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Abstract
The increasing use of the internet is changing the way business is being carried out and

increasing the pressure on traditional firms. These companies need to adapt to the new

challenges brought about by the so-called e-commerce. It is important to attract and retain

customers for the success of e-commerce and a key element is to build people's trust in e-

commerce. Interestingly, different from earlier innovations (e.g., a new toothbrush), on an e-

commerce website, there are multiple agents that users can have trust in (e.g., the company

itself, review-writers, website-builder, third parties involved, etc.).

The current research investigated which agents could affect a user’s adoption of e-commerce,

and what were perceived to be the crucial characteristics of these agents that could affect an

individual’s trust in e-commerce. Thereby, two research questions were asked in this research:

[1] What are the agents that may impact a user’s trust in e-commerce that in turn influence

their adoption of e-commerce? [2] What are the characteristics of these agents that enable

them to make an impact? To answer the research questions, semi-structured interviews and a

survey were used, and the website of a travel service company was employed as the subject

in the study.

Based on an analysis of the interviews, we were able to identify seven different kinds of

agents that affected the participants’ trust in e-commerce. Two of these agents had already

been identified in previous literature: the e-company itself and previous clients. However,

five additional agents were identified: third-party companies, other similar companies, the

payment platform, the media, and the clients per se. Finally, we were able to identify a

variety of significant characteristics of these agents in the participants’ responses.
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The current research paves the way for future studies on an individual’s trust in and adoption

of e-commerce, as it raises researchers’ concern about the social aspect in people's trust in e-

commerce. Namely, an individual’s adoption of e-commerce is not a matter of making an

independent decision simply based on the technical characteristics of the e-commerce website.

It should also be taken into consideration that a person is integrated into a social context and

their purchasing behavior could be affected by the agents in this context. Besides, this

research provides e-vendors with inspirations for designing the website, optimizing their

business and building trust in customers.

Keywords: E-commerce Trust, Technology Acceptance, Agents, Characteristics
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1. Introduction
The increasing use of internet has dramatically impacted on business operations and resulted

in the emergence and development of electronic commerce (e-commerce). E-commerce refers

to the commercial process of buying and selling products or services online using electronic

data transmission (Grandon & Pearson, 2004). The advent of e-commerce benefits both the

vendors and buyers. It enables vendors to access narrow markets that are widely distributed

and allows buyers to access global markets with larger product availability from a variety of

sellers at reduced costs (Napier, Judd & Rivers, 2001). Therefore, companies are actively

making large investments in e-commerce applications (Delone & Mclean, 2004). At the same

time, understanding the motivations underlying user’s acceptance of e-commerce is important

as such acceptance is crucial to survival in this highly competitive industry. As e-commerce

activities are operated based on the information system (IS), IS-related theories are often

applied in the study of e-commerce adoption (Bhattacherjee, 2000).

Information systems have received considerable attention in the past decades in both industry

and academia because they can help an organization become more competitive in many

phases of their business (Ives & Learmonth, 1984; Westland & Clark, 2001). To effectively

increase corporate and organizational productivity, these information systems have to be

adopted by employers and employees first. Therefore, there have been many studies on the

acceptance of information technology. Information technology acceptance is defined as how

an individual accepts and adopts some information technologies for use (Louho, Kallioja &

Oittinen, 2006). Studies on the acceptance of information technology have developed several

models of and yielded various determinants on human acceptance of information technology.
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The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989) is originally based on the Theory

of Reasoned Action (TRA) (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). According to

the Theory of Reasoned Action, an individual’s intention to perform a specific behavior is

jointly determined by their attitude towards the behavior and social norm. Attitude is defined

as an individual’s positive or negative feelings about performing the target behavior. The

social norm is a person’s perception that those people important to them think they should or

should not perform a behavior. A person’s attitude is in turn developed from his or her beliefs

about the consequences of performing the behavior multiplied by the evaluations of the

consequences.

The TAM tries to explain an individual’s adoption intention of information systems and

information technology from a technological perspective. It distinguishes two factors that

impact people’s adoption intention: perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of use

(PEOU). PU and PEOU represent a user’s technology beliefs proposed in the Theory Of

Reasoned Action (Davis, 1989). Perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness positively

affect a person’s attitude toward an information system, and in turn, positively affect a

person’s intentions to use the information system. Perceived usefulness refers to the degree to

which a person believes that using a particular information system or information technology

could enhance his or her job or life performance. Perceived ease of use refers to the degree to

which an individual believes that using an information system or information technology

would be effortless. In the Technology Acceptance Model, PU and PEOU represent a user’s

technology beliefs proposed in the TRA (Davis, 1989).

To explain users’ longitudinal adoption behavior of corporate information systems, which is a

type of information technology, an extension of TAM, called TAM 2 (Venkatesh & Davis,

2000), was developed. In TAM 2 included additional factors such as social influence (i.e.,
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subjective norm, voluntariness, and image) and cognitive constructs (i.e., job relevance,

output quality, result demonstrability, and perceived ease of use) were incorporated.

Over the years the TAM 2 has evolved into the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of

Technology (UTAUT) (Venkatesh, Morris, Davis & Davis, 2003). This model provides a

unified view of people’s acceptance of any technology primarily in organizational contexts.

This model integrates elements of preceding models and includes four fundamental

determinants of adoption intention: performance expectancy, efforts expectancy, social

influence, and facilitating conditions. Besides, four moderators related to the prediction of

people’s intention to use technology are included in the model: age, gender, experience, and

voluntariness.

Eventually, UTAUT 2 was developed to study the acceptance and use of technology in a

consumer context by Venkatesh, Thong and Xu (2012). This model added three constructs

into UTAUT: hedonic motivation, price value, and habit, and this extended model accounts

for 74% of the variance in consumers’ behavioral intention to use technology and 52% of the

variance in consumers’ technology use.

Since a web-based e-commerce platform is a form of information technology, some scholars

have attempted to explain a user’s attitude towards and online purchase intentions on an e-

commerce website using TAM (Gefen & Straub, 2000; Gillenson & Sherrell, 2002; Lin & Lu,

2000; Klopping & McKinney, 2004). For instance, a study by Klopping and McKinny (2004)

found that the TAM can significantly predict online shopping activity, both the intention to

shop online and actual purchases, with the model accounting for 36% of the variance in

actual use and 47% of the variance in the intention to use. Similarly, Lin and Lu (2004)

conducted a study with 139 users of a Website where they found that the TAM could
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significantly predict the usage behavior in the internet environment, accounting for 64% of

the variance in usage.

However, the TAM and TAM 2 were originally developed to study the acceptance of

information systems that are used to increase productivity at work. As such, there are

differences in users’ adoption of e-commerce compared to information systems: (1) a user

adopts an e-commerce voluntarily; (2) a user is not familiar with the provider of the

information system (e.g., the company). Therefore, some scholars have argued that positive

technology perceptions alone are insufficient to encourage consumers to visit e-commerce

websites and purchase online (Yao-hua, 2000) and that E-commerce websites nowadays

should provide a range of features to address users’ psychological needs in addition to

building an objectively usable website (Lu, Fan & Zhou, 2016; Qiu & Li, 2008; Gefen &

Straub, 2003).

For instance, several researchers have claimed that trust is a crucial factor for the adoption

and success of new technologies, including web and e-commerce (Fukuyama, 1995; Gefen,

2000; Fuller, Serva & Baroudi, 2009; Kim & Park, 2013). Besides being crucial for adoption,

trust is also regarded as a significant factor to enable business events to be conducted

smoothly, as it reduces the uncertainty underlying the dependency on others (Gefen & Straub,

2003). Finally, researchers have argued that trust is particularly crucial in an online

environment consisting only of an online system (Gefen, 2000; McKnight, Choudhury &

Kacmar, 2002). Uncertainty is inherent in the online environment due to the absence of

practical guarantees that the e-vendor will not commit any undesirable opportunistic

behaviors such as unfair pricing, violation of privacy, conveying inaccurate information,

unauthorized tracking of transactions, unauthorized use of credit card information, etc. Users

have to develop a level of trust to reduce the perceived uncertainty (Gefen, Karahanna &
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Straub, 2003), because otherwise, people may completely disengage from what they do not

trust (Luhmann, 1979).

Studies have revealed that online purchase intentions can be predicted by both people’s

evaluation of the information technology itself (i.e., its perceived usefulness and ease of use

as found in TAM) and their trust in the e-vendors. However, these perspectives have been

identified by researchers separately. As such, some scholars have attempted to integrate TAM

and trust in a model to predict people’s adoption intention of e-commerce. For instance,

Gefen and Straub (2003) (see Fig. 1) conducted a field study with 161 experienced online

shoppers showing that consumer trust in an online e-vendor is as important to online

commerce as the perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. These variables explain a

considerable proportion of variance in intended online behavior.

Fig.1. The model of Gefen and Straub (2003)

Fuller, Serva and Baroudi (2009) thus argued that the clarification of belief and attitude

constructs relevant to technology acceptance and trust research streams is crucial. Therefore,

they developed a model (see Fig. 2) consistent with this argument. This model is based on the

Technology Acceptance Model and the Theory of Reasoned Action. It differs from other
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models by introducing the concepts of belief, attitude, and behavior intention and their

relationships. In this model, a person’s use intention in an online purchasing environment is

determined by both technology and trusting attitude, which originates from technology

beliefs and trusting beliefs respectively. The technology attitude refers to the user’s

predisposition to respond favorably or unfavorably to the technology (i.e., the website). The

trusting attitude refers to the user’s willingness or unwillingness to do business with a

particular e-vendor. The Technology Beliefs refer to PEOU and PU of the website, and the

Trusting Beliefs refer to users’ beliefs (e.g., the E-vendor can deliver qualified products) that

drive the formation of trust in an online purchase. Both the technology attitude and trusting

attitude were found to significantly predict people’s use intention.

