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Abstract
In a society that is rapidly incorporating the internet for almost every activity, trust in the online
environment becomes a key element that holds together the society of today. This also applies
for online retailers in the competitive landscape of e-commerce. Gaining consumer trust
becomes crucial for online retailers to obtain and retain customers. The current research studies
the effect of different after-purchase information elements in online communication, on
consumer trust regarding online retailers. This research aims to obtain insights in the problem
of a lack of consumer trust in the online environment, and to analyse whether some elements in
after-purchase information can enhance consumer trust. In more detail, the present research
studies the effect of implementing product-pictures and employee-photographs in afterpurchase information on consumer trust. In the survey study, participants were randomly
assigned to a 2 (Product-pictures, No Product-Pictures) × 2 (Employee-photographs, No
Employee-Photographs) × 2 (Familiar, Unfamiliar) between-subjects design (n = 371). It was
found that the implementation of employee-photographs in after-purchase information
increases trust, only towards unfamiliar online retailers and not towards familiar online retailers.
This effect of employee-photographs on trust was found to be mediated by perceived Social
presence among consumers. No significant effects of implementing product-pictures in afterpurchase information on trust were found. Thus, according to this study, the use of employeephotographs can make the impersonal online environment a bit more personal.
Keywords: After-purchase information, Product-picture, Employee-photograph,
Consumer trust, Familiarity.
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Introduction
Imagine customers shopping in real-life (offline) stores that they have never been to
before. They enter the store, look at the extrinsic characteristics of the store and they analyse
the products and staff within the store. In that same store, a customer could make a purchase
and walk out with the bought product immediately after the payment is made. This process of
shopping differs a lot from online shopping, partly because of greater involvement of
uncertainty and risk in online shopping compared to offline shopping (Friedman, Kahn, &
Howe, 2000; Hoffman, Novak, & Peralta, 1999). These uncertainties and risks arise mainly due
to a lack of physical contact with the product and a lack of personal interaction in online
shopping, which consequently result in a relatively low trust in online sales compared to offline
shopping (Lee & Turban, 2001; Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001). Trust is seen as an essential
element in the existence of companies in both offline and online environments (Egger, 2001;
Gefen & Straub, 2003). Gaining and retaining consumer trust is seen as a big challenge in the
online shopping environment (Gefen, 2000; Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001). The process of
online shopping is also known as ‘e-commerce’ (Friedman et al., 2000; Hoffman, Novak, &
Peralta, 1999). Both terms are used interchangeably in this research.
Multiple studies have been conducted regarding the marketing processes of online
purchases. However, most of them focus on challenges and solutions in the pre-purchase stage.
For example, the challenge of gaining consumer trust regarding an online retailer is researched
only in the pre-purchase stage (Fogg et al., 2001; Gefen & Straub, 2003). Furthermore, existing
literature elaborates on the challenge of retaining a positive brand image as an online retailer,
with a focus on investigating purchase intentions in e-commerce (Aghekyan-Simonian,
Forsythe, Kwyon & Chattaraman, 2012; Van der Heijden, Verhagen & Creemers, 2003). I
believe that there is a value in research on the challenges and solutions in the after-purchase
stage in e-commerce. One of the main reasons for this believe, is the lack of scientific
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knowledge on the effects of tools and solutions that are already practically implemented with
the aim to enhance after-purchase experiences of customers (e.g. Track and Trace).
Even though the importance of interaction and communication in obtaining consumer
trust in e-commerce is highlighted, after-purchase information is one of the lacking subjects in
the after-purchase stage in marketing research (Lee & Turban, 2001; Riegelsberger & Sasse,
2001). Existing studies proposed that receiving order information after an online purchase could
have a positive impact on consumer perceptions in terms of trust and credibility (Fogg et al.,
2001; Kim & Benbasat 2003). However, there is hardly any research done to support these
propositions. I believe that different elements in after-purchase information could solve the
issue of low consumer trust in e-commerce. Therefore, the present research will study the effect
of specific after-purchase information elements on perceived trust among customers. In this
study, after-purchase information is labelled as a message from the seller (e.g. e-retailer) that
provides information about the order made by the customer before the customer has received
the order. Thus, in the present research, a focus is put on gaining consumer trust via afterpurchase information in the time period between placing the order and receiving the order.
The present study will investigate the effect of implementing ‘product-pictures’,
specified as pictures of the ordered products, and ‘employee-photographs’ in after-purchase
information of an online order on perceived trust among customers. A lack of physical contact
with a product causes a lower level of trust among customers in e-commerce compared offline
sales, because customers cannot physically check the quality of the products or whether they
even receive the right product (Lee & Turban, 2001; Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001). Including
product-pictures in after-purchase information could possibly reduce these feelings of
uncertainty and risk, because an immediate overview of the order is provided in the afterpurchase information. Consequently, trust could be increased as a result of the reduction in
perceived uncertainty and risk. This increase in trust could result in an increase in e-satisfaction
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(Kim, Ferrin & Rao, 2009), which is defined as the extent to which a customer is content with
the shopping experience of an online retailer (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Sirdeshmukh,
Singh, & Sabol, 2002).
Furthermore, a lack of social presence in e-commerce is a relevant factor for low levels
of trust among online customers (Reigelsberger & Sasse, 2001). Implementing photographs of
employees on websites, as a form of social presence, is found to increase perceived
trustworthiness among customers (Egger, 2001; Steinbrück, Schaumburg, Duda & Krüger,
2002). However, these studies had a focus on creating social presence in the pre-purchase stage
of a customer’s shopping experience. The present research includes employee-photographs in
after-purchase information, as a form of social presence, to investigate whether this would
increase trust of online customers that already made purchases. The creation of social presence
in after-purchase information could have different effects compared to the creation of social
presence in pre-purchase stage, since after-purchase information is sent to the customer directly
by the online retailer. In contrast, the creation of social presence that is investigated in literature
mainly concerns indirect communication, like website interfaces or product-pictures (Egger,
2001; Steinbrück, Schaumburg, Duda & Krüger, 2002), and could therefore possibly be
constructed differently compared to the creation of social presence in direct after-purchase
communication.
Additionally, brand familiarity is proposed to possibly moderate the effect of productpictures and employee-photographs on perceived consumer trust. Research found that certain
trust enhancements in e-commerce only increase consumer trust in online retailers that are not
familiar yet, and do not further increase consumer trust towards online retailer that they are
already familiar with (Riegelsberger et al., 2013). The present study will investigate whether
this also applies for the effect of product-pictures and employee-photographs on trust.
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Based on the information given in the paragraphs above, the following research question
is formulated:
‘What are the effects of the use of product-pictures and employee-photographs on
consumer trust?’
To study this research question, three sub-questions have been formulated:
1. ‘To what extent does order certainty mediate the relationship between product-pictures
and consumer trust?’
2. ‘To what extent does social presence mediate the relationship between employeephotographs and consumer trust?’
3. ‘To what extent does brand familiarity moderate the effect of product-pictures on esatisfaction, and the effect of employee-photographs on e-satisfaction?’
This research aims to gain knowledge and insights regarding after-purchase information
in e-commerce and to recover the lack of theoretical substantiation on how to gain trust in ecommerce via after-purchase information provision. This knowledge can be used and
implemented by e-commerce companies, especially those that do not yet have strong customer
relationships, to enhance consumer trust.

