosmopolitanism, product category involvement and national 

culture (individualism and collectivism). Moderating influences are examined on the 

indirect relationship between online perceived relationship investment and online loyalty 

through the individual dimensions of relationship quality (online ongoing trust, online 

relationship satisfaction and online affective commitment). Theoretical underpinnings of 

reciprocity are further applied when examining moderating influences.  Studies using 

these constructs within this context are limited and hence this study aims to provide 

valuable insight into online loyalty formation.  Additionally, the inclusion of aggregate 

and individual level frameworks provides a distinctive comparative approach of 

examining countries.  

Objective three: Investigate the moderating role of consumer cosmopolitanism, 

product category involvement and national culture on the indirect effect of online 

perceived relationship investment on online loyalty through the individual 

dimensions of relationship quality, from the theoretical perspective of reciprocity.   
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1.6  Contribution of Study 

This study will add to the literature by advancing theoretical and empirical knowledge in 

the evolving field of online loyalty.  By addressing the research question this study aims 

to make several contributions to the literature surrounding online loyalty. 

First, it aims to offer a comprehensive conceptual model integrating boundary 

conditions alongside the effects of online perceived relationship investment on the 

individual dimensions of relationship quality (trust, satisfaction, and commitment) 

and online loyalty. This allows for a further exploration of the magnitude of these effects 

on the individual dimensions of relationship quality as well as the interrelationships and 

directionality between the individual dimensions.  Boundary conditions are integrated 

into the model and explored through moderators.  

Second, it advances the understanding of online loyalty formation in an 

international context  examining psychological drivers through a comparative 

approach.  In particular, online perceived relationship investment is examined as a 

psychological driver which has received little attention in the e-tailing literature. 

Furthermore, building on a theoretical foundation of reciprocity this study examines 

online loyalty from a psychological aspect and incorporates a theoretical foundation not 

widely used in the online loyalty literature. Given the increasing focus on international 

expansion and growth of cross-border shopping, understanding online consumer 

perceptions and attitudes towards loyalty across countries and sectors becomes of prime 

importance for e-tailers to compete more effectively.  

Third, relationship quality is examined from an international perspective 

incorporating a disaggregated model of RQ. This allows for the magnitude of 
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1.7 Thesis Structure 

An overview of the thesis structure is given in Figure 1.2 highlighting theoretical, 

methodological and empirical chapters. 

Figure 1.2 Thesis Structure 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2.0  LITERATURE REVIEW 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the current state of knowledge 

surrounding online loyalty in an international context with a specific theoretical focus on  

relationship marketing, relationship quality and reciprocity.  The first section focuses on 

online loyalty and its emergence from the customer loyalty research stream. This is then 

more specifically explored in relation to international online loyalty studies. The next 

section examines the main proposed antecedent to online loyalty and concentrates on 

online perceived relationship investment. This is followed by an examination of the main 

theoretical underpinnings for the study which revolve around relationship marketing, 

relationship quality and reciprocity. The next sections offer a more detailed discussion on 

the individual dimensions of relationship quality used in this study centring on online; 

trust, satisfaction and commitment. Following on from this interrelationships between 

trust, satisfaction and commitment and examined and directionality of these relationships. 

Finally, moderating influences are examined within the context of online loyalty 

including; consumer cosmopolitanism, product category involvement and culture 

culminating with a summary at the end of the chapter.  

2.1  Online Loyalty 

Online loyalty in the retailing sector has increasingly gathered interest alongside the 

growth of online shopping (Gefen, 2002; Srinivasan et al., 2002; Grewal & Levy, 2007; 

Toufaily et al., 2013).  Emerging from more traditional research streams based around 

customer loyalty, online loyalty demonstrates many similarities to offline loyalty. It is 

widely accepted higher levels of customer loyalty and improvements in customer 
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retention can be beneficial to organisations including retailers (Reichheld & Schefter, 

2000). Studies have shown loyalty can lead to improvements in; profitability (Reicheld, 

1996; Reichheld & Schefter, 2000; Wallace et al., 2004; Kumar Roy et al., 2017), positive 

word of mouth (Zeithaml, 1988; Jayawardhena & Wright, 2009; Roy et al., 2014), 

resistance to competitor actions (Dick & Basu, 1994) and greater confidence in the brand 

(Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001). One of the earliest and most widely quoted empirical 

studies on customer loyalty examines profitability across a range of sectors. The study 

developed by (Reichheld & Sasser Jr., 1990) found increasing customer retention by 5% 

could increase profits from 25% to 95%. While this study is pivotal in setting an agenda 

for customer retention, it primarily focuses on physical organisations in the services and 

industrial sectors, providing little insight into online retailing.  A subsequent study 

developed by Reicheld & Schefter (2000), argue while a similar pattern of loyalty is found 

online where initial losses are followed by increasing profits, this is exaggerated in an 

online context. Customer acquisition in the clothing e-tailing environment was estimated 

as costing  20% - 40% more for pure-play internet retailers compared to traditional clicks 

and mortar companies with similar costings in the electrical products sector.  The results 

suggest while costs of customer acquisition may initially be higher online in the short 

term, profitability through increased repurchases may be substantially higher over the 

longer term.   

A number of studies assert there is a clear difference between the factors that affect online 

and offline loyalty and each should be treated differently  (Shankar et al., 2003; Melis et 

al., 2015; Tsiotsou et al., 2016; Kozlenkova et al., 2017). Offline loyalty refers to loyalty 

with retailers in a physical setting where loyalty is affected by physical cues. Initiatives 

such as improving the physical appearance, updating storefronts, and training 
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service personnel have been shown to affect loyalty (Sirohi et al., 1998; Wind & 

Rangaswamy, 2001). However, in the online environment, as these physical cues do not 

exist, consumers must rely on virtual cues when making judgements regarding retailers. 

Studies have examined website functionality including navigation and design issues (Cyr, 

2008; Ganguly et al., 2010; Cyr, 2013; Loureiro & Roschk, 2014), product assortment 

and choice (Srinivasan et al., 2002; Melis et al., 2016) security and payment options 

(Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001; Bart et al., 2005; Chang & Chen, 2009), online reviews 

and social media communities (Ko et al., 2006; Park et al., 2007; Kim & Ock, 2008; 

Kozlenkova et al., 2017) branding cues (Jones & Kim, 2010; Lee, 2011; Saini & Lynch, 

2016) and excitement and enjoyment appeals (Menon & Kahn, 2002; Jayawardhena & 

Wright, 2009).  

While online loyalty as a subject area has garnered interest over the last few years it has 

been examined across a range of areas including travel and  hospitality (Harris & Goode, 

2004; Kim et al., 2011; Jeon & Jeong, 2016; Kharouf et al., 2018) online healthcare  

(Gummerus et al., 2004; Martínez-Caro et al., 2013; Moreira & Silva, 2015), gaming 

(Choi & Kim, 2004; Teng, 2010; Balakrishnan & Griffiths, 2018) and online retail 

banking (Mukherjee & Nath, 2003; Floh & Treiblmaier, 2006; Amin, 2016; Brun et al., 

2016).  While these studies may prove useful in understanding online loyalty generally, 

there is a need to understand the specific mechanisms of online loyalty formation within 

an e-tailing context.
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behaviours and in an online context can include; intention to revisit site, repurchase 

intention, positive word of mouth and stickiness  (Yang et al., 2004; Gruen et al., 2006; 

King et al., 2014; Yoo et al., 2015; Bulut & Karabulut, 2018). In contrast behavioural 

dimensions are based on actual outcomes and often include; frequency of visit to site, 

average length of visit and share of wallet (Cooil et al., 2007; Keiningham et al., 2015; 

Chocarro et al., 2015; Melis et al., 2016).  While some studies recommend an integrated 

approach incorporating both attitudinal and behavioural dimensions (Lee, 2002; Donio' 

et al., 2006; Santouridis & Trivellas, 2009), other studies argue  attitudinal dimensions of 

loyalty can be considered acceptable substitutes for behavioural dimensions (Pan et al., 

2012). Supported by a number of studies (Gefen, 2002;  Park & Kim, 2008; Doong et al., 

2008; Jin et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013) this singular approach is argued to be  robust 

enough to provide valuable insight. 

Examining the online loyalty research stream,  two main categories emerge with 

antecedents based on; consumer and website characteristics  (Valvi & Fragkos, 2012; 

Toufaily et al., 2013).  While studies examining consumer characteristics focus on 

psychological drivers of online loyalty formation, studies investigating website 

characteristics emphasise functional drivers. The distinction between these two areas is 

particularly important as a greater emphasis tends to be placed on website characteristics 

furthering an understanding of functional drivers rather than psychological drivers. For 

example, Cyr (2013) conducts an eight country investigation examining user perceptions 

of website design. Although the role of trust is examined, the study focuses on consumer 

perceptions of website design. Areas examined include; information content, information 

design, navigation design and visual design. Given its focus on website characteristics 

this study provides a greater understanding of trust formation in relation to functional
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drivers.  In a similar vein a number of studies investigating online loyalty concentrate on 

website characteristics and functional drivers (Goode & Harris, 2007; Cyr, 2008; Park & 

Kim, 2008; Cyr et al., 2010; Ganguly et al., 2010; Kassim & Abdullah, 2010; Chen et al., 

2015; Gracia et al., 2015). 