Fig.2. The model of Fuller et al. (2009)
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Furthermore, it was revealed by previous studies that people’s trust can be influenced by their

personal characteristics. The study of Gefen (2000) showed that users’ familiarity, for

instance, with how to search for books and information about them, and how to order these

books through the website interface influences their trust in Amazon.com. Additionally, the

data show that while familiarity indeed builds trust, it is primarily people's disposition to trust

that affects their trust in the vendor. Disposition to trust is a general inclination to display

faith in humanity and to adopt a trusting stance toward others (McKnight, Cummings &

Chervany, 1998). The significant influence of individual trusting disposition is also supported

by the study of Lu et al. (2016). In addition, users’ technology readiness is found to

significantly correlate with their intention to use an e-service (Lin, Shih & Sher, 2007).

Technology Readiness refers to people’s propensity to embrace and use new technologies for

accomplishing goals in home life and at work (Parasuraman, 2000). Also, it is denoted by the

model of Venkatesh et al. (2003) that people’s adoption intention of technology can be

mediated by age and gender.

Previous studies have established that trust is a significant predictor of people’s acceptance of

e-commerce, but there are insufficient empirical studies identifying and validating the

potential agents and their characteristics that could affect users’ trust. Most existing studies

have only shown that the website of an e-commerce company could affect users’ trust, and

the trust in these studies referred exclusively to users’ trust in the e-vendors (Suh & Han,

2002; Gefen et al., 2003).

Importantly, we argue that there may exist other agents that could also influence the user’s

trust. For instance, while browsing an e-commerce website, users may find it hard to validate

the information offered by the vendors. However, they can rely on those people who have

visited the same website and purchased the service for indirect cues (Cialdini, 2001), such as
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customers' reviews, pick lists, popularity lists, and transacting history (Chen, Wang & Xie,

2011). If these cues convey positive signals (e.g., positive valence, most of the visitors wish

to get this product, most of the visitors have purchased this product, etc.), a client will be

more likely to trust the e-vendor's ability in providing good services (Lu et al., 2016).

However, our knowledge about the characteristics of potentially influential agents that enable

them to make an impact on trust is still scarce. Most existing studies have only identified the

characteristics of the website of the e-commerce (i.e., perceived ease of use and perceived

usefulness) (Suh & Han, 2002; Gefen et al., 2003; Pavlou, 2003). Even though some studies

have revealed that integrity, benevolence, ability, and predictability of an agent engaged in

the e-commerce are important, they have not clarified to whom these characteristics apply or

whether they pertain exclusively to the e-vendors (Fuller et al., 2009; Gefen & Straub, 2004).

The current explorative study aims to contribute to existing studies that integrate the

Technology Acceptance Model and trust in the context of e-commerce adoption, by

investigating which agents and which characteristics of these agents are perceived by users

and which could affect a user’s adoption of e-commerce. The study addresses the following

two research questions:

[1] What are the agents that may impact a user’s trust in e-commerce that in turn influence
their adoption of e-commerce?

[2] What are the characteristics of these agents that enable them to make an impact?

Some concepts mentioned in the above two research questions will be clarified.

First, in consistence with the TRA, trust is usually defined as an attitude. According to

Fishbein and Ajzen (1980), a trusting attitude refers solely to a user’s positive or negative

stance towards purchasing from the website of the e-company, namely, their willingness to

purchase from the website. It differentiates from previous studies that use trust to solely refer
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to the user’s trust in e-vendors, those e-companies providing service or products. In addition,

trust in this study is not the same as the behavioral intention that reflects a volitional

commitment to perform a specific behavior, namely, the intention to purchase from the e-

vendors. Besides, it is distinguished from the conception of confidence, which is based on

previous experience that future events will occur as expected (Earle & Siegrist, 2008).

Second, the e-commerce in current research refers to the activity of purchasing in an online

environment. It is not the same as the e-vendors in above-mentioned studies that represent

those companies that engage in online commercial activities such as selling services or

products online.

In addition, the agents in this research refer to those significant factors that could affect the

user’s trusting attitude in an online environment.
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2.Method

2.1 Overview

In order to investigate the two research questions mentioned above, a qualitative study using

in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and a survey, was performed.

2.2 Participants & design

For the study, 15 participants (9 male participants, 6 female participants) were recruited

through convenience sampling. Participants aged between 24 and 34 years old (M = 25.13

years, SD=0.96 years). Since they had to be available via Skype with a computer for an

online interview, people with visual, auditory, and motor impairment were not asked to

participate. Participants should be able to understand English well and communicate fluently

in English.

2.3 Measurements

As is mentioned in the introduction, there are some personal characteristics of users that

would affect their trust in and adoption intention of e-commerce (Gefen, 2000; McKnight et

al., 1998; Lu et al., 2016; Parasuraman, 2000; Venkatesh et al., 2003). To have a basic

understanding of our participants with respect to these characteristics, the following

instruments were employed.

Participants’ technology readiness (see Appendix for a full list of the items) was measured

with eight questions. These eight questions assessed four sub-dimensions of technology

readiness: optimism, innovativeness, discomfort, and insecurity. For instance, the

participants’ optimism about the technology was measured with questions such as: “Products

and services that use the newest technologies are much more convenient to use.” The

participants’ innovativeness towards the technology was measured with questions such as:
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“You can usually figure out new high-tech products and services without help from others.”

All these eight questions were devised from the validated, full 36-item TRI scale

(Parasuraman, 2000). All the items were measured on seven-point scales indicating “Strongly

Disagree = 1” and “Strongly Agree = 7”. Only eight out of 36 questions were chosen,

considering that a moderately intense interview had been conducted prior to the survey and

we did not want to induce discomfort in participants. The eight items were chosen since they

were more applicable to the theme of e-commerce. By averaging the 15 participants’ answers

to these eight questions, we were able to construct a reliable (Cronbach's α = 0.64) measure

of participants’ technology readiness.

Participants’ trusting disposition was measured with a validated scale consisting of six items,

such as: “I feel that people are generally trustworthy.” and “I tend to count upon other

people.” These items assessed the extent to which an individual generally trusted others.

These items were developed by Gefen and Straub (2004) (see Appendix for a full list of the

items) and were offered on a seven-point scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to

Strongly Agree (7). By averaging 15 participants’ answers to these six questions, we were

able to construct a reliable (Cronbach's α = 0.87) measure of participants’ trusting disposition.

The degree to which an individual was familiar with the e-commerce company and the

particular type of e-service was measured with two items, for instance: “I am familiar with

Withlocals.” (see Appendix 1 for a full list of the items). They were also offered on a seven-

point scale ranging from Strongly Agree (1) to Strongly Disagree (7).

2.4 Procedure

Firstly, participants were welcomed by the researcher and received a concise explanation of

the study. Then, participants received the informed consent form and were given enough time
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to read it. They were asked to put their digital signature on the consent form if they had no

question about the study and agreed on the terms on the consent form. They were allowed to

ask questions at any time during the study. Then the video recording was started. The

participants received an online semi-structured interview. In the interview, they were first

guided to recall their last travel experience. And they indicated when and where they visited,

and whom they went with respect to that trip. Afterward, participants received a link that led

them to the website of a travel company: Withlocals. At the same time, they received an

introduction to the company and the website. Next, they received the tasks to find themselves

a tour to Taipei, Taiwan, and indicated their attitudes towards purchasing from the e-

commerce website. Besides, they implied what the agents were that would influence their

attitudes. Besides, they were asked to explain what characteristics in these mentioned agents

have impacted their attitudes and why these characteristics made a difference. Then the video

recording was ended. After the interview, participants filled in a survey collecting data

regarding their gender, age, and measuring their technology readiness, trust disposition, and

familiarity with e-commerce. At the end of the interview, participants were thanked and

received a compensation of 10 euros for their participation.

2.5 Data Analysis

Before the analysis of the data obtained through the interviews, the responses to the survey

were inspected to have a better understanding of the demographics and characteristics of our

participants. Then, the data acquired through the interview was transcribed from video

recordings and analyzed with the thematic analysis method. The thematic analysis procedure

suggested by Braun & Clarke (2006) was used in the study. The analysis of responses was

conducted across the whole data set, rather than on individual participants or questions, to

identify, analyze, and report themes with commonalities running through the data as a whole.
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Firstly, the texts were read carefully and core features of the texts were coded. In this step, we

were guided but not restricted by existing theories relevant to our research question, and at

the same time allowed the authentic voice from the participants to be expressed. Secondly,

coded texts talking about the same issue were categorized, and then each category was given

a concise and decent definition. Next, the categories relevant to our research questions were

identified. Namely, these categories indicated what the potentially influential factors were on

participants’ trust in e-commerce, and was termed as the ‘Agent’. Subsequently, the

characteristics of the identified agents that enabled them to make an impact on the

participants’ trust were recognized. The number of the participants, by which an agent or a

characteristic was mentioned, was named as the ‘Frequency’ and was provided in the

brackets in whole result section. The frequency was used as the criterion by which an

influential agent was identified and determined in the current study.
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3.Results
Before the analysis of the interviews, the data collected via the questionnaires was analyzed.