Literature review
Multiple studies have recognized the lack of trust in e-commerce and came up with
attention points and recommendations for online retailers to enhance trust among consumers
(e.g. Palmatier, et al., 2006; Walsh et al., 2010). Furthermore, the relation between trust and esatisfaction is well-studied in e-commerce and found to be positive related (Cyr, 2008; Kassim
& Abdullah, 2010; Kim, Ferrin & Rao, 2008; Ribbink, van Riel, Liljander & Streukens, 2004).
The present study will only investigate whether the relation between trust and e-satisfaction
also applies to the after-purchase stage.
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In practice, companies implement multiple tools with the aim to stimulate consumer
trust, like track and trace links that allow consumers to track their order throughout the whole
supply chain (He, Tan, Lee & Li, 2009), or online review systems that enable consumers to
read experiences of others with an online retailer and its products (Filieri & McLeay, 2014).
However, it is unclear whether these tools truly enhance trust in e-commerce, especially in the
after-purchase stage. There is a lack of scientific knowledge on the effects of these tools. This
also applies for tools that aim to enhance consumer trust in the after-purchase stage. There is
hardly any research done on the enhancement of consumer trust through after-purchase
information provision in the after-purchase stage in e-commerce. Therefore, the present study
will investigate whether product-pictures and employee-photographs in after-purchase
information, could enhance after-purchase trust among consumers.
E-commerce literature relies on the concept of ‘customer’ as end-user of the online retail
chain, whereas in the current research the term ‘consumer’ is used. In my opinion, a ‘customer’
can be interpreted as any actor in the whole supply chain, while a ‘consumer’ relates more to
the end-user of a product or service. Therefore, throughout the literature overview the terms
‘consumer’ and ‘customer’ are used interchangeably. However, to clarify that the focus of the
present study is put on the end-user, the hypotheses include the term ‘consumer’.
Trust
The concept of trust is well-researched in the field of marketing and consumer behaviour
(Lee & Turban, 2001; Palmatier et al., 2006; Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). Trust exists “when one
party has confidence in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994,
p. 23). Business relationships and transactions with customers are built on trust (Hart &
Saunders, 1997). In more detail, in an offline environment, customers can form a level of trust
based on the extent to which they perceive a seller and its employees to be knowledgeable and
responsive (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1988). In the offline environment, the role of trust
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in a buyer-seller relationship is found to be constituted such that a high level of trust in a seller
increases the probabilities of doing business with the seller again in the future (Doney &
Cannon, 1997; Parsons, 2002). This level of trust was found to be based on factors like the size
of the seller’s company, such that consumers perceive higher levels of trust towards large size
companies, since they believe large companies have too much to lose by breaking trustful
expectations. Furthermore, a trustful appearance of salesperson was positively related to
perceived consumer trust in that specific company, which highlights the importance of social
interaction on perceived consumer trust.
Furthermore, the role of trust in e-commerce is also well-studied and found to be
important to retain satisfied customers (Egger, 2001; Gefen & Straub, 2003). However, trust is
still an issue in e-commerce, because of the fear among customers concerning the presence of
fraudulent businesses that try to scam customers, and the fear of giving personal information,
like credit card data, to the online retailer (Friedman et al., 2000; Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001).
In an online environment, the level of customer trust is based on the moments of (digital)
interaction a customer has with an online retailer (Balasubramanian, Konana & Menon, 2003).
Compared to the offline environment, the social interaction between customer and salespersons
of an (e-commerce) company is much less present in the online environment (Gefen & Straub,
2004; Lee & Turban, 2001). However, the level of consumer trust in an e-commerce company
still relies on a multidimensional definition in which reliability and integrity are the most
important dimensions that form consumer trust towards an e-commerce company (Gefen &
Straub, 2004). For this reason, the definition of trust by Morgan & Hunt (1994), “when one
party has confidence in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity” (p. 23), still seems
relevant in an online setting. However, next to reliability and integrity, the risks and
uncertainties in e-commerce enlarge the role of benevolence, ability, predictability, familiarity
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and social presence as other determining dimensions in definition of trust in e-commerce (Gefen
& Straub, 2004).
Trust is especially important in e-commerce because of greater involvement of risks and
uncertainties in e-commerce retailing compared to offline in-store retailing (Hoffman et al.,
1999; Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001), also known as brick and mortar retailing (Kalakota &
Robinson, 1999). Examples of those risks and uncertainties concern risks about ordering the
right product due to lack of ability to check products, and social uncertainties due to a lack of
social presence (Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001). Because of those risks and uncertainties,
existing literature has stated that consumer trust in e-commerce is still a critical issue compared
to consumer trust in offline sales (Gefen & Straub, 2003; Walsh et al., 2010). As an example,
the lack of social presence in e-commerce creates uncertainties and risks, since consumers have
to rely on the technology of e-commerce, whereas in offline shopping consumers receive
products immediately after the transaction is made with a salesperson (Reichheld & Schefter,
2000; Riegelsberger & Strasse, 2001). This causes lower levels of trust in e-commerce
compared to offline sales (Gefen & Straub, 2003). In the current research, trust will be examined
with the aim to find ways that reduce the feelings of uncertainty and perceived risks and increase
trust regarding e-commerce among consumers. Additionally, this research places a focus on the
perceived consumer trust in the after-purchase stage of an online purchase.
Risks and uncertainties
Consumers perceive multiple types of risks and uncertainties (Kautonen, 2008).
Examples of consumer risks are health risks (Viscusi, Magat & Huber, 1987), privacy and
security risks (Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001), financial risk (Thomas, 2000) or seller
performance risk (Pavlou, 2003). Risk can be defined as the possibility to lose something or be
exposed to danger (Slovic, Peters & MacGregor, 2004). Uncertainties can be separated into two
segments namely, system-dependent uncertainty and transaction-specific uncertainty (Grabner-
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Kräuter & Kaluscha, 2003). In the situation of e-commerce, system-dependent uncertainties can
be defined as the perceived uncertainties about the technology behind e-commerce, whereas
transaction-specific uncertainty relates more to the uncertainties about the integrity and
reliability of the transaction partner. In the current research, the focus is set on transactionspecific uncertainty since consumer trust in an online retailer, based on reliability and integrity,
is seen as the main problem in e-commerce. A level of consumer trust is formed based on
estimation and expectation of both risks and uncertainties (Gefen & Straub, 2003; Kautonen,
2008; Walsh et al., 2010).
Customers perceive more feelings of uncertainty and risk in e-commerce compared to
offline sales (Friedman et al., 2000; Lee & Turban, 2001; Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001). An
example of a reason for these feelings of risk and uncertainty, is the lack of physical contact in
the purchasing process in online shopping compared to offline shopping (Grazioli & Jarvenpaa,
2000). Another example is a lack of transparency over the order process, since the buyer has no
influence on how the seller takes care of the order (Lee & Turban, 2001; Riegelsberger & Sasse,
2001). Regarding the pre-purchase stage, online shopping eliminates the possibility to
physically check the quality of the product and lowers the validity of the visual examination of
the product’s extrinsic aspects, since the product is only viewed online (Hoffman et al., 1999;
Lee & Turban, 2001).
Additionally, some risks and uncertainties remain perceived in the after-purchase stage
of an online order as well, like the uncertainty about whether the seller is assembling the right
products or uncertainties about whether the buyer himself ordered the right products
(McKnight, Choudhury & Kacmar, 2002). These uncertainties and risks partly arise due to the
lack of transparency in the online ordering process regarding the time between the order is made
(purchase phase) and the moment the order is delivered at the customer (Pavlou, Liang & Xue,
2007). It is expected that increasing certainty regarding an order will result in higher levels of
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trust. In this research, ‘order certainty’ is specified as ‘the belief that an order (still) concerns
the desired product after the order is placed by a consumer’. This definition includes certainty
about whether the seller (online retailer) is processing the online order correctly, as well as
certainty about whether the buyer has ordered the desired products. Based on this I propose:

H1: A higher level of perceived order certainty in after-purchase information will result
in a higher level of perceived consumer trust.

Product-pictures
In the present study, it will be investigated whether there are solutions to enhance
perceived certainty in the after-purchase stage. In the pre-purchase stage there are some
methods investigated, for example the use of customer policies that are strongly in favour of
the customers, like free return policies (Che, 1996). This increases feelings of insurance among
customers and thus lowers perceived risks and uncertainties. However, in the after-purchase
stage, literature is lacking regarding the reduction of risks and uncertainties. Literature in
packaging design concluded that product-pictures, defined as visual images of products, can be
an effective tool to boost perceived product quality when uncertainty is high (Richardson, 1994;
Underwood, Klein & Burke, 2001).
After a purchase is made in the online shopping environment, a consumer relies on the
seller to successfully pick the order before it is delivered to the consumer him/herself, whereas
in the offline shopping environment you receive the product immediately after a purchase is
done (McKnight, Choudhury & Kacmar, 2002; Reichheld & Schefter, 2000; Riegelsberger &
Strasse, 2001). Furthermore, it appears that in online shopping there is uncertainty among
consumers about whether they ordered the right products they wished for, because of the time
between purchase and receiving the products (Hoffman et al., 1999; Riegelsberger & Sasse,
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2001). This is different from the offline shopping environment in which these uncertainties are
not present, since you bring the desired product to the cash register and walk out with the
product immediately after the payment is made. Packaging design literature found that
including product-pictures on packages significantly improved the perceived certainty
regarding the performance of the seller (Underwood & Klein, 2002). Product-pictures are thus
found to eliminate a type of uncertainty and create certainty. Product-pictures incorporated in
after-purchase information could possibly also eliminate uncertainty regarding the correctness
of an order. Therefore, I propose that the uncertainty about the order could be lowered by
implementing product-pictures in after-purchase information, that enables consumers to check
whether the order consists of the right product. Thus, I presume that product-pictures could
create more ‘order certainty’. As a result of the increase in order certainty, consumer trust could
be enhanced. Therefore, I hypothesize:

H2: Consumers perceive higher levels of order certainty when they receive afterpurchase information that includes product-pictures, compared to no product-pictures.

Based on Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2, respectively, it will be investigated whether
‘order certainty’ increases ‘consumer trust’ and whether ‘product-pictures’ induce ‘order
certainty’ among consumers. In addition, to investigate a possible direct effect of productpictures on consumer trust, an additional hypothesis is formed:

H3: Consumers perceived higher levels of trust when they receive after-purchase
information that includes product-pictures, compared to no product-pictures.
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Social presence
A reason for lower consumer trust in e-commerce compared to offline sales, is the lack
of social interaction, also known as social presence, in e-commerce (Lee & Turban, 2001;
Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001). Social presence in a commercial context can be specified as the
extent to which a customer perceives feelings of other human beings psychologically present
(Hassanein & Head, 2007). In general, e-commerce is more focussed on the technology to
automate processes instead of the social interaction with customers (Riegelsberger, Sasse, &
McCarthy, 2003; van der Heijden, 2003). As a result, the online shopping experience is less
personal, because consumers feel like they interact with a business, whereas in the offline
shopping environment more human-interactive feelings are perceived (Gefen & Straub, 2003;
Lee & Turban, 2001).
In the offline shopping environment, social presence is found to be an important
determinant of perceived positive emotions among customers (Jones, 1999; McGrath & Otnes,
1995). Additionally, positive emotions are found to increase the amount of money spend by
customers, as well as the time a customer will spend in the store (Babin, Darder, & Griffen,
1994; Jones, 1999). In the online environment, most of the research done regarding social
presence concerns web interface designs and thus has a focus on the pre-purchase stage (e.g.
Cyr, 2008; Gefen & Straub, 2004; Riegelsberger, 2003; Riegelsberger et al., 2003). In this prepurchase stage, social presence is found to increase perceived consumer trust as well as
perceived consumer joy in the online environment (Gefen & Straub, 2004; Hassanein & Head,
2007; Kumar & Benbasat, 2002). However, no studies have been conducted regarding the
enhancement of trust via social presence in the after-purchase stage.
The present research will investigate the effect of social presence of trust in the afterpurchase stage. It is expected that social presence in after-purchase is positively related to
perceived consumer trust in the after-purchase stage. Whenever consumers perceive social
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presence in after-purchase information, consumers could obtain more feelings of social
interaction, which could stimulate the idea of doing business with another person instead of
with an company. Compared to companies, other human beings are expected to be perceived
as more trustful by consumers. Therefore, I hypothesize:

H4: A higher level of perceived social presence in after-purchase information will result
in a higher level of perceived consumer trust.