In contrast, studies examining online loyalty through psychological drivers are found less 

in the online loyalty research stream. For example Elbeltagi and Agag (2016), focus on 

consumer perceptions of online retailing ethics (CPORE) as an antecedent of repurchase 

intention in Egypt while Jin et al. (2008) examine firm reputation in South Korea and US. 

While the range of psychological drivers are diverse the number of studies examining 

online loyalty are limited in comparison to the number of studies examining functional 

drivers. A reason for this could be due to the initial attention given to online shopping 

experiences  through web platforms, seeking to  address issues concerning poor design 

and usability (Cyr, 2008). Studies that do exist that examine psychological drivers tend 

to emerge from the traditional loyalty research stream and concentrate primarily on 

relationship variables including online; trust, satisfaction and commitment (Balabanis et 

al., 2006; Wang  & Head, 2007; Jin et al., 2008; Yoon et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013).   

Additionally, a number of studies that exist in the loyalty research stream offer 

comparisons between offline and online loyalty   (Degeratu et al., 2000; Shankar et al., 

2003; Melis et al., 2015; Tsiotsou et al., 2016; Saini & Lynch, 2016).  A more recent 

examination of online and offline integration has focused on showrooming and 

webrooming techniques (Herhausen et al., 2015; Rapp et al., 2015; Verhoef et al., 2015; 

Jing, 2018; Sit et al., 2018; Arora & Sahney, 2018).      
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This emerging stream of research investigates the consumer decision making process in 

a multi-channel environment (Verhoef et al., 2015; Gensler et al., 2017). Showrooming 

examines how consumers intentionally visit physical stores before purchasing online 

highlighting the sensory need for consumers to touch and examine products before 

purchase (Gensler et al., 2017; Jing, 2018). Webrooming focuses on dynamics of 

consumers investigating products online before making purchasing decisions, suggesting 

more price sensitivity and value seeking motives (Flavián et al., 2016; Jing, 2018). More 

recent studies suggest the interactions of showrooming (in-store mobile offers and digital 

experiences) and webrooming (better online search and online reviews) could lead to 

more favourable impressions and positive interactions from consumers (Flavián et al., 

2016; Sit et al., 2018).  This may not solely be related to negative behaviours such as 

cross channel free riding (Van Baal & Dach, 2005). Emerging from this integrative 

approach additional studies examine online and offline integration (O2O) in a wider 

context. These studies predominantly focus on Asia-Pacific countries given the higher 

levels of smartphone penetration and is more commonplace in China (PWC, 2015). 

Online to offline (O2O) is a business model that encompasses online interactions to 

offline services  (Zhang, 2014; Du & Tang, 2014; Yang et al., 2016; Yue, 2016; Shen et 

al., 2018; Yan & Pei, 2018).  It has traditionally evolved from service sites (e.g. Groupon 

where users can purchase online and enjoy experiences offline) and is popular in areas 

including restaurants, hotels and gyms (Du & Tang, 2014; Yue, 2016).  Essentially 

consumers can purchase services online and validate consumption offline.   However, 

given the increase in smartphone penetration e-tailers are employing O2O strategies in 

store, where customers can browse and purchase online (through QR codes, location 

based services, merchants own website) and collect in store (Yue, 2016).   
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2.1.2  International Studies and Online Loyalty 

The research stream examining online loyalty from an international perspective is 

particularly narrow with a number of researchers calling for more research in this area  

(Gefen & Heart, 2006; Valvi & Fragkos, 2012; Toufaily et al., 2013; Chen et al., 2015; 

Gracia et al., 2015). This is surprising considering the growth in international e-tailing 

fuelled by both e-tailer expansion strategies and cross-border shopping (eMarketer, 

2018).  The need to further understand online loyalty formation across various 

international settings has therefore become increasingly more apparent.  The limited 

number of studies that do exist that examine online loyalty in an e-tailing context 

predominately focus on Western based e-commerce markets which tend to be more 

developed and mature (Gefen, 2002). Attention is therefore drawn to a lack of studies  

that are based on understanding, younger and nascent e-commerce markets (Gefen, 2002; 

Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Kim et al., 2009; Valvi & Fragkos, 2012; Toufaily et al., 

2013; Pandey et al., 2015).  

In a critical review of the online loyalty literature conducted by Valvi & Fragkos (2012), 

results from a Web of Science sample in 2011, show that the number of online loyalty 

studies based on geographic location is highly skewed. The US demonstrates the largest 

percentage of studies with 31%, followed by China at 15% and the UK with 8.2%.  

Interestingly figures for India are not given and these studies are included in a generic 

grouping with other countries. This suggests the number of studies examining online 

loyalty in India is relatively low and could be a reason why an individual country 

classification is not given. However, this is surprising given the strong growth predictions 

and potential of the Indian retail e-commerce market (eMarketer, 2018). In another meta-

analysis review of empirical studies concentrating on online loyalty the limited number 
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of cross-country studies are singled out.  The study conducted by Toufaily et al. (2013) 

presented only three specific cross country studies out of a total of forty-four. However 

only two could be clearly identified in the paper belonging to Cyr et al. (2005) and  Cyr 

(2008).  Both studies are similar in that they emerge from the same author and examine 

website design and culture in the context of trust, satisfaction and loyalty. While Cyr et 

al. (2005), investigates Canada, Germany and China, Cyr (2008) focuses on Canada, US, 

Germany and Japan.  Both studies are motivated by functional drivers of website 

characteristics.  

These results suggest a need to understand online loyalty formation across a wider range 

of countries additionally including India. Given the growing importance of more Eastern 

based retail e-commerce markets in a global context including China and India, further 

investigation into these markets is warranted, with a particular emphasis on India (Cyr et 

al., 2008; Pandey et al.,  2016).   E-tailing studies within an international context 

predominantly examine online loyalty through functional drivers mostly incorporating 

website design and technical aspects (Jarvenpaa et al., 1999; Cyr, 2008; Ganguly et al., 

2010; Cyr, 2013; Chen et al., 2015), whereas studies focusing on  psychological drivers 

including consumer attitudes and perceptions are more limited (Elbeltagi & Agag, 2016; 

Frasquet et al., 2017). Both sets of research streams similarly tend to focus on the role of 

culture to help examine differences between countries. This is found in both the online 

and offline online loyalty literature (Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994; Doney et al., 1998; 

Cyr, 2008; Jin et al., 2008).  

Two of the most notable studies in the international e-tailing area have been mentioned 

previously; Cyr et al. (2005) and Cyr (2008).  In an extension of these studies, Cyr (2013) 

further examines the impact of website design through information content, information 
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Continued.  

Author Journal Sector/Location Positioning Theory/Model Constructs Comments

Books, music, 
travel websites

Theory 
Reasoned Action

Perceived 
reputation/Size

Consumer trust is positive related to Attitude and negatively related to 
Perceived risk

US                  
Singapore                  
China

Multi-channel, System 
assurance

Relationships are similar across US, Singapore, China

Propensity to trust System assurance has strongest effect on Trust in US and China
Consumer trust Risk perception has the least negative relationship between Attitude and 

Willingness to buy in China and the most negative relationship in US

Attitude/Perceived risk
N= 2023 Willingness to buy

Book website 
Amazon.com

Hofstede Culture Familiarity/      
predictability

Trust beliefs specifically Integrity and Ability effect Behavioural trusting 
intentions in both US and Israel

Trust beliefs (ability, 
integrity, benevolence)

Ability significant predictor of trusting intentions in Israel (CO)

US                             
Isael

Trusting behavioural 
intentions 
(inquiry/purchase 
intention)

Preditability has a stronger effect on  Integrity in US (IND)

N=272 CO  M  PD  UA

SonyStyle website Hofstede Culture Navigation/Visual/           
Information design

Trust positively affects E-loyalty across Canada, Germany and China 

Canada         
Germany             
China 

Trust, Satisfaction Satisfaction positively affects E-loyalty across Canada, Germany and 
China

E-loyalty Trust is stronger predictor of E-loyalty where UA is higher
N=571 CO   UA

E-tailer most 
frequently 
shopped at

Hofstede Culture Firm Reputation Stronger effect of Firm Reputation on Customer loyalty through 
Satisfaction in Korea compared to US

Satisfaction, Trust Trust positively affects E-loyalty with no culture differences based on 
CO and UA

US                             
South Korea

Hall (1983) E-Loyalty Trust positively affects Satisfaction with culture effects through IND. 
Stronger in US than S. Korea 

N=385  CO   UA

Functional        
2 countries   
No Reciprocity

Functional            
3 countries   
No Reciprocity

Psychological 
2 countries   
No Reciprocity

Functional       
3 countries   
No Reciprocity

International (culture) studies in e-tailing. (Purchase Intention and Online Loyalty)

Hofstedes Dimensions of Culture:
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Continued.  