The results of the analysis allowed us to have a basic understanding of our participants

concerning their demographics, general attitudes towards new technology, and trusting

predisposition towards other people. Most participants had a positive view of technology and

a belief that it offers people increased control, flexibility, and efficiency in their lives (M =

5.23/7.0, SD = 0.98). A majority of participants tended to be a technology pioneer (M =

5.07/7.0, SD = 0.96). Our participants perceived a slight lack of control over technology and a

feeling of being overwhelmed by it (M = 3.7/7.0, SD = 1.05), and they expressed moderate

distrust of technology and skepticism about its ability to work properly (M = 4.4/7.0, SD =

1.33). Besides, the participants tended to trust others in general (M = 4.6/7.0, SD = 0.96).

Most participants were familiar with the kind of service that provided personalized tours for

tourists (M = 4.4/7.0, SD = 1.5) but were unfamiliar with the e-commerce company:

Withlocals (M = 2.12/7.0, SD = 1.09) that was the subject of the study.

In the remainder of this chapter, the results of the analysis of the interviews will be presented.

First, an overview of the agents that were identified as having an impact on the participants’

consideration of purchasing will be given. Thereafter, those agents will be described in more

detail by clustering them into three groups: Agents that have a direct impact, agents that have

an indirect impact, and agents that have both an indirect and direct impact.

The number of participants mentioning a certain agent of characteristic, will be named as the

‘Frequency’ and will be provided in brackets in the whole result section. When referring to or

quoting a specific participant, the letters from ‘A’ to ‘O’ in the alphabet will be used. Besides,

in this paper, the researcher translated all non-English responses of the participants into

English.
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A thematic map was drawn to visualize the inter-relationships among these identified agents

and the important characteristics of these identified agents (see Fig.3). In the subsequent

sections, the agents, their characteristics that allowed them to have an impact on the

participants’ purchasing considerations, as well as the way the participants judged those

characteristics, will be discussed in more detail.

Fig.3. An overview of the agents identified, their important characteristics and their inter-relationships

Agents and characteristics

By analyzing the interview data, the researcher identified seven agents that could directly or

indirectly influence the participants’ consideration of purchasing on an e-commerce website.

An agent was recognized when it was influential on the majority of participants’ willingness

to purchase the customized service on the website of the e-company. In congruence with the

argument by Fugard & Potts (2015) on setting a threshold for identifying themes in

qualitative study, the majority of the participants in current research was quantified as 30% of

the participants (N = 5). In other words, an agent was identified in the current study when it

was mentioned by five or more than five participants. One agent (i.e., the media) was only

mentioned by four participants to be influential but the researcher still recognized it as a
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significant and novel agent. First, it was hardly identified in previous studies. Also, in the

present study it was a huge concern of a participant when he thought of the influential agents

on his adoption. Besides, the researcher regarded a characteristic of an agent to be significant

when it was mentioned by more than 30% of the participants who voiced the influence of the

same agent.

These identified agents were: previous clients, the e-company, third-party companies, other

similar companies, the payment platform, the media, and the clients per se. The previous

clients were those customers who had purchased the service of a company. The e-company

provided service for the customers. Third-party companies referred to those companies that

specialized in providing information on the service or products of various companies. Other

similar companies were the companies that provided similar services to the company of

discussion. The payment platform was the platform where the payment was accomplished for

the transaction. The media referred to the tools used to store and deliver information or data

and consisted of news media and social media. Finally, the client per se was the customer that

would purchase the service of a company.

3.1 Three agents that have a direct impact

Three agents that could have a direct impact on the participants’ consideration of purchasing

were identified (see Fig. 4). They were the e-company, the client per se, and the payment

platform.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Document
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data
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Fig.4. The three agents that have a direct impact

3.1.1 The e-company

The participants indicated that the E-company they were considering buying a service from

impacted their willingness to purchase the personalized tour in three ways [14] (see Fig. 1).

Specifically, the image of the company, the website of the company, and the customer service

of the company were indicated as having an impact on the participants.

3.1.1.1 Image of the company

The participants indicated that the image of the company as a party providing the

personalized tours had a significant impact on their purchasing willingness [12]. Four aspects

of what formed this image were mentioned during the interviews: integrity, benevolence,

popularity and expertise.

Integrity
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Integrity was repeatedly emphasized by the participants [10]. For instance, the company was

expected to be honest regarding displaying the reviews on its website, as participant E

indicated, “I am always concerned with the reviews. However, I know that reviews can be

faked by them and I hope they are not doing it here.” Besides, a company was expected to be

honest while advertising its service to the clients. For instance, participant J mentioned, “I

have had the experience where the real service didn’t feel like the service advertised by the

company at all, and I would never trust that company anymore.”

Benevolence

The perceived benevolence of a company was noted by some participants to influence their

consideration of purchasing [7].

The fairness of the commerce organized by the company would affect its perceived

benevolence, as was noted by participant B, “I will consider what relationship Withlocals has

with the actual locals. How much of my payment is going to the actual people who are giving

the tours and how much of it goes to this organizing company? is that fair?” A similar

concern was also mentioned by participant D, “If the company were you know, even the local

hosts are unhappy and the company skimming off a lot of money on top, then I would not

like to take the services of that company.”

Besides, how a company treated its employee would impact a person: “So if I knew that the

company was questionable or had some questionable practices, like, the way they treat their

staff or other things that they are linked to” (participant B).

A company was expected to care about the interest of its clients, as participant B emphasized,

“I completely support it that a company makes profits from the business, but at the same time

I hope they care about the interest of their clients.”
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Popularity

If a company was liked by a large number of people, then it had an advantage over other less

popular companies [6].

However, this advantage was only applicable in a situation where people had little valid

information about a company: “I have never tried the service by Withlocals before and I

didn’t know it until you told me. But maybe I would try it if there are many people use it for

traveling” (participant C). Besides, the popularity of a company would impact participants

when it came to choosing among several options. Participant N indicated, “I think Airbnb

also provides similar service, and I would also check out on Airbnb as nowadays it is a more

popular platform for traveling.” Nevertheless, for some people, the effect was the opposite, as

participant D suggested, “Airbnb is a giant of traveling business but I would choose

Withlocals for the private tour service. See, for Airbnb, if they lose a few customers, it's not

gonna matter much as they still have a lot left.”

Expertise

A company’s knowledge or skill in providing qualified service was mentioned to influence

most participants substantially [10]. For instance, participant J stressed, “The company must

have the ability to organize personalized tours. It should know how to personalize a tour for

me”. Also, participant F mentioned, “It is important that the local guides know how to tailor

the tour to my personal preferences. For instance, will they ask for my taste before they make

the plan for the food tour?” and participant N noted, “It is a plus if the locals are flexible. If I

am interested in something not initially included in the plan, will they adapt the plan and

allocate more weights on what I am interested in?”
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3.1.1.2 Website

It was mentioned by many participants that the website of a company would influence their

consideration of buying the service [11].

A delicate website would result in the perceived trustworthiness of the company, and in turn

affect the participants’ purchasing willingness: “To start with this website, somehow it looks

quite professionally made. And there's something that feels official and trustworthy about the

company. Then I tend to try out the service of the company” (participant F). Besides,

participant N mentioned, “I will have stronger motivation to take a look at its service if its

website looks pleasant to me.”

The importance of the website is perhaps unsurprising, as it affords the first interaction

between some participants and a company. Consequently, it will affect a client’s initial

impression on a company. This was mentioned, for example, by participant M, “Because the

website is the first thing I see from the company. If it looks very good, then I think I would

already have positive attitudes towards the company before I go further.”

In addition, the website of a company would put an influence on the perceived expertise of a

company.

Impact on the perceived expertise of the e-company

The website of a company could make an impact on the participants’ perceived expertise of

the E-company and in turn their purchasing willingness.

If a company that provided personalized tours could show its ability to understand the needs

of its clients, then it was a reflection of its expertise. And this ability could be demonstrated

by the information presented to the participants on the website:
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I can get a taste of the tour according to the given plan on the website.The information

present on the website is what I would love to know. Since it is a company providing

this kind of personalized tours, it probably knows what I want from a tour too.

(participant G)

Also, participant C mentioned, “ I like it that there are information and videos of the local

people on the website. I would very much love to know the locals a bit before I make my

decision.”

Besides, how a website of the company looked like influenced the perceived ability of a

company by the participants:

If the website looks good then probably they put a lot of effort into building the

website. Obviously, they care what I think of the website, so they probably care about

what I think of the experience. Then I would assume they know how to provide a

pleasant tour” (participant N).

Participant A expressed similar opinion, “I think a pretty website, to some extent, also

suggests pleasant service. And I would expect the service not very good if the website of a

company looks unattractive.”

Aesthetics

The visual aesthetics of a company website would affect some participants [7].

A visually unpleasant website induced a bad image of the company. For instance, participant

B mentioned, “There are some sites that you end up on that look dodgy that look like you

know, they're still using Times New Roman fonts. And the hyperlinks are blue with

underlines. It doesn't look that professional or legitimate.”
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Sometimes people were not even aware of the influence of the aesthetics of the website: “If

you do not ask me, I probably would not realize it. It is a psychological effect, you know,

people tend to go for the good-looking things, sometimes unconsciously” (participant G).