Employee-photographs
Creating social presence in an online environment can be done in different ways, for
example by implementing chat services with customer care (Kumar & Benbasat, 2002),
providing human web assistants (Aberg & Shahmehri, 2001), append human models to productpictures (Hussanein & Head, 2007) or adding photographs of human faces (Riegelsberger et
al., 2003; Cyr, Head, Larios & Pan, 2009). These examples of creating social presence in online
environments can be specified as ‘virtual re-embedding’. Virtual re-embedding, defined as
creating social cues in an online environment, is found to be a successful method to increase
consumer trust (Cyr et al., 2009; Steinbrück et al., 2002). Implementing employee-photographs
in after-purchase information could be a form of virtual re-embedding, because it adds a social
cue to the after-purchase information.
Employee-photographs in after-purchase information could be a possible concept to
reduce perceived uncertainties and risk among consumers. In an online environment. the
employee-photographs could re-create the interactive feelings a consumer has with the in-store
salespersons in the offline shopping environment. This increase in perceived social presence
among consumers results in higher levels of consumer trust in the pre-purchase stage (Gefen &
Straub, 2004; Hassanein & Head, 2007; Kumar & Benbasat, 2002).
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Just like the inclusion of photographs on web-site interfaces (Hassanein & Head, 2007;
Riegelsberger et al., 2003), the employee-photographs in after-purchase information could
induce feelings of social presence and thus make contact with an online retailer more social
interactive. I believe that employee-photographs can change the idea of ‘doing business and
communicating with a company’ towards ‘doing business with another human being’, and thus
enhance perceived social presence among consumers. This would make a transaction with an
online retailer more personal. Based on literature on social presence in online environments, it
is presumed that this increase in social presence in after-purchase information, results in an
increase in perceived trust among consumers, and consequently increases their e-satisfaction.
Thus, I hypothesize:

H5: Consumers perceive higher levels of social presence when they receive afterpurchase information that includes employee-photographs, compared to no employeephotographs.

Based on Hypothesis 4 and Hypothesis 5, respectively, it will be investigated whether
‘social presence’ increases ‘consumer trust’ and whether ‘employee-photographs’ induce
‘social presence’ among consumers. In addition, to investigate a possible direct effect of
employee-photographs on consumer trust, an additional hypothesis is formed:

H6: Consumers perceive higher levels of trust when they receive after-purchase
information that includes employee-photographs, compared to no employeephotographs.
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Moderating effect of brand familiarity
As mentioned in the first paragraph of the literature review, research on the enhancement
of trust via after-purchase information in e-commerce is scarce. Based on studies that focused
on trust enhancement in the pre-purchase stage (e.g. Hassanein & Head, 2007; Lee & Turban,
2001; Riegelsberger et al., 2003; Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001), concepts have been proposed
that could possibly result in higher levels of perceived trust among consumers in the afterpurchase stage as well (product-pictures and employee-photographs). However, the review of
this literature shed light on some conditions that could possibly modify the relationship between
these two concepts and perceived consumer trust. One of the few discussed conditions in
literature concerned the extent to which a consumer already is familiar with the online retailer
(Riegelsberger et al., 2003). Results show that the implementing photographs of people on
online web-sites that were not familiar to customers, did increase perceived trust among
customers significantly. For web-sites that were already familiar to customers, employeephotographs did not increase perceived trust among customers, since trust was already high.
This implies that photographs of people are only effective for company web-sites that are
unfamiliar to consumers.
In the offline environment brand familiarity can be referred to the as the experiences a
consumer has had with a specific brand (Hoch & Deighton, 1989). In the field of offline
advertising, brand familiarity is based on brand associations in the memory of consumers
(Campbell & Keller, 2003). These associations are stored in the memory of consumers and
reflect for example the own experiences of the consumer with the brand, experiences of family
and friends or how the brand is communicated to the consumer, like advertisements. It is found
that a high level of brand familiarity decreases the extent to which a consumer feels the need to
look for alternative options for the familiar brand regarding the purchase he or she is looking
for (Biswas, 1992).
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Compared to the offline environment, in the online environment (e-commerce) brand
familiarity has been studied less, but some aspects of familiarity have been included as part of
overall brand image in literature (McWilliam, 2000; Wirtz et al., 2013). The general construct
of creating a strong brand online appears to be similar to the offline environment. However, the
online environment broadens possibilities to strengthen a brand, for example with social media,
which enables companies and consumer to connect and interact online (Hanna, Rohm &
Crittendem, 2011; Lipsman, Mudd, Rich & Bruich, 2012). The few studies that had a direct
focus on brand familiarity found that familiar brands are perceived as more trustful among
consumers compared to unfamiliar brands (Gefen, 2000; Ha & Perks, 2005).
I believe that the extent to which product-pictures enhance trust among consumers, is
moderated by brand familiarity as well. I propose that in general, familiar online retailers cannot
further enhance after-purchase consumer trust significantly, since the consumer already has
expectations towards the online retailer. The findings that familiar brands are already perceived
as more trustful compared to unfamiliar brands (Ha & Perks, 2005) and induce expectations
among consumers (Luhmann, 2018), could support the believe that product-pictures do not
further enhance consumer trust for familiar online retailers. This occurs since the online retailer
already has a trustful image. Implementing product-pictures in after-purchase information as a
possible enhancement for consumer trust is therefore only expected to increase consumer trust
for online retailers that are not yet familiar by the consumer. Therefore, I hypothesize:

H7a: Brand familiarity moderates the effect of the product-pictures on after-purchase
consumer trust, such that product-pictures only increase after-purchase trust for
companies that consumers are unfamiliar with, whereas product-pictures do not
increase after-purchase trust for companies consumers are familiar with.
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Similar to hypothesis 7a, based on the findings in literature that familiar brands cause
consumers to form certain expectations regarding a company, I presume that trust enhancement
for online retailers can only be effective whenever consumer do not already have expectations
regarding the online retailer. It is presumed that these expectations eliminate the effect of trust
enhancing tools concerning the online retailer. For this reason, I believe that the effect of
employee-photographs in after-purchase information on trust could be moderated by the extent
to which a consumer is familiar with the online retailer. I propose that whenever consumers are
familiar with the online retailer, the implementation of employee-photographs in after-purchase
information does not increase perceived consumer trust, whereas for unfamiliar online retailers
perceived consumer trust is increased. Based on this I hypothesize:

H7b: Brand familiarity moderates the effect of the employee-photographs on afterpurchase consumer trust, such that employee-photographs only increase after-purchase
trust for companies that consumers are unfamiliar with, whereas employee-photographs
do not increase after-purchase trust for companies consumers are familiar with.