Author Journal Sector/Location Positioning Theory/Model Constructs Comments

Generic online 
shopping at 
website

Hofstede Culture Perceived ease of 
use/Usefulness

UA and LTO moderate effects on relationship between trust and 
intention to use

No specific details 
given

Trust Masculinity has a moderate effect on relationship between perceived 
usefulness and intention to use and on the relationship between 
perceived ease of use and intention to use.

China Intention to use PD and IND show no significant moderating effect
N=270 CO   M   UA  LTO Trust has a direct positive effect on Intention to use

Various self 
selected websites                                                

Triandis (1994) Loyalty to e-tailer Individualism and collectivism (horizontal and vertical) does not 
influence online loyalty

Australia Typology Horizontal and vertical 
individualism and 
collectivsim

N=140 CO

Various self 
selected websites                                                

Hofstede Culture Information/Visual/       
Navigation design

No significant relationship between Visual design and Navigation design 
and Trust in India, but significant in US and Canada.

Canada                   
India                    
US

Online trust Collectivism negatively moderates the relationship between trust and 
purchase intention

Perceived risk UA moderates the relationship between Navigation design and Trust
Purchase Intention Trust acts as a mediator between Information, Visual and Navigation 

design and purchase intention
N=582  M   UA   CO Moderators: M   UA   CO

Ganguly et al. 
(2010)

International 
Journal 
Electronic 
Business

Yoon (2009) Information 
and 
Management

Functional            
3 countries   
No Reciprocity  
Moderators 
Culture

Hofstedes Dimensions of Culture:
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Author Journal Sector/Location Positioning Theory/Model Constructs Comments

SonyStyle website Overall support for the GLOBE clustering theory appraoch. Clusters 
exhibit similar responses for Website trust and Transaction security. 
Exceptions of differences in results in the Asia cluster between Japan and 
China. 
Low UA users in high trust countries (e.g. Canada and US) provide 
highest ratings for Website trust over high UA users in low trust 
countries (e.g. Chile and Mexico).

N= 1,156

Middle ratings for Website trust  are shown in countries with mixed UA 
and high/low trust scores (e.g. Indian, Germany, China and Japan)

Information 
Systems 
Frontiers

Self selected 
website

Information 
Systems Success 
Model

Information/System/     
Service quality     
Trust/Satisfaction   

Customer satisfation is positively related to E-loyalty in both Thailand 
and Taiwan 

Hofstede E-Loyalty No direct relationship exists between Trust and E-loyalty in Taiwan
Thailand             
Taiwan

Culture CO Trust is positively related to E-loyalty in Thailand

N=227 Individualism has a moderating effect on the path between Information 
Quality and Trust, Information quality and Customer satisfaction and 
System quality and Trust 
Collectivism has a moderating effect on the path between system quality 
and trust and service quality and trust 
Moderator: CO

Self selected 
website

Service Quality Efficiency/privacy/         
fulfilment/system 

Satisfaction positively effects Loyalty intentions

Hofstede Culture E-service quality, 
Satisfaction

E-service positively effects Satisfaction

Argentina                     
Spain 

Loyalty intentions Individualism moderates the effect of E-service quality on Loyalty

Culture (PD, CO, UA, 
M, PRA, IG)

Collectivism moderates the effect between Satisfaction and Loyalty

N=277

Control 
variables(gender, age, 
education) Moderators: PD   CO UA  M  PRA  IG

Hofstede Culture    
Clustering 
Theory     
Fukuyama (1995)

Canada, US, India, 
Germany, Japan, 
Mexico, Chile, 
China

International (culture) studies in e-tailing. (Purchase Intention and Online Loyalty)

Information content  
Information/Navigation
/ Visual Design            
Website Trust       
Transactional Security                                                                                                     
UA

Functional            
8 countries           
No  Reciprocity  

Cyr (2013) Electronic 
Commerce 
Research 
Applications

Functional        
2 countries               
No  Reciprocity  
Moderator  
Culture

Functional        
2 countries   
No Reciprocity  
Moderator 
Culture

Chen et al. 
(2015)

Gracia et al. 
(2015)

Business 
Research 
Quarterly 

Hofstedes Dimensions of Culture:
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Author Journal Sector/Location Positioning Theory/Model Constructs Comments

Electrical goods Hofstede Culture CPORE (Consumer Perceptions of Online Retailing Ethics) is positively 
related to Satisfaction  Trust and Commitment have a mediating effect on 
the relationship between CPORE and Satisfaction.

Egypt Commitment-
Trust Theory

Individualism has a moderating effect on the path between CPORE and 
Satisfaction. 
Trust is positively related to Satisfaction and Commitment

N=310 IND PD Moderators: IND PD
Clothing Hofstede Brand trust Offline loyalty is positively related to Online loyalty

Culture Brand attachement Brand trust positively affects Offline loyalty and Online loyalty
UK                          
Spain

Offline loyalty Brand trust positively affects Offline loyalty and Online loyalty

Online loyalty Brand atachment positively affects Offline loyalty but not Online loyalty

Control variables 
(hedonic orientation, 
product involvement, 
ease-of-use, 
usefulness)

No moderating effects of culture are present

N = 761  IND   UA Moderators: IND UA

Electronic Goods Hofstede Enjoyment, Trust, 
Perceived value

E-trust positively effects Attitudinal loyalty in Columbia but not in Spain

Columbia           
Spain

Culture Perceived risk, 
satisfaction

Satisfaction positively effects Attitudinal loyalty in Columbia but not in 
Spain

Brand equity Trust, Attitudinal 
loyalty

Columbia (developing retail ecommerce market), Spain (developed retail e-
commerce market)

Repurchase Intention, 
Word of Mouth 
(WOM)

Culture moderates the effect of E-trust on Attitidinal loyalty and 
satisfaction on Attitudinal loyalty, and attitudinal loyalty and Word of 
Mouth

N=585 IND   CO

Psychological        
2 countries       
No Reciprocity  
Moderator 
Culture

Functional           
2 countries       
No Reciprocity  

International (culture) studies in e-tailing. (Purchase Intention and Online Loyalty)

Hofstedes Dimensions of Culture:
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Rafiq et al. (2013), address the importance of online perceived relationship investment in 

a grocery e-tailing context and examine relationship quality through the individual 

dimensions of trust, satisfaction and commitment. Similarly, Wang and Head (2007) 

examine online relationship investments on individual dimensions of satisfaction and 

trust with the additional dimension of perceived switching costs. The Wang and Head 

(2007) study focuses on purchases of CD/DVDs online in Canada. Adopting a different 

approach Yoon et al. (2008) examine the effect of online relationship investment on 

loyalty through an aggregate construct of relationship quality. These three studies offer a 

strong foundation for investigating perceived relationship investment in an online context 

providing empirical evidence for the positive effect of online perceived relationship 

investment on online loyalty. 

While perceived relationship investment has been studied widely in the B2B sector 

focusing on supplier relationships (Anderson et al., 1992; Kumar et al., 1995; Smith, 

1998; Johnston et al., 2004; Liu et al., 2010; Liu et al., 2012; Bai & Sarkis, 2016), less 

attention is assigned to consumer markets (De Wulf et al., 2001; Wang & Head, 2007; 

Yoon et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013; Park & Kim, 2014).  A number of studies argue 

consumers are more likely to reciprocate on positive retailer efforts and investments in 

the relationship  with higher levels of loyalty through increased levels of relationship 

quality (De Wulf et al., 2001; Rafiq et al., 2013).  The effects of  perceived relationship 

investment on loyalty are examined through relationship quality from both an an 

aggregate  (De Wulf et al., 2001; Yoon et al., 2008) and disaggregated perspective (Rafiq 

et al., 2013).  

Online perceived relationship investment appears in studies in the financial sector (Liang 

et al., 2008), social media environment (Popp et al., 2016), online retailing sector (Wang 
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& Head, 2007; Yoon et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013) and offline retailing environment 

(Park & Kim, 2014).   Relationship investment is investigated from a consumer 

perspective through transaction cost theory, across online stores in Taiwan  by Tsai and 

Huang (2009). Although relationship investments are found to positively affect loyalty, 

the study by Tsai and Huang (2009) examines consumer investments in the relationship 

rather than e-tailer investments and the cost of switching to other providers.  While the 

meaning  of relationship investment can vary across studies adopting either a supplier 

(retailer) or customer focus, the majority of studies examine supplier (retailer) 

investments in the relationship (De Wulf et al., 2001; Wang & Head, 2007; Yoon et al., 

2008; Rafiq et al., 2013).      

Although the significance of  online relationship investment is confirmed across a range 

of studies, it is examined to a limited extent  within  an e-tailing environment  (Verma et 

al., 2016). The relatively few studies that do exist within an e-tailing context confirm the 

positive effect of e-tailer investments on online loyal (Wang & Head, 2007; Yoon et al., 

2008; Rafiq et al., 2013). However, while they provide a meaningful introduction to 

online perceived relationship investment, they only provide a  single country perspective 

and hence, do not explore complexities associated with international e-tailing. 