Ease of use

A website that was easy to use was indicated to encourage participants to purchase from a

company and vice versa [8].

An easily usable website of the company impacted people’s consideration of buying a service,

by enhancing the perceived quality of the service. This was articulated by participant G, “If

the website's easy to use, then they put a lot of effort in developing the website. So they will

also care about what I think of the tour as well and give nice tours.” Participant M also

indicated, “If I check the website from the starting point, the layout is very nice. If you press

on something, yeah, then it opens a new page and it doesn't change the current one. So the

website is very easy to use. And a good website makes me feel they would also be able to

provide good service”

A website that was hard to operate on would diminish a person’s browsing experience, and

perceived expertise of the company: “If a little website looks very crappy and isn't very easy

to use, so they don't care the customer’s experience on their website. I would doubt if they

would care about my experience on the tour”( participant N).

3.1.1.3 Customer service

Around half of the participants emphasized the importance of customer service [7].

Firstly, the existence of customer service was taken for granted by some participants, as it is

available nowadays on various websites. As participant K noted, “Automatically I will expect

that there is customer service available on the website, it is not a plus.”
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However, the lack of customer service was decisive on people’s consideration of buying, as

one participant highlighted,

If I wouldn't know about this website and this service. If it would be the first time I

went to this website, and if I didn't see any information on customer service, support

button, or some links, where I can contact that people, then I wouldn't trust the

website at all and leave the website right away. (participant I)

It was also mentioned by participant C, “ I feel very insecure if there is no customer service

and I will just look at other websites.”

However, the availability of a customer service was far from enough. The participants also

expected the customer service to be easily accessible and responsive.

Ease of access

Easily accessible customer service would not encourage clients to purchase the service from

the company, as participant J implied, “If they offer customer service, I assume it is easy to

get in contact with it.” Nevertheless, clients would be discouraged from purchasing from a

website if they couldn’t access the customer service easily or find relevant information when

they had issues. Firstly, it would reduce the perceived trustworthiness of a company, as

participant B indicated, “If it's hard to get in touch with customer support, then I don't trust

the company. Because then if something goes wrong or if I had any questions, I have less of a

guarantee that I will be able to sort it out.” Besides, it would impact the perceived expertise

of a company, which was mentioned by participant I, “If I cannot easily get in touch with

someone to help me figure out my issue, then I think as a service provider, you are not aware

of the importance of interaction with customers.”

Responsive



TRUST IN E-COMMERCE: WHAT ARE THE AGENTS THAT
MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

28

That the customer service was not responsive to clients’ issues would directly impede

purchasing the service. As it would be hard to continue with purchasing if a client’s question

was not answered or issues were not settled. This was noted, for example, by participant C, “I

cannot complete my purchasing if my problem is not fixed.”

Besides, unresponsive customer service could spoil clients’ experience on a website, and

decrease the perceived trustworthiness of a company:

If you contacted customer service, but if you never received a reply, you don’t even

know if the person read it and then ignored you, or he didn’t read the email at all.

Then maybe his customer service is simply a fake thing over there. This means that

this company cannot start from the customer's point of view. If they want to help you

solve it from time to time, they will help you solve some problems effectively. Then

the company will be less trustworthy. (participant F)

Some participants highlighted that the customer service did not have to respond to them right

away, but they expected the customer service to be predictable in its responsive time. For

example, participant O said, “It does not have to be fast, but they just have to say like we

answer within 48 hours, two weeks, three weeks or something.” They wanted to be certain of

whether or not they would receive a response and how long it would take, as participant O

emphasized, “I just want to know how long it will be then I'm okay with it. So you know, you

can do things in the meantime.” Otherwise, the uncertainty would hold back clients from

buying the service, as they would consider the company to be less trustworthy, indicated by

participant E, “Unless you assure me that you will give me a reply within 24 hours of

receiving the email, I think it is ok. But if there is no such a guarantee, I will feel that it does

not seem so reliable, and naturally I will not consider the service.”
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3.1.2 The payment platform

The platform that supported the payment of the service was mentioned to affect people’s

consideration of purchasing [7], as participant E noted, “I would be very cautious when it

comes to payment. Even if I have been pleased with the service, I would be hesitating if the

website where I will make payment does not look legit.” Participant K expressed similar

concern, “If the transacting page looks too fishy, I would not trust the website and make the

payment.” The payment platform would make an impact on people’s willingness to purchase

from a website with its perceived legitimacy and ease of operation.

Legitimacy

Some participants were quite concerned with the legitimacy of the payment platform [5]. For

instance, participant A stressed, “It is very important that the payment page feels legal. ” The

legitimacy of a payment platform influenced perceived safety of payment on the certainty of

a transaction, as was mentioned by participant C, “Whenever I pay online, I would always

want to be reassured that my money goes to the right person. If the page looks legit, I would

be more sure of that.” The legitimacy of a payment platform also affected the perceived

safety of personal information: “I feel safe paying on a legitimate website, as I would be less

worried that my information would be given away illegally” (participant N).

The legitimacy of a payment platform could be assessed in two ways. If an individual was

familiar with a payment platform, he/she would be more certain about the legitimacy of a

platform: “I would prefer to use IDEAL or Paypal for payment, as I use IDEAL a lot and I

know it works well” (Participant L). If a payment platform was used by a number of people,

it would be perceived to be safe, which was implied by participant L, “I know in China there

is a widely used payment method named Alipay. If someday I would be paying with it, it

would be totally fine.” The response of participant J was similar to that of participant L,
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“ Paypal is also fine for me as I know many of my friends are using it and I know it would be

safe to use it.”

Ease of operation

Some participants talked about the ease of operation on a payment platform as their

experience of payment would be influenced [5]. For example, participant C mentioned, “If

the payment is complex and takes a long time, then I may give up after several times of trying.

I am not really a tech person, and I hope it is easy to make my payment.” The flexibility of

payment on a platform was indicated to substantially influence the perceived ease of

operation:

Because I’ve tried it before. For example, I need to log in to some foreign websites to

pay, but I don’t have an account with this foreign bank, and at the same time, it

doesn’t have Alipay or WeChatpay. I have never paid successfully, and I have no way.

It’s a big technical challenge. I can’t do it. I have to spend a lot of effort to do it. I still

have other options. (participant N)

I feel it is quite annoying when I am not at home and do not have a scanner with me,

and using the scanner to confirm my payment is compulsory for the payment. I would

hope there are some other ways in which I can complete my payment. (participant K)

3.1.3 The client per se

Even if the participants could be influenced while considering whether or not buying the

service from a company, they make the decision on their own and their motivation was

implied to be most significant [15]. For instance, participant F stressed, “I am interested in

the food tour. As food has always been a big part of a tour for me.” and participant K also
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noted, “ The locals will improve my tour experience a lot as they know the place well and can

provide me a more authentic taste of being ‘local’.”

Motivation

People had to be interested in the service of a company first before they could be influenced

in considering of purchasing: “But only if I would genuinely be interested in it anyway, so if

it's not something that I had ever thought about before, and someone tries to sell or

recommend it to me, then no, I'm not buying that” (participant B). Some people would not be

interested in particular service at all and in no way could they be affected by others, as

participant J emphasized, “I would not consider trying out the tour experience of Withlocals

personally. As I always prefer to explore a place myself, talking to the locals and going with

the flow. And usually, I could encounter something interesting.” While some people would

initially show interest in a service, and then others could come to intervene. For instance,

participant G responded, “I think I would like to have some guidance in the street food

instead of going by myself. This is something that I think a local guide would be able to add a

bit more to the experience.”

3.2 Three agents that have an indirect impact

Even though some characteristics of the identified three agents (i.e., the E-company, the

payment platform, and the client per se) were important for the participants, they could not be

evaluated directly. However, three other agents could provide useful information for the

participants to make their assessment and affect the participants’ consideration of purchasing

indirectly. They were the media, third-party companies and previous clients. The way in

which the three agents made an indirect impact was visualized (see Fig.5).
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Fig.5. The three agents that made an indirect impact

3.2.1 The media

The media was reported to be able to influence some participants’ consideration of

purchasing indirectly [4]. The influence of the media was prominent particularly when people

were unfamiliar with the company, and it was used as a source of information about the

company. The media could be categorized into two groups: news media and social media.

Impact on the perceived benevolence and popularity of the e-company

The news media could provide some information for the participants with respect to the

benevolence of a company, as a participant mentioned,

I would google it and check if there is any news of this company, as I have never

heard of it before. I would be concerned with the negative news if there is any. If it

tells me something unacceptable such as privacy violation of its clients, then no.

(participant A)

Social media was another kind of media that would affect some participants. Social media

could affect the participants by impacting on the perceived popularity of a company: “I will

check out if the company has an account on, for instance on Twitter, how many followers
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they have got, and the number of relevant tags. These would all be an indication of its

competence” (participant C).

Popularity

Even though not explicitly articulated by the participants, most media mentioned by the

participants was used by a number of people, such as Twitter, Instagram and Dutchnews [4].

For instance, participant C mentioned, “I will probably check out if the company has an

account, for instance, on Twitter.” and participant A also noted, “ Withlocals has got 14k

followers on Instagram, will take a look there and see if it is actively interacting with its

clients.”

3.2.2 Third-party companies

A third-party company referred to those companies that specialize in providing information

on the service or products of various companies. Three types of third-party companies were

mentioned by the participants [9]. The review company compares similar services or products

of different companies; the consumer review company collects clients’ reviews of business

worldwide and present them to the public.