E-satisfaction
When consumers perceive higher levels of trust, they become more satisfied. This
relation between trust and e-satisfaction is well-studied (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Kim,
Jin & Swinney, 2009; Sirdeshmukh, Singh, & Sabol, 2002). Even though the present study has
a focus on trust, it will be investigated whether the relation between trust and e-satisfaction, as
it is described in literature, still withstands in an after-purchase setting. The following
paragraphs will make clear that existing studies mostly focus on the relation between prepurchase trust and e-satisfaction, while the present study will aim to investigate the relation
between after-purchase trust and e-satisfaction.
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Based on the experience a customer has with an online retailer, a certain level of esatisfaction is formed (Posselt & Gerstner, 2005). E-satisfaction can be defined as the extent to
which a customer is content with the shopping experience of an online retailer (Anderson &
Srinivasan, 2003; Sirdeshmukh, Singh, & Sabol, 2002). E-satisfaction is formed after a
purchase is done based on the shopping experience before the purchase.
In the offline environment, a high level of satisfaction is found to result in high levels
of retention and loyalty among customers (Bolton, 1998). In the online environment (ecommerce) similar results have been found. Multiple studies show that e-satisfaction is an
important determinant of e-loyalty among customers, which is perceived as a valuable state in
the customer’s experience (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Kim, Jin & Swinney, 2009). Eloyalty can defined as “the customer’s favourable attitude toward an electronic business
resulting in repeat buying behaviour” (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003, p. 125). Furthermore,
literature states that a high level of e-satisfaction increases retention rates among customers via
e-loyalty (Kim et al., 2009; Reichheld & Schefter, 2000). Because of the determining role of esatisfaction in e-loyalty, retention rates, and to check whether the investigated relationships
between trust and e-satisfaction still stands in the after-purchase stage, the concept of esatisfaction is included in this research. The concept of e-loyalty is excluded because of many
studies that already found the robust effect of e-satisfaction on e-loyalty.
Thus, pre-purchase trust is positively related to (after-purchase) e-satisfaction among
customers (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Kim et al., 2008). In the after-purchase stage, I
presume that after-purchase e-satisfaction also increases when after-purchase trust is increased.
It is expected that whenever a consumer has placed an order at an online retailer and has trust
in a successful after-purchase experience with this online retailer, the consumer perceives
higher levels of e-satisfaction. Therefore, I propose:
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H8: A higher level of after-purchase consumer trust will result in a higher level of esatisfaction.

An overview of the hypothesis is given in Figure 1. The figure gives an overview of the
included concepts in the research, as well as the directions of the hypothesis and proposed
relations between the concepts.

Brand familiarity
H7a

H7b
H3

Productpictures

H2

H1

Order certainty

Consumer trust
Employeephotographs

H5

H4

E-satisfaction
H8

Social presence

H6

Figure 1. Overview of hypothesis

Method
Participants and design
For this study, an experimental survey has been conducted. In total, 371 participants
from the Netherlands (Mage = 25.24, SDage = .52; 54% female) were randomly assigned to a 2
(Product-pictures, No Product-Pictures) × 2 (Employee-photographs, No EmployeePhotographs) × 2 (Familiar, Unfamiliar) between-subjects design. The participants were
recruited via social media and direct contact, and participated voluntary. Initially 473 responses
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were collected, however, due to incompleteness of some response, 102 responses were removed
(n = 371).
Procedure and variables
First of all, a short introduction about the research was provided to the participants. This
was followed by a question whether the participant was willing to participate in the research
and a question about whether the participant agreed on the terms of the research. Furthermore,
it was asked whether the participant has ever ordered products online. This last question was
incorporated in the survey because participants had to pretend like they were ordering a product
online. It was presumed that participants with no experience in online shopping could not
optimally imagine such a situation. If any of those three questions was answered with ‘no’, the
participant was guided to the end of the survey immediately after.
Familiar vs Unfamiliar (moderator). I manipulated the perceived familiarity with the
concerning company in the experimental survey over the familiar and unfamiliar condition. For
the familiar and unfamiliar conditions, a two-question pre-test was conducted to investigate
which online retailer was perceived as familiar among consumers. For this pre-test, 20 people
from the Netherlands (11 women and 9 men) with an age varying from 20 to 58 (Mage = 26.35,
SDage = 9.81) were firstly asked to answer the following question: ‘If you had to order a book
online, what is the name of the first online retailer you think of?’. A book was chosen as a
product in the pre-test and in the actual study, since books were perceived as neutral products
that are frequently bought by men and women. Results showed that 17 out of the 20 participants
from the pre-test named the Dutch online retailer ‘Bol.com’ as most familiar online retailer (3
other answers were Studystore, Bruna and Management Book). Thus, ‘Bol.com’ was perceived
as most familiar among the pre-test participants. For this reason, the name ‘Bol.com’ was
incorporated in the familiar condition in the actual study. For the second question in the pretest, it was asked whether the 20 participants from the pre-test knew an online retailer by the
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name of: ‘Deboekenverkoper.com’. The name ‘Deboekenverkoper.com’ was fictional and
proposed to be used in the unfamiliar condition of the actual study. Results showed that 20 out
of the 20 participants in the pre-test answered that they did not know ‘Deboekenverkoper.com’.
Thus, ‘Deboekenverkopeer.com’ was perceived as unfamiliar among the pre-test participants.
For this reason, the name ‘Deboekenverkoper.com’ was incorporated in the unfamiliar
condition in the actual study.
Before participants were seeing the different types of after-purchase information, they
were asked to pretend like they were buying a statistics book from either Bol.com or
Deboekenverkoper.com (depending on the condition, familiar or unfamiliar, to which
participants were assigned to). An interactive photo of the actual web shop of Bol.com was
included in the familiar condition (See Appendix A), whereas the unfamiliar condition included
an interactive photo of a self-made web shop of Deboekenverkoper.com (See Appendix B).
Participants were asked to click on a specific statistics book to continue. Only if participants
clicked on the correct statistics book on the web shop photo, participants were guided to the
next questions of the survey. If participants clicked on the wrong product on the photo, they
were asked to try picking the right statistics book again.
Product-pictures and employee-photographs. Next, participants were randomly
assigned to the different conditions regarding the after-purchase information elements that were
investigated in the research. In all conditions the after-purchase information existed out of
textual information, however, in the Product-pictures, Employee-photograph and the Productpicture + employee photo conditions additional images were added to the after-purchase
information. The participants in the control condition did not see any product-pictures or
employee-photographs in the after-purchase information they received. Instead, they received
the same after-purchase information with only the textual after-purchase information. The afterpurchase information was customized such that a replicate of a real Bol.com after-purchase
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email was included in the familiar condition (See Appendix C), whereas in the unfamiliar
condition a self-made after-purchase email sent from Deboekenverkoper.com was designed
with a similar lay-out as the Bol.com after-purchase information (See Appendix D).
After the different after-purchase elements throughout the conditions were shown,
participants were asked to fill in questions about their perceptions regarding the retailer. These
questions were formulated to measure the variables after-purchase trust, e-satisfaction, order
certainty and social presence. In all conditions, the questions regarding these variables were
included. The following paragraphs will elaborate on the different scales used for the questions
in the survey.
Social presence. The extent to which the participants perceived social presence in the
after-purchase stage of an online order was measured with a 7 point Likert scale based on the
social presence scale of Kreijns, Kirschner, Jochems & Van Buuren (2011). Participants had to
indicate to what extent the following statements were applicable to them: ‘When I participate
in real-time communication with the online retailer, I have a communication partner in my
mind.’, ‘When I participate in email communication with the online retailer, I have a
communication partner in my mind.’, ‘When I participate in real-time communication with the
online retailer, I feel that I deal with very real persons and not with abstract anonymous
persons.’ and ‘When I participate in e-mail communication with the online retailer, I feel that I
deal with very real persons and not with abstract anonymous persons.’ (1 = not at all, 7 = very
much). A reliability analysis showed that the scale is reliable (α = .77).
Order certainty. To measure the extent to which participants felt certain about the
correctness of their order, a seven-point unipolar scale of Petty, Briñol and Tormala (2002) was
used. The items included in this scale were: ‘Confidence’, ‘Certainty’, ‘Validity’ and
‘Sureness’. Participants had to indicate to what extent these items were applicable in regard to
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their order (1 = not at all, 7 = very). A reliability analysis showed that the scale is reliable (α =
.91).
Trust (company). The consumer trust toward an online retailer after they made an
online purchase, was measured with a seven-point semantic differential scale of Sirdeshmukh,
Singh and Sabol (2002). Participants had to answer to following statement: ‘I feel that Bol.com
[Deboekenverkoper.com] is: Very undependable / very dependable, Very incompetent / very
competent, Of very low integrity / of very high integrity, Very unresponsive to customers / very
responsive to customers’. A reliability analysis showed that the scale is reliable (α = .90).
Trust (employees). Consumer trust in the employees of an online retailer after they
made an online purchase was measured with a 7-point semantic differential scale of
Sirdeshmukh, Singh and Sabol (2002). Participants had to answer to following statement: ‘I
feel that employees of Bol.com [Deboekenverkoper.com] are: Very undependable / very
dependable, Very incompetent / very competent, Of very low integrity / of very high integrity,
Very unresponsive to customers / very responsive to customers.’. A reliability analysis showed
that the scale is reliable (α = .93). After-purchase trust was measured with a general ‘Trust in a
company’ scale, but also with a ‘Trust in the employees’ scale since employee-photographs
were added to after-purchase information. The employee-photographs could induce additional
feelings of trust in regard to the employees. This is verified with the Trust (employees) scale.
E-satisfaction. E-satisfaction was also measured to analyse whether the effect of trust
on e-satisfaction would replicate results of existing literature. The consumer satisfaction with
the online retailer was measured with a 7-point semantic differential scale of Nijssen, Singh,
Sirdeshmuk and Holzmüeller (2003). Participants had to answer to following question: ‘Based
on the order information you just received, what is your perception about Bol.com
[Deboekenverkoper.com] regarding the following aspects? With regard to the order information
of Bol.com [Deboekenverkoper.com] I feel: Dissatisfied / Satisfied, Displeased / Pleased,
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Unfavourable / Favourable, Unpleasant / Pleasant, I didn’t like it at all / I like it very much,
Frustrated / Content, Terrible / Delighted’. A reliability analysis showed that the scale is reliable
(α = .94).
Manipulation checks. To check whether the familiarity manipulation was successful in
the actual study, four questions regarding the participants’ perceived familiarity towards
Bol.com in the familiar condition, and Deboekenverkoper.com in the unfamiliar condition,
were asked. The familiarity towards the online retailer was measured with the following four
items of Martin, Stewart & Matta (2005): ‘How familiar are you with Bol.com
[Deboekenverkoper.com]?’,