Furthermore, to the researchers knowledge relationship quality as a disaggregated 

construct (including commitment) is only employed in one previous single country study 

(Rafiq et al., 2013) and does not appear in any multi-country studies.   

2.3  Theoretical Underpinning 

A number of different theoretical foundations are found in the literature examining online 

loyalty, highlighting the range of diverse approaches. Two of the most common 
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theoretical foundations include relationship marketing and relationship quality. The 

majority of studies examining online loyalty employ relationship marketing based 

theories focusing on interpersonal relationships between consumers and organisations, 

which is  further reflected in a number of e-tailing studies (Srinivasan et al., 2002; Wallace 

et al., 2004; Donio' et al., 2006; Vesel & Zabkar, 2010; Toufaily et al., 2013; Rafiq et al., 

2013; Jiang & Xu, 2015; Melis et al., 2015; Verma et al., 2016).  Reciprocity is less 

commonly explicitly employed and highlighted in a limited number  of online retailing 

studies (Yoon et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013; Swoboda et al., 2016). While the role of 

reciprocity is acknowledged in a number of relationship marketing and relationship 

quality studies, inclusion is more implicit highlighting a lack of theoretical focus on 

reciprocity (Hoppner et al., 2015).   Other theoretical approaches found in the 

international online loyalty literature are based around social psychology theories 

(Flavián et al., 2006; Koo, 2006; Elbeltagi & Agag, 2016), service theories (Lee & Lin, 

2005; Jones & Kim, 2010; Gracia et al., 2015), information system theories (Gefen, 2002; 

Yoo et al., 2010; Chen et al., 2015), consumer behaviour theories (Jarvenpaa et al., 2000; 

Pavlou & Chai, 2002; Teo & Liu, 2007) and international marketing theories (Jin et al., 

2008; Ganguly et al., 2010; Cyr, 2013).  

2.3.1  Relationship Marketing  

A significant number of studies in the retailing sector focus on understanding relationship 

marketing as a research stream (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995a; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002; 

Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Souitaris & Balabanis, 2007; Kim et al., 2009; Grewal & 

Levy, 2009; Vesel & Zabkar, 2010; Rafiq et al., 2013; Toufaily et al., 2013; Verma et al., 

2016; Kumar et al., 2017; Steinhoff et al., 2018). Emerging from the services marketing 
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the effectiveness of loyalty schemes and their contribution in developing relationships 

has been questioned (Sharp & Sharp, 1997; Evanschitzky et al., 2006).  

The role of relationship marketing in a business-to-consumer (B2C) environment has 

increasingly been examined with a growing focus seen in the e-tailing literature (Koo, 

2006; Yoon et al., 2008; Athanasopoulou, 2009; Verma et al., 2016).  Understanding 

relationship marketing in an online environment provides a different set of challenges 

compared to physical retailers  (Danaher et al., 2003; Melis et al., 2015; Elms et al., 2016). 

Consumers are more sophisticated in their decision making processes due to; greater 

transparency of information online, access to product information and reviews, ability to 

make comparisons readily as well as being able to view shipping, delivery and pricing 

details immediately  (Burke, 2002).   

2.3.2 Relationship Quality 

Evolving from the relationship marketing literature, relationship quality has increasingly 

been applied in the e-tailing and online loyalty literature (Vesel & Zabkar, 2010; Walsh 

et al., 2010; Rafiq et al., 2013).  Initially emerging as multi-dimensional construct in the 

work of  Crosby et al. (1990), relationship quality is examined between salespeople and 

consumers in the life insurance sector. Relationship quality is viewed as the dynamics of 

long-term quality formation in ongoing customer relationships (Grönroos, 2007). This 

view reflects the long term view of the customer and the focus on cumulative encounters. 

The strength of the relationship is seen as a key indicator to the likely level of loyalty by 

the consumer.  The general consensus infers that if consumers have a stronger relationship 

with the online retailer (hence, higher levels of relationship quality), there will be greater 

loyalty to that retailer  (Crosby et al., 1990; Grönroos, 2007). Online loyalty is the most 

common outcome of relationship quality examined in the literature (Gefen, 2002; 
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Balabanis et al., 2006; Flavián et al., 2006).   In a review of relationship quality studies 

in the retail environment conducted by Vessel & Zabkar (2010), the majority of studies 

were contextualised in the services sector (banking, travel, financial) with a handful set 

in the retailing sector and even less in the e-tailing sector.  According to the relational 

mediator meta-analytical framework first proposed by Palmatier et al. (2006), and later 

applied in the online context  by Verma et al. (2016), customer-focused relational 

mediators identified in the relationship marketing literature are; commitment, trust, 

relationship satisfaction and relationship quality. Consequences are identified as; 

expectation of continuity, word of mouth and customer loyalty. Antecedents are grouped 

into customer focused antecedents (relationship benefits, dependence of seller), seller 

focused antecedents (relationship investment, seller expertise) and dyadic antecedents 

(communication and similarity).  

A number of online studies do not necessarily include the conceptualisation of 

relationship quality in their discussion and the various individual dimensions are more 

commonly examined including; online trust (Jarvenpaa et al., 2000; Teo & Liu, 2007; 

Ganguly et al., 2010), online satisfaction (Balabanis et al., 2006; Jin et al., 2008; Gracia 

et al., 2015) and online commitment (Elbeltagi & Agag, 2016). The combination of trust 

and satisfaction is extremely popular in a number of studies (Wang & Head, 2007; Cyr, 

2008;  Peña-García et al., 2018).  However studies examining affective commitment seem 

to be lacking and present a gap in the literature in terms of understanding emotional 

attachments (Vesel & Zabkar, 2010). While there is a lack of agreement on the 

dimensions of relationship quality, relationship satisfaction, trust and commitment are 

widely considered acceptable in business to consumer  studies (Athanasopoulou, 2009).  
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Relationship quality has tended to be studied as a global construct in both offline  (Kumar 

et al., 1995; De Wulf et al., 2001) and online studies (Yoon et al., 2008).  These studies 

argue examining relationship quality from a composite perspective provides a better 

assessment of the strength of the relationship. In contrast, Rafiq et al. (2013) examines 

relationship quality from a disaggregated perspective, focusing on individual dimensions 

of: trust, satisfaction and commitment. This approach defines the individual effects 

providing additional detail on the strength of each relationship.  This is further reflected 

in the wider retailing relationship quality literature (De Cannière et al., 2009; Qin et al., 

2009).  To the researchers knowledge no empirical studies exist  examining the individual 

dimensions of trust, satisfaction and more importantly commitment in an international e-

tailing context comparatively.  

2.3.3  Reciprocity 

Reciprocity emerges from social exchange theory which is based on the assumption of 

balanced exchanges of social and material resources between partners (Blau, 1964). In a 

commercial setting exchanges between e-tailers and customers can be based on economic 

and social exchange (Blau, 1964; Bagozzi, 1995; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995a). According 

to Blau (1964), economic exchange is based on quantifiable items and tends to focus on 

transactional mechanisms (price and products), whereas social exchange is based on 

unquantifiable items (advice, positive attitudes, empathy etc.).  Several retailing studies 

incorporate reciprocity through Social Exchange Theory as a theoretical foundation, 

ranging from  examining; customer gratitude (Huang, 2015), customer brand engagement 

(Hollebeek, 2011)  and customer expectations (Antony et al., 2018).  While the relevancy 

of social exchange theory is acknowledged some studies further argue for the distinction 
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willingness to trust, mitigating risks and increasing loyalty (Bart et al., 2005; Ahrholdt, 

2011; Chiu et al., 2012; Metilda, 2016). 

A significant proportion of the literature examining online trust relates to initial trust, 

where attention is drawn to consumer unfamiliarity with e-tailers. In this context online 

trust is centred on initial interactions with the e-tailer (McKnight et al., 2002; Koufaris & 

Hampton-Sosa, 2004; McKnight & Choudhury, 2006; Eastlick & Lotz, 2011; Kim et al., 

2017). However, the long term returning behaviour of consumers is not taken into account 

and hence ongoing trust shows greater relevance to online loyalty.  According to Lee and 

Choi (2011), ongoing e-trust is based on positive beliefs about reliability and integrity 

that result over time from observing actual interactions. Unlike initial online trust 

consumers will form opinions about the trustworthiness of an e-tailer and will develop 

online trust according to the interactions they have with the online retailer (Kim et al., 

2010; Fang et al., 2014). Generally, the more positive the interaction the higher the level 

of online trust with the retailer (Flavián & Guinalíu 2006; Chiu et al., 2012). 