Impact on the perceived expertise of the e-company

Third-party companies were reported by some participants to affect their perception of the

company, specifically, the expertise of the company.

The consumer review company that hosted the review of business worldwide was mentioned

to be influential. For instance, participant H mentioned a consumer review company named

Trustpilot, “I am now copying the Withlocals and paste it on the Trustpilot. There are like

300 people saying that it is okay. So they should be good at it. That would encourage me.”
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Those review companies that compared the same service or products of different companies

would also influence some participants, as participant C suggested, “If there is an

authoritative company that compared the tour service of, for instance, Airbnb and Withlocals,

then I will take a look at its reviews to see which one provides better service ”. Also,

participant B responded, “I use those kinds of websites providing price comparisons already.

Especially for travel, like buses and planes and things like that. And I will make my choice

partially based on that.”

Therefore, these third-party companies represented an extra source of information about the

service or products of a company, and this probably explained why they would affect people.

Several assumptions were underlying an individual’s trust in these third-party companies.

Independence

Independence of the third-party companies was emphasized by many participants [8]: “Some

of these review companies are also funded. Yes, so I'm also kind of aware of that it would

have to be independent” ( participant B). Participant F expressed similar concern, “Only if

these companies are independent will I look at their reviews, otherwise it is not guaranteed

that their reviews could be trusted. It is disappointing if they provide positive reviews of a

company because they take money.”

How a third-party company makes profits was a factor that would be considered by some

participants to evaluate the independence of those companies, as one participant indicated,

I know that this kind of website that needs to get profit from something. If they don't

have any ads on their website, maybe they make money from filtering and posting

only good things about a company or specific experiences. So I would also look from

what that website earns money. (participant I)
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Trustpilot was an example that would influence participants’ consideration of buying the

service from Withlocals, and it was considered to be independent by participant O, “I think

Trustpilot is independent. Most of the companies, they want to get on the Trustpilot to show

that they are trustable, and these companies pay Trustpilot to get on its website.”

Besides, the independence of a company could also be assessed through the news on the

media, suggested by participant J, “It was reported to fake reviews for the reviewed company

to help build its reputation. I would be skeptical of the reviews present on its website.”

Expertise

It was suggested that a third-party company should be professional [6]. For example,

participant K stressed, “ As I am checking on this kind of platform for information, I hope to

access the useful information easily. I mean, they should know how to manage their business

professionally.”

The expertise of a third-party company can be assessed in several ways. The review

companies were expected to make comparisons of services or products, by clarifying the

standards employed for comparison and providing the results of their comparisons in an

easily understandable way:

It matters a lot like what are they comparing, how do they do it and how do they show

me the differences? I mean, you could maybe do like a table or a graph or something.

I think I wouldn't be sure what's the best way? Or what I would prefer. But I know

there's a lot of things and I'm pretty sure it matters to me. ( participant L)

I want comparisons to be convenient and easy to understand. So I would, I would

want it to be in a good way, just so I can quickly get the information I want without

going through with too much effort. And I would feel they seem to be professional or
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have extra expertise in how to provide the information in an understandable way.

(participant L)

For consumer review companies such as the Trustpilot, they should know how to manage the

reviews they have collected, as participant O mentioned, “They present the reviews on their

website. The company can answer the reviews. So you can see if the company is reacting to

complaints or not bothering. Then you can see if a company cares about their clients.”

Popularity

If a third-party company was used by several people, then it could affect people’s purchasing

willingness of the service [5]. Participant O stressed the importance of popularity of a third-

party company, “It's a really big platform. I know that a lot of companies are looking at this

website. And that is why I would check it out at their website, especially when I come across

an unfamiliar company ”. The popularity of a third-party company was assumed to be a

predictor of its ability to perform its tasks, as participant F explained, “If it is a really popular

website, then probably it’s competitive in the business.”

3.2.3 Previous clients

Previous clients could be further categorized into two groups: the strangers and the

acquaintances. The strangers referred to those unfamiliar clients embodied by the reviews

present on the website of the company. The acquaintances included those persons that the

participants knew or were close to.

Previous clients could put an influence on the participants’ purchasing willingness from the

company indirectly [15], by affecting their perception of the E-company. It was perhaps

unsurprising that previous clients received so much attention, as they were a source of

information for the participants.
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Impact on the perceived expertise of the company

The participants noted that their acquaintances could affect their perceived expertise of the

company. For instance, participant G mentioned, “If someone who has tried the private tour

of this company recommends their service to me, I would take that into consideration, as they

know if the company is good or not.” and participant A explained, “I trust my friends, and if

my friends told me they really enjoyed the tour provided by Withlocals, I tend to believe that

this company can provide good experiences for me.”

In addition, strangers could also make an impact on the participants’ perception of the

company with their reviews left on the website of the E-company, as participant G indicated,

“ I will check the reviews of the tours. I want to see what other people think about it. That

also helps you to get a more real voice right? Instead of the marketing blah, blah, blah.”

Participant C also mentioned the influence of reviews left by previous clients,

I would seek various sources of information when I make decisions. And in this case,

I would check the reviews given by other people for extra information. From their

experience, you can have a bit taste of if the company is good at providing this kind of

private tour. (participant C)

Impact on the perceived integrity of the e-company

The participants could not assess the integrity of a company directly. Instead, they used some

available information from previous participants to make their judgments. Participants

indicated that the integrity could be evaluated by the extent to which a company published

any negative reviews written by previous clients: “There is no negative review for this tour,

then I would be skeptical. Because maybe the company is filtering out the reviews and only

showing the positive ones, as not all people could be perfectly happy” (participant L).

However, there emerged a dilemma regarding negative reviews. On one hand, the existence
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of negative reviews for the service elevated perceived credibility of the reviews, noted by

participant A, “ I feel these reviews are more trustworthy if there is any bad one in them.” On

the other hand, the existence of negative reviews would discourage some people from trying

out the service of the company: “No matter how many positive reviews they have got, as long

as I see a negative one, I won’t buy it” (participant G).

Many participants would look at the reviews left by previous clients to make their assessment

of the E-company. Moreover, they expressed a common expectation of these reviews: being

critical.

They expected the clients to write reviews with organized and well-argued points. For

instance, participant J noted, “Looking at the reviews, “Ah I had a great time; Nice

experience.” They don’t give me any useful information. I mean, what is the nice part of the

experience and how that is what I am expecting.” Besides, many participants were looking

for critical reviews when they were browsing through the reviews: “The good reviews are

always talking about the same thing. I want to check the negative reviews to know what to

avoid” (participant F).

Understandably, people expected former clients to be critical, as they turned to these clients,

an extra source of information, for something that might be different from the seemingly

appealing or perfect service described by the company. For example, participant O implied,

“If Withlocals says we are like number one for this. Yeah, you can be one number one, but

maybe you're the only one in that specific category with those requirements. So they always

find something to advertise themselves.”
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For the two types of previous agents (i.e., the strangers and acquaintances), the following

characteristics were revealed that allowed them to impact on the participants’ consideration

of whether or not to purchase the personalized tour service.

3.2.3.1 Strangers

Two characteristics of the strangers were noted to be important for the participants: similarity

and integrity.

Similarity

The similarity between the participants and previous unfamiliar clients was highlighted as an

important characteristic, as the participants thought the experiences of such previous clients

were more referential [9]. This was mentioned, for instance, by participant K, “I would listen

to those clients who are similar to me because their comments are more applicable to me.”

It was implied by some participants that people differed in many ways (e.g., age and

nationality, etc.): “I'll also read up on people that are around the same age of me about what

they felt about it” (participant H), and “I saw reviews from people of color who left positive

experiences, then I know that they didn't have issues with that kind of thing, so I would then

trust it more”(participant B), and “If I can see if the reviews are made for people in similar

situations to me, then I will weigh them heavier than the others. So, I will probably skip all

their family-related reviews, if I'm just traveling alone or with friends” (participant F).

Similar people were more likely to have similar perceptions of and attitudes towards a service,

as participant A explained, “This one said that she was vegetarian and the food tour was nice.

Since I am also a vegetarian, then probably that will be good for me.”

Participants said that similarity between the unfamiliar clients and themselves could be

determined by looking at the reviews. For instance, participant E mentioned, “This review
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said they’ve got two kids, and this should be more applicable for people with families and

kids”. The similarity could also be assessed based on the profile of a previous client: “If it is a

person with a typical dutch name, and I am Dutch, I think I will be more convinced by his

review, as probably we will perceive things more similarly” (participant L).

Integrity

The integrity of previous clients was highlighted as another important characteristic by many

participants [10].

They hoped the unfamiliar clients to be honest with their experience while writing reviews, as

participant B noted, “As long as it's their personal genuine experience, and they want to share

that just because they had either bad or really good time with it.” Participants were concerned

with the integrity of unfamiliar clients for some reason : “It could also be written by their

commercial competitors, and in this case, I guess they would just want to give really bad

reviews to discredit the company” (participant C), and “Sometimes a website can also

generate fake reviews” (participant B).

Participants suggested several ways to eliminate the corresponding doubts. For instance,

participant F could do so by validating the identity of the unfamiliar clients, “I will check the

profile of the clients and pay attention to its completeness. If they have a blank profile, I will

be less likely to trust what they wrote.” Besides, participants would also check the wording of

the reviews to assess if clients were honest or not, as participant N described, “I will check

how they described their experience. If they used too many extreme words, I would be

skeptical of what they said.”