‘How

familiar

are

you

with

books

of

Bol.com

[Deboekenverkoper.com]?’, ‘How familiar are you with the type of advertising that Bol.com
[Deboekenverkoper.com] currently uses?’ and ‘How much experience do you have with
Bol.com [Deboekenverkoper.com] their products?’. For the first three items, participants had
to fill in their level of familiarity with the retailer on a 7-point familiarity scale (1 = totally
unfamiliar, 7 = totally familiar). For the final item participants were asked to fill in their
experience with the retailer on a 7-point scale (1 = no experience at all, 7 = much experience).
A reliability analysis showed that the scale is reliable (α = .92).
To check whether participants had seen the product-picture and/or employeephotograph, a yes/no question was asked. For the product-picture the questions was: ‘Did you
see a picture of the ordered book in the order information (2nd picture) you just received?’ (yes,
no). The question for the employee-photograph check was: ‘Did you see a photograph of an
employee in the order information (2nd picture) you just received?’ (yes, no).
Demographics. Then, some questions about the demographic characteristics of the
participants were asked. This included questions about age, gender, nationality and area of
living. These questions were included in every condition to obtain some background
information regarding the participants. Furthermore, participants were able to give any
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feedback or remarks concerning the survey. After that the survey ended and participants were
thanked for their participation.

Results
After the data was gathered, multiple analyses on the data were conducted to test the
composed hypotheses. Preliminary analyses on the dataset showed that there are no violations
of the assumptions on normality and homogeneity within the dataset. Unless otherwise
indicated, two-way ANOVA’s are used to verify the hypothesis. First, for every dependent
variable ANOVA’s were conducted with three independent variables (Product-picture,
Employee-photograph and Familiarity). Secondly, two-way ANOVA’s were conducted with
an independent variable concerning the different conditions to verify how possible
main/interaction effects were constructed among the different conditions (1 = Productpicture/Familiar, 2 = Employee-photo/Familiar, 3 = Product-picture + Employeephoto/Familiar, 4 = No picture/Familiar, 5= Product-picture/Unfamiliar, 6 = Employeephoto/Unfamiliar,

7

=

Product-picture

+

Employee-photo/Unfamiliar,

8

=

No

picture/Unfamiliar). Post Hoc Tukey HSD tests were conducted to describe the direction of the
effects among the different conditions. See Table 1 on the next page for an overview of the
conditions.
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Table 1
Overview of the different conditions
Familiar
Condition

1

Product-

Employee-

No picture/

Product-

Employee-

No picture/

picture

photograph

photograph

picture

photograph

photograph

X

2
3

Unfamiliar

X
X

X

4

X

5

X

6

X

7

X

X

8

X

Note. An ‘X’ shows that the element mention in the column head is present in the
condition that belongs to that row. The condition number is given in the first column.