Many studies find a positive relationship between trust and loyalty which is further 

reflected in the online environment (Gefen, 2002; Jin et al., 2008; Cyr, 2008; Kim et al., 

2009; Frasquet et al., 2017). If consumers have high levels of ongoing online trust with 

an e-tailer they are more likely return and engage further in interactions with the e-tailer 

(Flavián & Guinalíu, 2006; Mukherjee & Nath, 2007; Chiu et al., 2012). For example, 

consumers may find products cheaper on the internet but due to higher perceived risks 

associated with using unfamiliar e-tailers, they may be willing to pay extra at e-tailer sites 

they are familiar with indicating higher levels of trust and hence loyalty.  A limited 

number of studies have examined this relationship across cultures and sectors. On the one 

hand some studies find a direct positive relationship between online trust and online 
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between online satisfaction and online loyalty is weak (Balabanis et al., 2006) or variable  

(Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003). In contrast other studies argue the relationship is strong 

(Evanschitzky et al., 2006; Christodoulides & Michaelidou, 2010; Gracia et al., 2015). 

The issue of strength could be related to context where weak relationships have been 

suggested to be more prevalent in utilitarian based studies and stronger relationships in 

more hedonic sectors (Balabanis et al., 2006; Yoo et al., 2010; Christodoulides & 

Michaelidou, 2010; Chiu et al., 2012).  

While e-tailers have predominantly focused on delivering improved levels of online 

satisfaction and so online loyalty (Szymanski & Hise, 2000; Anderson & Srinivasan, 

2003; Verma et al., 2016), the relationship between online satisfaction and online loyalty 

is not always necessarily linear   (Anderson et al., 2000; Wu. & Ding, 2007).  For example, 

price sensitive customers may be extremely satisfied with the relationship but could easily 

switch to competitors if products are significantly cheaper (Viard, 2007). Although it is 

important to acknowledge some sectors may not show positive linear relationships 

between online satisfaction and online loyalty the majority of online loyalty studies focus 

on sectors where linearity exists (Yang et al., 2004).  

As expected relationship satisfaction in the online environment is often examined through 

intangible elements (Shankar et al., 2003; Ghazali et al., 2016; Nisar & Prabhakar, 2017). 

In a study examining the influence of perceived quality on consumer satisfaction levels, 

(Cristobal et al., 2007) identify key antecedents of online satisfaction through perceived 

service quality factors of; web design, customer service, assurance and order 

management. Other studies have focussed on antecedents of interactivity (Yoo  et al., 

2010), flow  (Chang & Zhu, 2012; Hsu et al., 2013) and e-service quality (Janda et al., 

2002; Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2002; Gounaris et al., 2010).  While a number of online 
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satisfaction studies examine performance based antecedents - website design, security, 

convenience, (Gommans et al., 2001; Evanschitzky et al., 2004; Cristobal et al., 2007), 

limited attention has been paid to perceptual based antecedents including relationship 

investment. Although, a limited number of studies examine the relationship between e-

tailer investments and online satisfaction   (Wang & Head, 2007; Yoon et al., 2008; Rafiq 

et al., 2013), these are single country single sector studies.   

A number of retailing studies incorporate expectation-disconfirmation theory as a 

theoretical foundation in the discussion surrounding satisfaction, e-service quality and 

loyalty (Wallace et al., 2004; Flavián et al., 2006; Liao et al., 2011; Elkhani & Bakri, 

2012; Mwencha & Muathe, 2015; Cho, 2017).   Expectation-disconfirmation theory 

(EDT) posits satisfaction is a function of initial expectations and expectancy 

disconfirmation.  This suggests initial expectations either based on perceptions of service 

quality online (e-service quality) or through offline service quality cues affects overall 

satisfaction with the retailer (Oliver, 1980; Selnes, 1998; Montoya-Weiss et al., 2003; 

Wallace et al., 2004; Flavián et al., 2006).  If consumers have positive expectations of 

service quality whether online or offline  they are more likely to be satisfied in the 

relationship (Montoya-Weiss et al., 2003; Lankton & Wilson, 2007; Kim et al., 2009). 

2.4.3  Online Affective Commitment  

The role of commitment has been examined to a lesser extent in the online loyalty 

literature with a greater emphasis generally placed on the role of online satisfaction and 

trust  (Toufaily et al., 2013; Verma et al., 2016). Emerging from the organisational 

behaviour research stream, the relationship between commitment and loyalty has recently 

received growing attention in the online loyalty e-tailing literature (Allen & Meyer, 1990; 
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2.5  Interrelationships 

2.5.1  Online Trust and Online Satisfaction  

A number of studies have found a very positive relationship between online satisfaction 

and trust (Gefen, 2002; Jin et al., 2008; Chiu et al., 2012; Rafiq et al., 2013; Giovanis & 

Athanasopoulou, 2014; Barreda et al., 2015; Malhotra et al., 2017). However, there is 

debate in the literature as to the directionality of this relationship. Reflecting studies in 

the offline environment, some authors argue the direction of the relationship flows from 

online relationship satisfaction to online trust. This signifies consumers that are satisfied 

in the relationship with e-tailers will tend to be more inclined to trust that e-tailer 

(Jarvenpaa et al., 2000; Gefen, 2002; Casaló et al., 2007; Chiu et al., 2012; Giovanis & 

Athanasopoulou, 2014; Barreda et al., 2015).  

Conversely, other authors argue the reverse is true, maintaining online trust is a stronger 

predictor of satisfaction. This line of thought implies consumers who have trust in a 

retailer will tend to be more satisfied in the relationship with that retailer (Singh & 

Sirdeshmukh, 2000; Jin et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013; Ziaullah et al., 2014; Malhotra et 

al., 2017). According to Rafiq et al. (2013), the directionality of the relationship travels 

from online trust to online relationship satisfaction. It is argued as consumers face more 

uncertainties shopping online, the creation of online trust and in this case ongoing trust 

will be of more value in determining online relationship satisfaction. This is additionally 

supported by studies that maintain trust indirectly effects loyalty through satisfaction and 

so re-enforcing the directionality from trust to satisfaction (Kim et al., 2009; Rafiq et al., 

2013). 
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thinkers with an adventurous nature given their openness to other cultures (Yoon et al., 

1996; Holt, 1997).  According to Riefler et al. (2012) cosmopolitan consumers are 

additionally found to exhibit characteristics of; consumer innovativeness (willingness to 

try new products and service), less risk aversion given their inclination to travel and 

explore the world and less consumer SNI (consumer susceptibility to interpersonal 

influence). The last profile characteristic (consumer SNI) indicates purchasing decisions 

are made independently and not in relation to the  expectations of others (Bearden et al., 

1989).  

Research indicates cosmopolitan consumers due to their openness to other cultures and 

appreciation of diversity are more receptive to foreign products and services and hence 

are more likely to show positive purchase intentions and a greater willingness to buy 

foreign products and services (Cleveland et al., 2009; Cleveland et al., 2011; Riefler et 

al., 2012; Rosenbloom et al., 2012; Lim & Park, 2013; Zeugner-Roth et al., 2015; Lee. & 

Mazodier, 2015; Wagner et al., 2016; Dogan & Yaprak, 2017; Laroche et al., 2018).  

Consumer cosmopolitanism is not examined widely in the online loyalty and e-tailing 

literature which is surprising given the steady growth of the consumer cosmopolitan 

segment (Riefler & Diamantopoulos, 2009; Cleveland et al., 2011; Grinstein & Wathieu, 

2012). Consumer cosmopolitanism is examined in a single retailing study based in India 

regarding store loyalty (Pandey et al., 2015). The study by Pandey et al. (2015) argues 

culture and price have an impact on offline store loyalty with no effect of 

cosmopolitanism. However, different results are expected due to differences between 

online and offline drivers of loyalty.  

In a study investigating effects of French sponsorship among UK consumers,  Lee and 

Mazodier (2015), find cosmopolitanism enhances brand affect but not brand trust. The 
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only study found to examine moderating effects of consumer cosmopolitanism focuses 

on cross-border online shopping (Wagner et al., 2016).  Although cosmopolitanism is 

found to moderate the relationship between perceived benefits and online purchase 

behaviours, results are not stable given the small sample size (N=220). 

In the wider literature studies have examined consumer cosmopolitanism in the 

international marketing research stream alongside the impact of ethnocentrism 

(Cleveland et al., 2009; Zeugner-Roth et al., 2015; Dogan & Yaprak, 2017; Han & Won, 

2018) and brand origin (Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2008; Laroche et al., 2018). 

Ethnocentrism has tended to be studied as a polar opposite to cosmopolitanism where 

consumers who are more ethnocentric demonstrate a preference for local rather than 

foreign products (Shimp & Sharma, 1987). However, these studies have tended to focus 

on consumer acceptance and willingness and/or reluctance to purchase global products 

rather than on repeat purchase intention.  (Caldwell et al., 2006; Cleveland et al., 2009; 

Zeugner-Roth et al., 2015).  

Brand origin has been examined alongside cosmopolitanism (Laroche et al., 2018).  