3.2.3.2 Acquaintances

Several significant characteristics of the participants’ acquaintances were identified.
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Similarity

The similarity between the participants and their acquaintances was also emphasized to be an

important characteristic [8]: “I think those friends similar to me would put a bit more

influence on me when I make the decision” (participant A). Acquaintances that share

something in common with the participants could provide information that was more useful

than those who do not, indicated by participant J, “If a friend shares similar consuming value

with me, and she gives some comments on the service, I would pay much attention to them

because we will probably be concerned with similar aspects with respect to a service.” One

participant expressed similar idea,

I will not be very much influenced by the comments given by friends who love taking

beautiful pictures, as they may think good of the tour as long as they have got nice

photos. However, that is not something I would care much about. ( participant N)

Integrity

The concern of integrity also applied to personal acquaintances for some participants [3]. For

instance, participant O mentioned such a case, “If your friends like to brag a bit and they do

that often, I won't trust them that much. Then I don't know if the thing they went to was like

that good as that they were telling me.”

The integrity of the acquaintances could be easily evaluated either in person or based on the

comments of other acquaintances in the network, as participant C indicated, “I usually at least

know people in my network to a basic extent.” Participant N also mentioned, “People can tell

the good or bad of people in their circle easily as comments spread fast.”

However, most participants assumed that their acquaintances were trustworthy [6], as

participant M remarked, “If I hear it from someone in my network, and then their
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recommendation is more trustworthy than a single review on the website.” Some participants

assumed so because persons in the network would usually be honest with their genuine

experience of a service. Participant A clarified some reasons for the assumptions, “Why

would someone you know recommend a bad service to you”, “Those persons mingled in your

networks are supervised by others in the network, and they have a high cost of lying.”

Intimacy

The intimacy of previous clients was highlighted. The previous clients that the participants

were close to would greatly influence their willingness to try out the private tour experience

[7]:

The more I trust the person and trust the opinion of the person that says I should try

out this experience, the more I would trust the service because Yeah, because like the

trust goes through. Like if I trust the person for 90% and they say I trust this service

for 90% and I will I trust this service for 80%. And in general, the closer I am to a

person, the more I will trust him. (participant L)

Some participants would be encouraged to try out the tour recommended by close friends

because these friends usually knew the participants well and therefore could be more sure that

the participants would like this kind of experience. For instance, participant C implied, “If it

is my close friends, they probably know my traveling habit and what my comfort zone is.

And then their recommendations would be more reliable.”

Easy to please or not?

Whether or not personal acquaintances were easy to please, was one of the concerns

mentioned by the participants [5].
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If a person was easy to please, then their comments would be understood in two ways by

some participants. On one hand: “If a friend gets easily satisfied, and if they tell me the

experience is good and worth trying out, it is not guaranteed that this tour will be pleasant for

me, as I probably have higher expectations than them” (participant E). However, their

comments sometimes could be a significant determinant , as participant O argued, “If

someone who always gives positive reviews gives a negative one, then I know it is really bad,

and I will not consider buying the tour.”

3.3 An agent that has both an indirect and direct impact

3.3.1 Other similar companies

Other similar companies could put an influence on the participants’ purchasing willingness

directly. They could also make an indirect impact by affecting the participants’ perception of

the E-company on its expertise (see Fig.6) [8].

Fig.6. An agent that made both a direct and indirect impact

Impact on purchasing willingness
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Other companies that provided similar services were mentioned by some participants to

influence their consideration of purchasing personalized tours. This influence could be

exerted in several ways.

First, other companies allowed people to make comparisons of the same service and choose

the one that seemed the most appealing to them. For example, participant F mentioned, “I

will probably look at a few options of people doing these kinds of things. So maybe I will

also compare similar tours on Airbnb. Then I will make the decision based on my

comparisons. ” Participant H also insisted, “ I know I would love to go for a hiking tour. So I

will google hiking tour and check the available companies. I will first drop the most

expensive one. Then I will choose one out of the rest.”

Second, the companies providing similar service would influence people’s confidence in this

particular kind of service: “If I have tried the personalized tour from a company and it was a

pleasant experience, then I would be open to trying out similar service from other companies”

(participant E), and “I would maybe try once Airbnb, okay not nice then I might try another

one such Withlocals. If that one doesn't turn out good then I think I'm mostly going to be

closed off mentally towards the sort of personalized tours” (participant D).

Impact on the perceived expertise of the e-company

Those companies providing similar service set up a baseline for and in turn affected people’s

expectation of the service. This was clarified by participant E, “If there is a big company that

does something similar, I think it would be like a baseline. I would expect others to hopefully

do as close to this well, or better.” Participant M also implied, “I think Withlocals seems

quite good. So I have got high standards for other companies that provide similar private

tours. They have to be really good to draw my attention.”
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The expertise of other similar companies was highlighted when the participants talked about

their influence.

Expertise

If it was a positive or negative influence that other companies could put on people’s

consideration of purchasing depended on their expertise to provide a similar service [6].

It was noted that if people had an unpleasant experience with particular service before from

some companies, then they could be less confident in this kind of service provided by a new

company they encountered in the future. For instance, participant D remarked, “I would

maybe try once Airbnb, okay not nice then I might try another one such Withlocals. If that

one doesn't turn out good then I think I'm mostly going to be closed off mentally towards the

sort of personalized tours” Hence, less competent companies individuals previously

encountered could negatively discourage people from buying a similar service again from a

company, by reducing their confidence in the field.

Former pleasant experience gained from a service offered by companies with expertise would

encourage an individual to try out the similar service in the future, as participant E indicated:

“If I have tried the personalized tour from a company and it was a pleasant experience, then I

would be open to trying out similar service from other companies.” Besides, if an individual

already had the preference for the service of a particular company, other more competent

companies would impact his preference:

Among a few options, such as Airbnb, and maybe Withlocals, I would prefer and

check out Airbnb first, as it is an expert in the traveling business. However, after

browsing through the website of Withlocals, I would choose Withlocals as somehow
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it just appears to be more professional in this kind of personalized experience.

(participant K)
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4.Discussion

4.1 Scientific contributions

Many scholars have sought to explain an individual’s acceptance of e-commerce. Some of

them attempted to do so by employing the Technology Acceptance Model (Gillenson &

Sherrell, 2002; Lin & Lu, 2000; Klopping & McKinney, 2004). However, some researchers

argued that it was insufficient to explain e-commerce adoption with models consisting of

simply technological factors, and proposed to integrate both the TAM and the trust in the

model (Gefen & Straub, 2003; Pavlou, 2003). The integration models proved to have stronger

explaining power than previous models incorporating the TAM. Nevertheless, the trust in

these models referred exclusively to a person’s trust in e-vendors (Suh & Han, 2002; Gefen et

al., 2003; Fuller et al., 2009). And a few studies indicated that some other agents such as

previous clients could also affect an individual’s adoption of e-commerce (Cialdini, 2001;

Chen et al., 2011; Lu et al., 2016). The current research supported previous findings that e-

vendors themselves could indeed influence a person’s willingness to purchase from the

website of an e-vendor (Gefen & Straub, 2003; Gefen et al., 2003; Pavlou, 2003; Suh & Han,

2002). Additionally, this research identified several agents that were perceived to be

influential but had not been identified in existing literature, and some important

characteristics of the corresponding agents were revealed (see Fig. 3).

The payment platform

The payment platform that supports the transaction is found to remarkably affect an

individual’s consideration of purchasing in the last step. The payment platform is expected to

be easy to operate on and legitimate, otherwise a person’s purchasing willingness will be

greatly impeded. A platform enabling multiple methods of payment is perceived to pleasant.

Besides, an individual’s previous experience affects the perceived legitimacy of a payment
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platform. If a platform is used by a number of people, it will be regarded to be legitimate

even if a person has no previous experience with this platform.

The e-company

In consistence with existing literature, It is disclosed in this research that e-vendors can affect

a person’s purchasing willingness. On top of that, this research revealed that this influence

was imposed with an e-vendor’s image, website, and customer service. The perceived

integrity, benevolence, expertise, and popularity will affect an individual’s purchasing

willingness from the website of an e-vendor. Besides, a website that is easy to use and

aesthetically pleasant would encourage a person’s purchasing, as it elevates the perceived

trustworthiness and expertise of a company. Also, the difficulty of accessing the customer

service on the website of an e-company may dramatically hinder a person’s purchasing while

the availability of customer service is not encouraging. In addition, a customer does not have

to always give instant responses but is expected to be predictable regarding how long it takes

for them to give responses.

The media

The media is another agent found to impact on a person’s consideration of purchasing. It is

particularly influential when a person has no adequate information about an e-vendor and

consists of the social and news media. The social media could affect the perceived popularity

of an e-company and the news media. For instance, some people may pay attention to the

number of followers of e-vendors on Instagram if they have one. The perceived benevolence

of a company is reduced if it has been reported to mistreat its employees or violate the

privacy of its customers. In addition, to be able to make the above-mentioned impacts on

customers, the media has to be moderately popular.