Manipulation checks
Familiarity check. For the manipulation check for the different familiarity conditions,
an ANOVA with Familiarity as dependent variable and Familiarity Condition as independent
variable (1 = Familiar, 2 = Unfamiliar) was conducted. The ANOVA showed a main effect for
Familiarity Condition, F(1, 369) = 921.91, p = .001, p2 = .714. This result implies that
participants in the Familiarity condition (M = 5.36, SD = 1.04) reported significantly higher
familiarity scores compared to the Unfamiliar condition (M = 1.85, SD = 1.19). Furthermore,
to compare the manipulations between the different conditions, an ANOVA with Familiarity as
dependent variable and Condition as independent variable (1 = Product-picture/Familiar, 2 =
Employee-photo/Familiar,

3

=

Product-picture

+

Employee-photo/Familiar,

4

=

Control/Familiar, 5= Product-picture/Unfamiliar, 6 = Employee-photo/Unfamiliar, 7 =
Product-picture + Employee-photo/Unfamiliar, 8 = Control/Unfamiliar) was conducted. Post
Hoc Tukey HSD showed significant higher Familiarity scores in every mutual comparison

EFFECT OF AFTER-PURCHASE INFORMATION ON TRUST

30

between the Familiar conditions (condition 1 to 4) and the Unfamiliar conditions (condition 5
to 8). All significance-scores had p-values less than .001 (p < .001). Based on this it can be
concluded that the familiarity manipulation was successful. For more details on the
comparisons between the different conditions, see Figure 1.

6,00

5,00

Familiarity

4,00

3,00

2,00

1,00

0,00
PP

EP

PP+EP

No PP/EP
(control)

PP

Familiar

EP

PP+EP

No PP/EP
(control)

Unfamiliar

Figure 1. Mean Familiarity scores (on a 7-point scale) for the different conditions
concerning Familiarity, Product-picture (PP) and Employee-photographs (EP). The
error bars indicate the standard errors around the means.

Product-picture check. For the manipulation check for the different Product-picture
conditions, a Binary Logistics Regression with the question concerning the Product-picture
check (1 = Yes, 2 = No) as dependent variable and ‘Product-picture Condition’ as independent
variable (1 = Product-picture, 2 = No Product-picture) was conducted, 2(1) = 103.79, p < .001.
Results show that 74.9%. of the participants correctly answered the question based on the
condition they were assigned to. An odds ratio of 11.08 was recorded, which indicates that
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participants in the conditions that contained product-pictures, were 11.08 times more likely to
report that they saw a product-picture in the after-purchase information compared to the
conditions that did not contain product-pictures in the after-purchase information.
Employee-photograph check. For the manipulation check for the different Employeephotograph conditions, a Binary Logistics Regression with the question concerning the
employee-photograph check (1 = Yes, 2 = No) as dependent variable and ‘Employeephotograph Condition’ as independent variable (1 = Employee-photograph, 2 = No Employeephotograph) was conducted, 2(1) = 273.80, p < .001. Results show that 89.5%. of the
participants correctly answered the question based on the condition they were assigned to. An
odds ratio of 101.82 was found, which indicates that participants in the conditions that contained
employee-photographs, were 108.82 times more likely to report that they saw an employeephotograph in the after-purchase information compared to the conditions that did not contain
employee-photographs in the after-purchase information.
Confirmatory Analysis
Certainty. A simple linear regression was conducted to test the effect of consumer
certainty on overall consumer trust (R2 = .20, F(1,369) = 91.78, p < .001). It was found that
order certainty significantly predicts consumer trust such that higher order certainty relates to
higher consumer trust (B = .45, t(369) = 10.39, p < .001). These findings support Hypothesis 1
which stated that higher levels of order certainty will result in higher consumer trust levels.
Next I investigated the effect of Employee-photographs, Product-pictures and
Familiarity on Certainty. The ANOVA with Certainty as dependent variable showed that all
interactions were non-significant. Furthermore, the results indicated that both Product-pictures
(F(1, 363) = 2.88, p = .090, p2 = .008) and Employee-photographs (F(1, 363) = 3.15, p = .077,
p2 = .009) have no significant effect on Certainty. The findings do not support Hypothesis 2,
which stated that product-pictures increase certainty among consumers. However, a main effect
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was found for the different familiarity conditions (F(1, 363) = 12.20, p = .001, p2 = .033). In
the familiar condition (M = 5.55, SD = .84) participants reported significantly higher certainty
levels compared to the unfamiliar condition (M = 5.20, SD = 1.05). All other main effects or
interaction effects in the ANOVA were non-significant. For an overview of all these results,
see Table 2.

Table 2
ANOVA, Dependent Variable: Certainty
Predictor

Df

F

p2

p

Product-Picture

1

2.88

.090

.008

Employee-Photograph

1

3.15

.077

.009

Familiarity

1

12.20

.001

.033

Product-Picture x

1

.03

.871

.000

1

.46

.499

.001

1

2.76

.098

.008

1

.03

.864

.000

Employee-Photograph
Product-Picture x
Familiarity
Employee-Photograph x
Familiarity
Product-Picture x
Employee-Photograph x
Familiarity

Post Hoc Tukey HSD were used to discover the differences between the conditions.
Results showed significant lower Certainty scores only in the Control/Unfamiliar condition
compared to the Product-picture/Familiar condition (p = .011), the Employee-photo/Familiar
condition (p = .048), the Product-picture + Employee-photo/Familiar condition (p = .006) and
in the Control/Familiar condition (p = .048). To clarify, only the Control/Unfamiliar condition
differed significantly from all Familiar conditions regarding Certainty. All other comparisons
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between the different conditions were not significant. For more details on the mean comparisons
between the different conditions, see Figure 2.

6,00

5,00

4,00

Certainty

3,00

2,00

1,00

0,00
PP

EP

PP+EP

Familiar

No PP/EP
(control)

PP

EP

PP+EP

Unfamiliar

No PP/EP
(control)

Figure 2. Mean Certainty scores (on a 7-point scale) for the different conditions
concerning Familiarity, Product-picture (PP) and Employee-photographs (EP). The
error bars indicate the standard errors around the means.