Although closely related to the country-of-origin (COO) effect which appears more 

widely in the literature a growing consensus distinguishes between the two concepts 

(Thakor & Lavack, 2003; Pharr, 2005; Jin  et al., 2006; Laroche et al., 2018).  Brand 

origin is based on consumer perceptions of the specific location of a brand through 

corporate headquarters  (Johansson et al., 1985). The country-of-origin effect is based on 

consumer perceptions of countries where products have thought to originate from. Given 

product manufacturing may span several countries the country-of-origin effect may 

become diluted and brand origin may be more relevant to consumers (Thakor, 1996).  

While there is debate on the necessity to distinguish between brand origin and country-
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of-origin effect, both convey country origins which are have been shown to influence 

consumer perceptions towards product selection and purchase (Verlegh & Steenkamp, 

1999; Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2008; Godey et al., 2012; Batra et al., 2014; Laroche 

et al., 2018).  Examination of cosmopolitanism on brand origin by Laroche et al. (2018) 

found the more cosmopolitan an individual is the higher the levels of brand origin 

recognition which result in more favourable brand attitudes.  Within the wider literature 

a close relationship is found between brand attachment and country-of-origin effect 

(Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999; Burnham et al., 2003; Kinra, 2006; Bhardwaj et al., 2010; 

Godey et al., 2012).  Attitudes to global brands may vary according to brand origin and 

country-of-origin effect.  For example brands from the West may be perceived as higher 

quality and more desirable than local brands in China and India (Bhat & Reddy, 1998; 

Bhardwaj et al., 2010; Godey et al., 2012). Although growing evidence suggests this is 

increasingly more applicable to luxury brands particularly in China (Deloitte, 2016).  

2.6.2  Product Category Involvement 

Research indicates a range of  involvement constructs are examined in the online loyalty 

literature  including; enduring and situational involvement (Huang 2006; Im & Ha, 2011; 

Hong, 2015), website involvement (Koufaris, 2002; Jiang et al., 2010; Akhter, 2014) and 

product category involvement (Wallace et al., 2004; Wang et al., 2006; Jones  & Kim, 

2010; Frasquet et al., 2017). Enduring involvement is based on intrinsic motivations and 

hedonic factors including enjoyment and self-relevance whereas situational involvement 

is based on  extrinsic motivations and tends to be more situation specific (Bloch & 

Richins, 1983; Higie & Feick, 1989; Michaelidou & Dibb, 2006; Huang, 2006).  Enduring 

involvement is found to be positively related to loyalty given  its long term focus and 
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stability over time (Huang,  2006; Im & Ha, 2011). Within an online context Huang 

(2006) argues enduring involvement from a hedonic perspective is based on enjoyment 

using the website. In contrast situational involvement revolves around a specific situation 

and task completion and relates functional aspects including website navigation.  Website 

involvement increasingly appears in a number of  online studies (Koufaris, 2002; Jones 

& Kim, 2010; Hong, 2015; Shobeiri et al., 2018). Attention is paid to  affective and 

cognitive involvement where  utilitarian and emotional responses to web sites are 

examined (Koufaris, 2002; Jiang et al., 2010).  Affective involvement is based on 

emotional and hedonic elements on the website  (e.g. enjoyment) and cognitive 

involvement on functional and utilitarian elements (e.g. website tools). The study 

conducted by Koufaris (2002) argues both utilitarian and emotional responses to websites 

can impact online loyalty. This is additionally supported by Jiang et al. (2010) who 

contends higher website involvement is positively associated with higher purchase 

intention.  

The categorisation of  hedonic and utilitarian products is commonly employed  in the        

e-tailing literature. Utilitarian products rely on consumer decisions based on rational and 

functional appeals (Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982; Park & Kim, 2003). In contrast 

hedonic product choice emerges from emotional and pleasure seeking motivations (Park 

& Kim, 2003; Michaelidou & Dibb, 2006; Jones & Kim, 2010).  In a study examining the 

role of product category characteristics, Kushwaha and Shankar  (2013), classify product 

sectors based on utilitarian and hedonic product category characteristics alongside high 

and low risk contexts. The clothing sector is identified as hedonic and associated with 

lower perceived risk. This implies consumers tend to base decisions on emotional appeals 

and consider the perceived risk of purchasing clothing lower.   A range of product sectors 
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Dagger & David, 2012). The study by Wallace et al. (2004) contend more involved 

customers are more likely to have expectations based on previous interactions positively 

disconfirmed.  In support Dagger and David (2012), argue more involved customers will 

be more influenced by satisfaction given their greater interest in the product category. 

However, on the other hand studies contend product category involvement weakens the 

satisfaction-loyalty link (Homburg & Giering, 2001; Balabanis et al., 2006).  However it 

should be noted Homburg and Gierieng (2011) examine satisfaction in the sales process 

and Balabanis et al. (2006) examine satisfaction in the website alongside switching 

barriers, results may not therefore be comparable to satisfaction in the relationship.  

Research extending to product category involvement and trust tends to include risk. In a 

study examining situational involvement Hong et al. (2015) finds higher levels of  

situational involvement positively affects performance risk which it turn positively affects 

trust expectation and ultimately intention to buy from an e-tailer.  Additionally perceived 

risk (including financial risk)  is generally higher for online products and services where 

there are higher levels of product category involvement (Pires et al., 2004; Bart et al., 

2005). The importance of commitment and particularly affective commitment to loyalty 

has been advocated in a number of  studies (Fullerton, 2005; Evanschitzky et al., 2006; 

Rafiq et al., 2013). However, the role of product involvement with commitment appears 

less in the research stream.  The study conducted by Chaudhuri (1998) examines product 

class in terms of necessities and luxuries and contends positive emotional experiences 

with products reduce levels of perceived risk.  

In contrast, some studies argue consumers may not always seek stronger and longer term 

relationships and drivers of relationship marketing could generate more negative 

customer reactions in specific situations (Colgate & Danaher, 2000; Cao & Gruca, 2005; 
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necessarily enter into or sustain longer term relationships (Hofstede, 2001; De Mooij & 

Hofstede, 2002; Hofstede, 2011).  

The study by Samaha et al. (2014) is one of the few studies to offer insight into 

relationship marketing across cultures.  However, they do not inherently address issues 

of reciprocity across cultures and do not examine satisfaction as a relational mediator. In 

one of the few studies concentrating on culture and reciprocity,  Hoppner et al. (2015) 

contend reciprocal effects are swayed by national culture due to  varying cultural norms 

and behaviours, which affect attitudes towards reciprocity. According to Hoppner et al. 

(2015), reciprocity can be examined as a multidimensional norm consisting of 

equivalence reciprocity (equal reciprocal exchanges) and immediacy  reciprocity (when 

reciprocal exchanges happen). The study by Hoppner et al. (2015) argues equivalence 

reciprocity has a stronger effect on relationship quality in Japan (a more collectivist 

society), which could be attributable to a greater tendency towards mutually beneficial 

outcomes. Whereas immediacy reciprocity has a greater effect on relationship quality in 

the US (a more individualistic society) and is more likely to be related to short-term 

orientation values held in the US.  Although, studies by Samaha et al.  (2014) and Hoppner 

et al. (2015)  progress the literature on the  impact  of culture on relationship marketing 

and reciprocity they do not provide a holistic view of relationship quality through 

relational mediators of trust, satisfaction and commitment. More specifically the role of 

reciprocity in consumer relationships is not explicitly examined within a relationship 

quality framework in an international context.  

The predictive power of online trust on online loyalty through dimensions of collectivism 

and individualism is mixed. On the one hand studies argue trust will be a stronger 

predictor of loyalty in collectivist countries due to their emphasis on harmony and social 
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reducing behaviours,  seeking reassurance from formalised structures and systems  which 

may influence trust formation more strongly (Doney et al., 1998).  

In a similar vein but to a lesser extent, the impact of national culture through dimensions 

of  individualism and collectivism on online satisfaction and loyalty is varied. In a study 

focusing on Spain and Argentina, Gracia et al. 2015 argue online satisfaction will be a 

stronger predictor of online loyalty in collectivist countries. This is supported by Jin et al. 

(2008), Liu & Sheng (2010) and 2010 Peña-García et al. (2018), who argue collectivist 

countries tend to stay with service providers once satisfied.  This supports the wider 

literature that contends customers from collectivist countries are more unwilling to leave 

satisfying relationships and value longer term social bonds (Triandis, 1989; Hofstede, 

2001). Furthermore Liu et al. (2001) assert collectivist societies may have a greater 

reluctance to complain in an attempt to maintain harmony and social cohesion.   Opposing 

this view Kassim and Abdullah (2010)  find  no significant differences between 

individualistic and collectivist countries on the relationship between satisfaction and 

loyalty  However, this view is adopted less in the literature.  

The number of studies examining the effect of commitment across countries is more 

negligible in an online international e-tailing setting and hence national culture effects are 

not extensively examined. The wider literature (particularly from an organisational 

behavioural perspective) show strong support for collectivist countries demonstrating 

higher levels of commitment (Randall, 1993; Fischer & Mansell, 2009; Ozdemir & 

Hewett, 2010; Meyer et al., 2012). Within an offline retailing context Ozdemir & Hewett, 

(2010) argue as collectivist societies value relationships and social bonding, consumers 

are more likely to exhibit higher levels of commitment.  According to Samaha et al. 