Third-party companies
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Third-party companies are considered to be an extra source of information about e-vendors

and can often affect the perceived expertise of them. One type of the third-parties is the

company that writes reviews about the same service of different companies. Another group of

companies that could make an impact are those collecting the customer’s reviews of

companies worldwide. These companies instead help customers evaluate vendors on their

own by presenting useful and easily accessible materials on the website of itself. These third-

party companies are expected to be independent of those vendors that the reviews concern.

People could assess the independence of a third-party company by looking at the way it

makes a profit. Besides, to affect an individual’s purchasing, a third-party company should be

professional in managing its business. For example, a review company should write reviews

in an objective and easily understandable manner. In addition, popularity can an indicator of

the expertise of a third-party company.

Previous clients

As is indicated in some existing literature, previous clients of an e-vendor can influence a

potential customer’s purchasing willingness. In addition to that, the current study reveals that

the previous clients can be further clustered into two groups: the strangers and the

acquaintances. The strangers can affect the perceived expertise of an e-vendor with the

reviews they leave on the website while acquaintances make an impact with personal

conversations. In addition, some people will look at the ratio of the positive and negative

reviews present on the website and evaluate the integrity of a vendor. If they only see positive

reviews, they may doubt that the reviews are shown selectively as not all persons can be

perfectly happy. All previous clients are expected to describe their experiences with an e-

vendor and those previous clients sharing something in common with an individual are more

influential. The extent to which personal acquaintances affect a person also depends on the
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intimacy between them. A close previous client can greatly affect a person’s purchasing

willingness. In addition, whether or not personal acquaintances are easy to please can mediate

their influence on an individual. For instance, if an acquaintance is easy to please, then the

positive comments will be less influential than the positive given by him/her.

Other similar companies

As is indicated in some existing literature, previous clients of an e-vendor can influence a

potential customer’s purchasing willingness. In addition to that, the current study reveals that

the previous clients can be further clustered into two groups: the strangers and Those

companies providing similar services can influence an individual’s willingness to purchase

from the particular website of an e-vendor as they enable a person to make comparisons

among available options and pick the most appealing one out of them. Besides, the

customers’ purchasing willingness is influenced by their previous experiences with

companies that provide similar services. If previous experiences are positive, then people will

gain more confidence in this particular kind of service and stronger motivation to purchase.

On the other hand, if a person has had frequent negative experiences with a type of service,

he/she may become emotionally resistant to purchasing the service in the future. In addition,

the company an individual comes across for the first time sets up a baseline for and in turn

affects people’s expectations of a similar company regarding its service. The valence of the

influence other similar companies put on an individual’s purchasing willingness from an e-

vendor depends largely on their expertise. For instance, if a person’s first interaction with a

company is highly pleasant, she/he will be more open to trying similar services from other

companies encountered in the future. At the same time, an individual also holds a high

expectation of these companies, and their services have to be equally or more pleasant to be

considered.
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The client per se

Even if there are multiple agents that can affect a customer’s purchasing consideration from

an e-vendor, the customer has to be initially interested in the service then can these agents

make an impact.

Many studies have taken the technological perspective, and exclusively studied the influence

of an e-commerce website on an individual’s purchasing willingness (Gefen & Straub, 2000;

Gillenson & Sherrell, 2002; Lin & Lu, 2000; Klopping & McKinney, 2004). This research

additionally looked at the non-technological side and identified the social aspect in people’s

consideration of purchasing from an e-company website. For instance, previous clients of an

e-vendor could affect the subsequent customers with the reviews left on the website or via

personal conversations. In addition, the media could also make an impact on an individual as

it provided social cues regarding the popularity and benevolence of e-vendors. The number of

followers on social media is an indicator of the popularity of an e-vendor and in turn, implies

the expertise of a company. It can be concluded that people’s adoption of e-commerce is not

a matter of making an independent decision simply based on the technical characteristics of

the e-commerce website. It should also be taken into consideration that a person is integrated

into a social context and their purchasing activity could be affected by the agents in this

context.

Hence, the findings of this research could help extend those integration models by adding

influential agents and characteristics of these agents in them, as they were identified to be the

possible antecedents of people’s trust in e-commerce, which could further determine people’s

adoption intention of e-commerce. As such, follow-up quantitative research could be

conducted to validate the explaining power of these identified agents.
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Also, the identified agents indicated a significant difference between traditional commerce

and e-commerce: increased uncertainty. Komiak & Benbasat (2004) argued that a customer

had to trust several entities in both web-mediated and traditional commerce. The entities in e-

commerce (e.g., a company’s website, information about the company from a website, and

Information about product from a website) were more intangible than the entities in

traditional commerce (e.g., a salesperson, a company, and a product). And they found that

customers would be more aware of turning to other agents for extra information, for instance,

by comparing similar products provided by other e-vendors or looking at other customers’

opinions about the products in e-commerce compared to traditional commerce. Similarly in

the current study, most of the identified agents (i.e., the media, third-party companies, other

similar companies, and previous clients) made indirect impacts on the participants’ trust in

the e-company by providing extra information about the e-company and its products or

services.

The different entities and increased awareness may be explained by the difference between e-

commerce and traditional commerce. Web-mediated e-commerce is different from traditional

commerce in several aspects. First, there is the transition from face-to-face interactions in

traditional physical stores to user-computer interactions via the internet. Second, the

product/service payment and delivery happen simultaneously in traditional business while

these two interactions are usually separated in an e-commerce context: payment is often

always followed by delivery (Komiak & Benbasat, 2004). People perceive more uncertainties,

and a higher risk of fraud and abuse in e-commerce (Görsch 2001; Roy, Dewit & Aubert,

2001; Yoon, 2002). Besides, as e-commerce is operated in an online environment where

customers usually have no valid information about e-vendors, and there exist many risks of

the transaction. Customers would seek extra information to eliminate their doubts before they
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consider purchasing, and the identified agents in the current study represented the source of

the extra information (Cialdini, 2001; Chen et al., 2011).

Thereby, the current research extends earlier work. Complex technology like e-commerce

websites are, we argue, different from earlier technology in the sense that e-commerce

websites are an artificial social environment in which various agents have their own

influences on a user’s trust.

4.2 Societal impact

E-companies will greatly benefit from the findings of the present study. The current research

sheds light on the possible agents that could affect a user’s trust in e-commerce and provides

some advice for e-companies on how to establish trust in customers with the identified agents.

Since trust is a key factor for the success of e-commerce (Fukuyama, 1995; Gefen, 2000;

Fuller et al., 2009; Gefen et al., 2003; Kim & Park, 2013), e-vendors can increase their

competitiveness and survival chance in the intensely competitive industry, by following the

tips given by this research.

Consumers will in turn benefit from e-companies’ efforts to actively and appropriately build

trust in them. For example, the present research informs e-companies about the importance of

corporate public image and companies may set out to put efforts into creating and managing

their account on social media, which provides consumers with extra information to assess the

e-company they consider purchasing from. Consequently, fewer efforts would be required

from customers to seek information to reduce the perceived uncertainty and risks of online

transactions in the context of e-commerce.

As a result, prospective customers may express an elevated acceptance of e-commerce due to

reduced perceived uncertainty, and e-commerce is likely to be adopted by more people.
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Consequently, the industry of e-commerce can bring huge convenience to the life of a larger

number of human beings.

4.3 Practical implications

This research provides some practical suggestions for those companies in the industry of e-

commerce.

First, this research provides several guidelines for building a pleasant and trustworthy e-

commerce website. Designers of an e-company should make sure that the website is

aesthetically pleasant, and they could achieve so by using proper font and color for the text

and optimizing the layout of the content on their website. Second, It is important that the

website is easy to use. For instance, the information should be well-organized on the website,

and customers could easily find and access what they search for. E-companies are also

suggested to integrate an easily accessible and responsive customer service or provide

relevant contact information on the website. For those e-vendors that have not yet integrated

customer service on the website, they are strongly suggested to do so in the future as the lack

of customer service and corresponding contact information would dramatically decrease a

customer’s purchasing willingness. In addition, the customer service does not have to give

instant responses but should be predictable regarding how long it takes for them to give

responses. Moreover, e-companies should optimally manage the reviews left by its previous

clients as the reviews will remarkably affect people's willingness to purchase. We suggest an

e-company to build a review board that enables people to filter the reviews by, for instance,

date or rating, as such a review board saves customers’ efforts and is perceived to be pleasant

if they want to look at a particular type of review such as the negative reviews. And further

research could be conducted to study by which features participants would love to filter

reviews. Also, e-vendors should seek a solution to the dilemma of negative reviews that the
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existence of negative reviews for the service will elevate the perceived credibility of the

reviews but at the same time discourage some people from trying out the service of a

company.

Second, e-vendors are suggested to employ a payment platform that is easy to operate on and

supports multiple payment channels. As e-commerce allows an e-vendor to access customers

worldwide, e-vendors should consider the flexibility of payment, for instance, by supporting

commonly used national payment instruments of customers, otherwise, some customers may

be discouraged at the very last step of their purchasing. For example, a payment platform that

allows customers to pay either with Paypal, Alipay (a Chinese payment instrument), or by

credit card is more flexible and pleasant than one that simply supports credit card payment.

Additionally, companies are suggested to take an active measure to manage its public

corporate image, for instance, by creating and properly managing their account in social

media, as the research revealed that people’s trust in an e-company could be influenced by

other parties such as the media and third-party companies.