(2014) collectivist countries have a greater tendency to engage  in long term social 
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CHAPTER THREE 

3.0  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter presents the conceptual model and hypotheses to address the main research 

question, including a rationale for their development. The first section provides a 

summary of the research gaps that have emerged from the literature review in Chapter 

two, identifying the theoretical areas where this study hopes to make a contribution. This 

is followed by a discussion examining the proposed model and the theoretical 

relationships between constructs within the context of addressing the main research 

question. Furthermore, path relationships are specifically highlighted forming the basis 

of analysis in Chapter five via structural equation modelling. This is then encapsulated in 

a visual representation depicting the conceptual model used in this study. The following 

section states the hypotheses emerging from the conceptual framework with a rationale 

for their development and ends with a  summary of the chapter.  

3.1  Research Gaps 

Foundations for the theoretical contributions of this study are based on research gaps 

identified from a review of the literature in Chapter two.  Whilst the concept of loyalty in 

an online context has received growing attention recently, relatively little is still 

understood concerning the mechanisms of  online loyalty formation in an international e-

tailing sector   (Toufaily et al., 2013).  Given the growth of e-tailing internationally,  a 

number of studies have called for further investigations to understand online loyalty 

formation within an international context (Chen et al., 2015; Gracia et al., 2015). 

Additionally, studies that currently exist in the international and e-tailing online loyalty 

research stream tend to be single sector studies. The first research gap therefore is the 
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limited number of comparative studies examining online loyalty across countries and 

sectors.   To address this gap a multi-country and multi-sector approach is taken allowing 

comparisons to be made across countries and sectors.  

A number of online loyalty studies focus on functional aspects of loyalty development 

through website characteristics including design, reliability, security, performance and 

usability (Flavián et al., 2006; Kassim & Abdullah, 2008; Ganguly et al., 2010; Cyr, 2013; 

Gracia et al., 2015). In comparison,  fewer studies examine online loyalty formation 

through psychological drivers including online relationship investment and relationship 

based characteristics (Wang & Head, 2007; Yoon et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013). While 

relationship marketing focuses on the development of long term relationships with 

customers, relationship quality examines the strength of the relationship between 

consumers and e-tailers (Qin et al., 2009; Vesel & Zabkar, 2010; Verma et al., 2016).  

However, the mechanisms involved in relationship marketing are still under-explored in 

an e-tailing context. According to Bagozzi (1995) these mechanisms can be based around 

reciprocal, economic/utilitarian and social exchanges. Within this context reciprocal 

relationships have not been examined widely in an online loyalty context with a greater 

focus generally given to economic and social exchanges in the online loyalty research 

stream (Koufaris, 2002; Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Balabanis et al., 2006; Jin et al., 

2008; Tsai & Huang, 2009). The lack of attention given to reciprocity in an e-tailing 

context is significant given its potential to form stronger relationships through positive 

reciprocal drivers and hence more loyal customers (De Wulf et al., 2001; Yoon et al., 

2008; Rafiq et al., 2013; Swoboda et al., 2016; Kozlenkova et al., 2017).  The second 

research gap therefore  is the lack of attention on psychological drivers of online loyalty 

formation.  This includes reciprocal relationships within a relationship marketing context 
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and the psychological bonds between customers and e-tailers. This study therefore 

examines the role of online perceived relationship investment as an antecedent to online 

loyalty through the theoretical underpinnings of relationship marketing, relationship 

quality and reciprocity. 

It is widely recognised through relationship quality, that the stronger the relationship the 

more loyal consumers tend to be (Gronroos, 2007; Yoon et al., 2008; Park & Kim, 2014). 

It is generally accepted relationship quality can comprise of individual dimensions of; 

trust, satisfaction and commitment.   However, relationship quality has traditionally been 

examined as an aggregate construct with limited focus on the strength of  individual 

effects (Izogo, 2016).  Where individual dimensions have been examined separately 

additional issues regarding interrelationships are evident.  The directionality of these 

interrelationships is fiercely debated with no agreement on the predictive power of 

constructs (Athanasopoulou, 2009; Valvi & Fragkos, 2012; Verma et al., 2016). For 

example, some researchers contend online trust in a stronger predictor of online 

satisfaction (Singh & Sirdeshmukh, 2000; Jin et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013; Ziaullah et 

al., 2014; Malhotra et al., 2017). Whereas other researcher argue the opposite and assert 

online satisfaction is a stronger predictor of online trust (Jarvenpaa et al., 2000; Gefen, 

2002; Casaló et al., 2007; Chiu et al., 2012; Giovanis & Athanasopoulou, 2014; Barreda 

et al., 2015) .    

The relationship between satisfaction and commitment is less contentious with general 

agreement on the greater predictive power of online satisfaction towards online 

commitment (Fullerton, 2011; Ziaullah et al., 2014). The lack of studies examining 

satisfaction and commitment is expected given the limited focus on commitment 

generally in the online loyalty literature. (Yoon 2009; Ganguly et al., 2010; Chen et al., 
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2015; Frasquet et al., 2017; Peña-García et al., 2018). The third research gap therefore is 

the limited focus on the magnitude of individual effects of relationship quality (trust, 

satisfaction and commitment) and the lack of agreement on the directionality between the 

individual dimensions. To address these issues, relationship quality is examined from a 

disaggregated perspective which facilitates the comparison of individual dimensions and 

their interrelationships. Furthermore examining individual magnitude of effects provides 

e-tailers with practical applications of where best to allocate resources.  

A key issue that emerges from a review of the literature pertaining to online loyalty 

studies, is the lack of empirical evidence within a multi-country and multi-sector 

framework. Considering the majority of studies either focus on single or two country 

datasets cross-validation of findings are limited (Gefen & Heart, 2006; Wang & Head, 

2007; Yoon et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013; Chen et al., 2015). In addition empirical 

evidence based on the interrelationships between online ongoing trust and online 

satisfaction and online affective commitment are particularly limited (Athanasopoulou, 

2009; Valvi & Fragkos, 2012; Verma et al., 2016). This is a significant gap considering 

the debate on the directionality of relationships.   The fourth research gap highlighted is 

the lack of empirical evidence.  This study therefore seeks to establish a robust dataset (in 

both the clothing and electrical sectors)  with significant numbers in each sub-dataset 

(country datasets for China, India, UK and US) with a minimum sample size of 250. 

Moreover, this will facilitate the provision of empirical evidence on the directionality of 

relationships between individual dimensions of relationship quality addressing a 

noteworthy gap in the literature. 

The influence of moderating factors in setting boundary conditions is found to be 

generally lacking in the relationship quality research stream (Athanasopoulou, 2009). 







  Chapter 3 Conceptual Framework 

90 

 

Online loyalty is examined from a theoretical foundation comprising of relationship 

marketing, relationship quality and reciprocity and focuses on psychological drivers of 

loyalty. Within this context if the relationship between consumers and e-tailers is strong 

and relationship quality high, consumers will tend to have longer term and more stronger 

relationships and hence are more likely to be more loyal (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; 

Vesel & Zabkar, 2010; Walsh et al., 2010; Verma et al., 2016). Furthermore, positive 

reciprocal exchanges could potentially create stronger and longer lasting relationships 

and  in turn more loyal customers (Yoon et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013).   

Emerging from the extensive literature review the conceptual model shown in Fig. 3.1 

displays the proposed relationships between constructs. It aims to test the strength of the 

relationships between the given constructs as demonstrated by the path relationships. 

Additionally the empirical study provides evidence in terms of its performance across 

four different countries (China, India, UK and US) and across two sectors (clothing and 

electrical).  In addressing the main research question the key outcome variable is defined  

ELOYALTY abbreviated from online loyalty and is the  main consequence of this study.  

ELOYALTY is based on customer online repurchase intention and positive word of 

mouth, reflecting loyalty intentions towards an e-tailer (Zeithaml, 1988; Reichheld & 

Schefter, 2000).  The main antecedent of this study is online perceived relationship 

investment (EPRI) and focuses on perceived investments made by e-tailers online in the 

relationship. This differs from previous studies that have examined offline retailer 

investments (De Wulf et al., 2001). In accordance with a number of relationship quality 

studies, relationship quality is examined through individual dimensions which are 

included in the model as relational mediators (Wang & Head, 2007; Qin et al., 2009; 

Verma et al., 2016). The individual dimensions comprise of: online ongoing trust 
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aggregate models (Izogo, 2016). Therefore, this model should provide further insight into 

the individual impacts of ETRUST, ERS, and EAC, enabling comparisons to be made, 

indicating stronger path relationships.  

Second, directionality of relationships between the individual dimensions of ETRUST, 

ERS and EAC are explored. Unlike previous online loyalty studies these 

interrelationships are examined providing empirical evidence on similarities and 

differences across countries and sectors. Adding to the debate in the literature, this model 

reflects the arguments for the directionality of relationships between; ETRUST to ERS 

and ERS to EAC.  

Third, the moderating impacts of consumer cosmopolitanism, product category 

involvement, and national culture are included, examining boundary conditions. 

Furthermore, the moderating impacts are investigated between EPRI and  the individual 

dimensions of ETRUST, ERS and EAC, allowing comparisons between the individual 

dimensions to be made. More specifically, the model highlights moderation on indirect 

effects of EPRI on ELOYALTY through ETRUST, ERS and EAC.  

Overall, the model reflects the main argument of this study that EPRI positively affects 

ELOYALTY through RQ and the individual dimensions of ETRUST, ERS and EAC. 

While the model addresses research gaps in the literature, it also tests whether existing 

relationships discussed in the current literature still hold true. These relate to the 

relationships between the individual dimensions of  RQ and ELOYALTY. While there is 

some agreement in the existing literature that ERS and EAC generally have a positive 

relationship with ELOYALTY  (Jin et al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013; Elbeltagi & Agag, 

2016; Peña-García et al., 2018), empirical evidence is limited on this impact across 
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countries and sectors. Furthermore, empirical evidence related to the relationship between 

ETRUST and ELOYALTY draws attention to a range of findings. While some studies 

maintain a positive direct relationship between trust and online loyalty (Flavián & 

Guinalíu, 2006; Mukherjee & Nath, 2007; Chiu et al., 2012) others find no direct 

relationship and contend satisfaction mediates the relationship (Rafiq et al., 2013).  This 

is supported in studies that find satisfaction either partially or fully mediates the 

relationship between trust and online loyalty (Singh & Sirdeshmukh, 2000; Kim et al., 

2009).  Moreover, some studies contend culture influences the relationship between trust 

and online loyalty, albeit through additional  factors of levels of  e-commerce 

development (Chen et al., 2015; Peña-García et al., 2018). In contrast other studies argue 

culture has no effect on the trust-loyalty link (Cyr, 2008; Jin et al., 2008).  This study 

argues for a positive relationship between ETRUST and ELOYALTY and more 

importantly is able to provide empirical evidence on this relationship across countries and 

sectors.  
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the relationship (Gruen, 1995; De Wulf et al., 2001). To date a limited number of studies 

have examined retailer investments in an online context (Wang & Head, 2007; Yoon et 

al., 2008; Rafiq et al., 2013). While retailer investments in an offline context have been 

shown to positively affect consumer relationships, they have focused on traditional 

marketing tactics including; direct mail, preferential treatment, interpersonal 

communication and tangible rewards (De Wulf et al., 2001) or loyalty programs 

(Mimouni-Chaabane & Volle, 2010).  

The online environment may present distinct opportunities for retailer investments and 

the need to understand these interactions in a virtual environment becomes more 

significant  (Steinhoff et al., 2018).  In an online grocery study Rafiq et al. (2013) indicate 

e-tailer investments could include virtual tactics including; personalised web pages, 

tailored recommendations and customised service. These value-added features could be 

extended to social media communities, personalised products and mobile apps. Although 

not an exhaustive list,  mechanisms for online loyalty formation involving EPRI has not 

been studied widely, presenting opportunities in understanding this construct further. The 

study by Rafiq et al. (2013), address the importance of EPRI in an online context where 

investments and efforts made by the e-tailer could signal the firms intentions of good will 

and valued custom. Given consumers must rely on virtual cues to make judgements, the 

use of EPRI could prove advantageous to e-tailers in an already competitive environment. 

Addressing one of the key research gaps, no known multi-country, multi-sector studies 

exist examining EPRI. Little insight therefore exists regarding online loyalty formation 

across countries and sectors involving EPRI as an antecedent.  This could prove useful to 

e-tailers given the increase in international e-tailing  and growth of the two most popular 

online categories (clothing and electrical). Furthermore, EPRI may have the potential to 
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relationship development based on performance antecedents is concentrated around 

utilitarian exchanges (Bagozzi, 1995). Reciprocal exchanges are not widely explicitly 

examined in the literature.  

Positive reciprocal exchanges (as opposed to more negative based reciprocal exchanges) 

could potentially develop stronger relationships and higher levels of relationship quality 

through higher levels of satisfaction.  If customers perceive e-tailers are investing in the 

relationship this is more likely to be viewed as a positive effort in the relationship.  This 

is turn could lead to more satisfaction in the overall relationship through greater levels of 

contentment (Crosby et al., 1990; Srinivasan et al., 2002).  Assuming cumulative 

encounters have overall been positive customers may reciprocate positive investments 

with greater overall satisfaction in the relationship (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Jin et al., 

2008; Verma et al., 2016).  Given EPRI is a perceptual based rather than performance 

based antecedent, consumers may be more likely to value e-tailer investments perceived 

to have been in the relationship (Wang & Head, 2007; Rafiq et al., 2013). Further support 

is given in Verma et al., (2016) which identifies relationship satisfaction as the most 

common relational mediator appearing in online relationship marketing studies and cites 

the importance of relationship investment in enhancing loyalty. EPRI may have a 

significant impact on online relationship satisfaction which has a long term focus based 

on cumulative positive encounters (Wang & Head, 2007; Rafiq et al., 2013; Verma et al., 

2016) .   Consumers may reciprocate with higher levels of satisfaction in the relationship 

if the e-tailer is perceived to have invested in the relationship.  Therefore, the following 

hypothesis is proposed:  

H2: EPRI will have positive effect on ERS. 
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based on e-tailer investments and positive drivers of reciprocity in the relationship.  The 

following hypothesis is therefore proposed: 

H3: EPRI will have a positive effect on EAC. 

 
3.3.2  Online Ongoing Trust, Online Relationship Satisfaction and Online Affective     
          Commitment and Online Loyalty  

 

A number of  studies have found a positive direct relationship between trust and loyalty 

and this is further reflected in the online environment with a positive direct relationship 

between ETRUST and ELOYALTY (Gefen, 2002; Cyr, 2008; Kim et al., 2009). Where 

consumers have higher levels of  ETRUST  based on previous interactions with an e-tailer 

they are more likely to return and engage further in interactions with the e-tailer (Chiu et 

al., 2012; Metilda, 2016). For example, consumers who are not price sensitive, may 

remain loyal to e-tailers they trust due to the higher perceived risks associated with using 

unfamiliar e-tailers (Mukherjee & Nath, 2007).  This is echoed by Chiu et al. (2012) who 

maintain cumulative experiences of consumers interacting with an e-tailer affect 

ETRUST. Customers may develop more confidence in the relationships with the e-tailer 

and reduced perceptions of risk (Lee & Turban, 2001). These repeat interactions if 

positive can help develop  ETRUST over time and hence further encourage repeat 

business (Flavián et al., 2006; Kim, et al., 2010; Lee  & Choi, 2011). There is debate in 

the literature with regards to the nature of the relationship between ETRUST and 

ELOYALTY with studies suggesting both full and partial mediating effects are evident 

through ERS (Singh & Sirdeshmukh, 2000; Kim et al., 2009; Rafiq et al., 2013).   

Consumers may be loyal to e-tailers because they trust them demonstrating a direct 

positive relationship. On the other hand trust in the e-tailer may affect satisfaction in the 
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relationship which in turns affects loyalty. Furthermore, combinations of the two may be 

evident.  Given the disaggregated RQ model approach, this study is able to examine both 

full and partial mediating effects. Debate exists on the influence of culture on the 

relationship between ETRUST and ELOYALTY.  While Cyr (2008) and Jin et al. (2008) 

argue culture does not affect the trust and loyalty relationship,  Peña-García et al. (2018) 

and Chen et al. (2015) argue the opposite.  Contributing to the debate, the conceptual 

model allows for the examination of  the influence of culture at both an aggregate national 

level (Hofstede, 1983, 2001) and at an individual level through consumer 

cosmopolitanism (Riefler et al., 2012).  

This study puts forward the argument  if consumers have had positive previous 

interactions with an e-tailer are are more likely to develop a strong sense of trust with the 

e-tailer and in the relationship. In accordance with Gefen (2002), if consumers have 

higher levels of ongoing online trust this will in turn make them more likely to engage 

with the e-tailer in the future. This in turn could increase repeat purchase intention and 

hence loyalty.  The  subsequent hypothesis is therefore suggested: 

H4: ETRUST positively effects ELOYALTY  

Relationship satisfaction is seen in a number of studies as a cumulative effect of customer 

interactions with a retailer which places importance on the development of a satisfied 

relationship over time (Crosby et al., 1990; Jin et al., 2008).  A number of studies have 

shown a positive link between ERS and ELOYALTY, where consumers tend to increase 

loyalty to e-tailers where there is satisfaction in the relationship (Jones & Suh, 2000; 

Szymanski & Hise, 2000; Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2002; Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; 

Shankar et al., 2003; Verma et al., 2016). Studies argue the relationship between ERS and 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