4.4 Limitations & future research

The current research was an exploratory study that aimed to identify the potentially

influential agents on an individual’s trust in e-commerce. An e-company that provided a

personalized travel service was employed as the subject in this research. Hence, the findings

of current research would be more applicable in the context of e-commerce providing service,

as some scholars argue that the acceptance of e-commerce services may differ from the

acceptance of e-commerce products. For instance, people’s adoption decisions are more

influenced by their perceived risks while considering purchasing goods compared to services

(Liu & Wei, 2003). Therefore, it is possible that the agents that people rely on to address their
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perceived risks of the online transaction are different. Hence, future studies could focus on e-

commerce selling products if they attempt similar studies. And eventually, influential agents

and corresponding characteristics applicable to both e-commerce of services and products

could be identified.

An e-commerce website was employed as the subject in this research to simulate an authentic

e-commerce environment for the participants. On one hand, we expected the participants to

indicate the influential agents as almost identical as possible to those agents that could affect

them in reality. However, on the other hand, the elements integrated on the chosen website

could bias their responses. For example, the participants might mention their concerns about

customer service because they were reminded by the customer service available on the

website. Consequently, it might impede the identification of the agents that would affect our

participants spontaneously. Hence, future studies could try other approaches that help create

an authentic scenario of e-commerce surfing and at the same time without biasing the

responses of the participants.

The research was performed in the period when social distancing was strictly required due to

Covid-19. Therefore, interviews were all conducted online via Skype and the researcher had

lesser possibilities to set up a proper interview environment. In other words, it was not

guaranteed that the interviews were conducted smoothly without interruption and distraction.

For example, during an interview, one participant was called by her father and the interview

had to be temporarily suspended. Also, since the interview was video recorded for

transcription, some participants might have felt uncomfortable with being recorded. Some

participants expressed concerns about the storage and use of the recorded video. Besides, the

semi-structured interviews employed in the current research were usually more time-

consuming than unstructured interviews, and they were followed by a survey consisting of 19
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questions. Hence, the tasks of the research could be slightly intense for our participants as it

took around one hour on average for each participant. Moreover, as the interviews were

conducted online, there was asynchronous communication in terms of time and place. Hence,

there would be fewer social cues than in face-to-face interviews and the participants could

feel more easily bored and fatigued due to the reduction of social cues. Therefore, future

researchers are still suggested to conduct in-person interviews in an optimal environment

such as in the lab if long-distance travel is not required for participants to have an interview.

Besides, while influential agents and important characteristics of these agents were identified,

the causal relationships between these agents and people’s trust in commerce cannot be

concluded. We suggest future studies should develop a model based on identified agents and

characteristics of these agents and validate if they do have a statistically significant impact on

people’s willingness to make transactions online. In addition, as previous studies have

implied that personal characteristics could affect people’s trust (Gefen, 2000; McKnight et al.,

1998; Lu et al., 2016; Parasuraman, 2000; Venkatesh et al., 2003), these characteristics (e.g.,

trusting disposition, technology readiness, etc.) could be included in the model to possibly

increase its explaining power of trust.
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5.Conclusion
E-commerce is dramatically affecting the conduct of business, and companies are taking the

challenge and making their transition into e-vendors. The success of e-commerce largely

depends on a customer’s acceptance of making transactions online and trust is implied by

previous studies to be an essential element for an individual’s acceptance (Kolsaker & Payne,

2002). People’s trust in an e-vendor becomes an issue drawing ever more attention. It is

suggested that consumers would hesitate to transact with e-vendors in an online environment,

due to the uncertainty about the vendor's behaviors or the perceived risk of making online

transactions (McKnight, Choudhury & Kacmar, 2002). Trust plays a significant role in

reducing a person’s perceptions of risk and insecurity regarding purchasing online.

The goal of this research was to examine the antecedents of people’s trust in e-commerce.

There is no dispute that trust is a significant factor that could affect an individual’s adoption

of e-commerce. However, there is an insufficient study of the factors that could affect an

individual’s trust. Most of the previous studies have only revealed that trust in e-vendors

could have an impact on the acceptance of e-commerce. Nevertheless, it is indicated by some

studies that agents such as previous clients could also affect a person’s willingness to

purchase in the context of e-commerce. In this research, we explored what potential agents

could have an impact on users’ trust in E-commerce. Trust in the current research was

defined as the user’s evaluative attitudes towards purchasing online from the website of an e-

vendor. Besides, we investigated what the important characteristics of the identified agents

were that allowed them to have an impact, as only a few studies have addressed this question

and they did not clarify to whom the revealed characteristics applied.

To answer the two questions addressed by this research, the website of a travel service

company was used as the subject in the study to simulate an individual’s experience of e-
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commerce surfing. This company provided personalized tours for tourists organized by local

people. And semi-structured interviews with 15 participants were conducted. In the

interviews, participants first chose the most appealing customized tour to them. Thereafter,

they indicated what agents could influence their choice and consideration of purchasing from

the website of the company. Besides, they explained why the identified agents could affect

them.

By conducting a thematic analysis of the responses, seven agents were identified that could

affect an individual’s willingness to purchase from a website of an e-company and the

important characteristics of these identified agents were revealed (see Fig. 3). These agents

were: previous clients, the e-company, third-party companies, other similar companies, the

payment platform, the media, and the clients per se. These seven agents could be further

clustered into three groups, as some of the agents had a direct impact on the participants’

willingness while others had an indirect impact by influencing a person’s assessment of the

rest of the agents. The findings are consistent with those of previous studies that revealed the

significant influence of, for instance, previous clients on people’s purchasing (Chen et al.,

2011; Lu et al., 2016). Besides, the identified important characteristics such as benevolence,

integrity, and expertise are aligned with previous studies where they were identified as the

dimensions of an individual’s trust in online purchasing (Gefen & Straub, 2004; Lu et al.,

2016).

This research provides an overview of the agents that could affect an individual’s trust, the

important characteristics of these agents, and their inter-relationships. The findings of this

research hold values in both academia and industry, as they complement existing studies in

the adoption of e-commerce and provide practical suggestions for the e-companies on how to

optimize their business in diverse respects.
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7.Appendix

7.1 The Items Of The Survey

（The items used to collect the demographics of the participants）

1. What is your gender?

2. How old are you?

3. What is your nationality?

(The items used to measure the four dimensions of Technology Readiness, offered on a 7-point scale

ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7))

Optimism

4. Products and services that use the newest technologies are much more convenient to use.

5. You like the idea of doing business via computers because you are not limited to regular

business hours.

Innovativeness

6. It seems your friends are learning more about the newest technologies than you are.

7. You can usually figure out new high-tech products and services without help from others.

Insecurity

8. You do not consider it safe to do any kind of financial business online.

9. You worry that information you send over the Internet will be seen by other people.

Discomfort
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10. If you buy a high-tech product or service, you prefer to have the basic model over one

with a lot of extra features.

11. Sometimes, you think that technology systems are not designed for use by ordinary

people.

(The items used to measure the Trusting Disposition, offered on a 7-point scale ranging from Strongly

Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7))

12. I generally trust other people.

13. I tend to count upon other people.

14. I generally have faith in humanity.

15. I feel that people are generally well meaning.

16. I feel that people are generally trustworthy.

17. I feel that people are generally reliable.

(The items used to measure familiarity, offered on a 7-point scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to

Strongly Agree (7))

18. I am familiar with Withlocals.

19. I am familiar with this kind of service that provides personalized tours.

7.2 A List Of The Interview Questions

Suppose you want to plan a short trip to Taipei, Taiwan, either with someone or alone. Here

is the link to the website of the company: Withlocals. How would you plan a tour in Taipei

with the given website? Now I have some tasks for you.
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1. Please find the tour(s) in Taipei. You can pick the date as you like and the number of

people is also chosen by yourself.

2. Please pick the tour that you find most appealing to you and tell me which one it is.

2.1 What would encourage/discourage you to pick that tour in Taipei?

2.2 Is there any person/group that would encourage/discourage you to pick that tour in

Taipei?

2.3 Is there any technology that would encourage/discourage you to pick that tour in

Taipei?

*Would ... (e.g., the locals, previous clients, etc.) encourage/discourage you to pick

that tour in Taipei?

2.4 Why would X (the above-mentioned agent) encourage/discourage you to pick that

tour in Taipei ?

2.5 How would X (the above-mentioned agent) encourage/discourage you to pick that

tour in Taipei?

* Is it important that X (the above-mentioned agent) has the characteristic (e.g.,

integrity, predictability, benevolence, competence (expertise), etc.)?

3. If you would be at home looking for a tour in Taipei, would you really consider purchasing

the mentioned personalized tour from the website of the company?

3.1 What would encourage/discourage you to consider purchasing the mentioned tour

from the website of the company?
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3.2 Is there any person/group that would encourage/discourage you to consider

purchasing the mentioned tour from the website of the company?

3.3 Is there any technology that would encourage/discourage you to purchase the

mentioned tour from the website of the company?

* Would ... (e.g., previous clients, the company, other similar companies, service

assessment agents/parties, etc.) encourage/discourage you to consider purchasing the

mentioned tour from the website of the company?

3.4 Why would X (the above-mentioned agent) encourage/discourage you to

consider purchasing the mentioned tour from the website of the company?

3.5 How would X (the above-mentioned agent) encourage/discourage you to consider

purchasing the mentioned tour from the website of the company?

* Is it important that X (the above-mentioned agent) has the characteristic (e.g.,

integrity, predictability,benevolence, competence (expertise), etc.)?

[Question * was asked depending on the responses of the participant.]
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