Social Presence. A simple linear regression was conducted to test the effect of consumer
perceived social presence on overall consumer trust (R2 = .07, F(1,369) = 29.19, p < .001). It
was found that social presence significantly predicts consumer trust such that higher social
presence relates to higher consumer trust (B = .20, t(369) = 5.40, p < .001). These findings
support Hypothesis 4 which predicted that a higher level of perceived social presence will result
in higher consumer trust levels.
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Next I investigated the effect of Employee-photographs, Product-pictures and
Familiarity on Social Presence. The results of an ANOVA with Social Presence as dependent
variable indicated that both Product-pictures (F(1, 363) = .07, p = .786, p2 = .000) and
Familiarity (F(1, 363) = .75, p = .388, p2 = .002) did not have a significant effect on Social
Presence. In contrast, the analyses indicate that Employee-photographs had a significant effect
on Social Presence (F(1, 363) = 4.30, p = .039, p2 = .012). These effects indicated that
including employee-photographs (M = 4.07, SD = 1.35) results in significantly more perceived
feelings of social presence among customers regarding the online retailer, compared to not
including employee-photographs in after-purchase information (M = 3.78, SD = 1.30). The
findings support Hypothesis 5, which stated that employee-photographs increase perceived
feelings of social presence. Furthermore, an interaction effect between Employee-photographs
and Familiarity on Social Presence was found (F(1, 363) = 7.26, p = .007, p2 = .020). This
interaction indicated that the effect of Employee-photographs on perceived Social Presence
depends on whether the consumer is familiar with the online retailer. All other main effects or
interaction effects in the ANOVA were non-significant. For an overview of these results, see
Table 3 on the next page.
To further investigate the interaction between Employee-photographs and Familiarity
on Social Presence, an ANOVA with Social Presence as dependent variable and ‘Employeephoto Familiarity Condition’ as independent variable (1 = Employee-photo/Familiar, 2 =
Employee-photo/Unfamiliar, 3 = No Employee-photo/Familiar, 4 = No Employeephoto/Unfamiliar) was conducted. Including employee-photographs in after-purchase
information of unfamiliar retailers (M = 4.32, SD = .14), resulted in more social presence
compared to including employee-photographs in after-purchase information of familiar retailers
(M = 3.82, SD = .13). In more detail, the difference between the including employeephotographs (M = 4.32, SD = .14) and not including employee-photographs for unfamiliar
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retailers (M = 3.65, SD = .14) was greater compared to the difference between including
employee-photographs (M = 3.82, SD = .13) and not including employee-photographs for
familiar retailers (M = 3.91, SD = .14).

Table 3
ANOVA, Dependent Variable: Social Presence
Df

F

p

p2

Product-Picture

1

.07

.786

.000

Employee-Photograph

1

4.30

.039

.012

Familiarity

1

.75

.388

.002

Product-Picture x Employee-

1

.01

.905

.000

Product-Picture x Familiarity

1

.69

.406

.002

Employee-Photograph x

1

7.26

.007

.020

1

3.05

.081

.008

Predictor

Photograph

Familiarity
Product-Picture x EmployeePhotograph x Familiarity

Post Hoc Tukey HSD showed significant higher Social Presence scores only in the
Employee-photo/Unfamiliar condition compared to the Employee-photo/Familiar condition (p
= .046) and the Control/Unfamiliar condition (p = .018). All other comparisons between the
different conditions were not significant. For details on the comparisons between the different
conditions, see Figure 3 on the next page.
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No PP/EP
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Figure 3. Mean Social Presence scores (on a 7-point scale) for the different conditions
concerning Familiarity, Product-picture (PP) and Employee-photographs (EP). The
error bars indicate the standard errors around the means.

Trust. Next I investigated the effect of Employee-photographs, Product-pictures and
Familiarity on Trust. The ANOVA with Trust as dependent variable indicated that Productpictures do not have a significant effect on Trust (F(1, 363) = .84, p = .359, p2 = .002). The
findings reject Hypothesis 3, which stated that implementing product-pictures will increase
consumer trust. However, the analyses indicated that both Employee-photographs (F(1, 363) =
12.30, p = .001, p2 = .033), and Familiarity (F(1, 363) = 14.85, p = .000, p2 = .039) did have
a significant effect on Trust. These effects indicated that including employee-photographs (M
= 5.29, SD = .83) resulted in significantly more trust compared to not including employeephotographs in after-purchase information (M = 4.95, SD = 1.08). These findings support
Hypothesis 6, which stated that employee-photographs increase levels of trust. Furthermore,
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the findings indicated that the Familiar condition (M = 5.31, SD = .89) reported significantly
higher Trust scores compared to the Unfamiliar condition (M = 4.93, SD = 1.03). All other main
effects or interaction effects in the ANOVA were non-significant. The non-significant p-values
for the interaction between Product-picture and Familiarity, and the interaction between
Employee-photo and Familiarity indicate that Familiarity did not moderate the effects of
Product-pictures and Employee-photographs on Trust. This rejects Hypothesis 7a and
Hypothesis 7b, which stated that the effect of product-pictures and employee-photographs on
consumer trust is moderated by whether the consumer was familiar or unfamiliar with the online
retailer. For an overview of these results, see Table 4.

Table 4
ANOVA, Dependent Variable: Trust
Df

F

p

p2

Product-Picture

1

.84

.359

.002

Employee-Photograph

1

12.30

.001

.033

Familiarity

1

14.85

.000

.039

Product-Picture x

1

.38

.541

.001

1

2.90

.090

.008

1

3.09

.080

.008

1

.78

.379

.002

Predictor

Employee-Photograph
Product-Picture x
Familiarity
Employee-Photograph x
Familiarity
Product-Picture x
Employee-Photograph x
Familiarity

Post Hoc Tukey HSD showed significant higher Trust scores in the EmployeePhotograph/Familiar condition compared to the Product-picture/Unfamiliar condition (p =
.009) and the Control/Unfamiliar condition (p = .001). Furthermore, higher Trust scores were

EFFECT OF AFTER-PURCHASE INFORMATION ON TRUST

38

reported in the Product-picture + Employee-photograph/Familiar condition compared to the
Product-picture/Unfamiliar condition (p = .038) and the Control/Unfamiliar condition (p =
.004). The Control/Familiar condition reported significant higher Trust scores compared to the
Product-picture/Unfamiliar condition (p = .011) and the Control/Unfamiliar condition (p =
.001). All other comparisons between the different conditions were not significant. For more
details on the comparisons between the different conditions, see Figure 4. Because of the large
number of significant differences on Trust between different conditions, an additional table was
created to provide a clear overview of these differences, see Table 5 on the next page. In this
table an overview of the mean differences between the different conditions is provided.
6,00

5,00

4,00

Trust

3,00

2,00

1,00

0,00
PP

EP

PP+EP

No PP/EP
(control)

Familiar

PP

EP

PP+EP

No PP/EP
(control)

Unfamiliar

Figure 4. Mean Trust scores (on a 7-point scale) for the different conditions concerning
Familiarity, Product-picture (PP) and Employee-photographs (EP). The error bars
indicate the standard errors around the means.
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Table 5
Mean differences in Trust between the different conditions
Familiar
Unfamiliar
DV
PP
EP
PP+EP Control PP
EP
PP+EP Control
-PP
-.43
-.32
-.40
.30
-.14
-.19
.40
EP
.43
-.11
.03
.72** .29
.24
.83**
Familiar
PP+EP .32
-.11
--.09
.61*
.18
.12
.72**
Control .40
-.03
.09
-.70*
.26
.21
.80**
PP
-.30
-.72** -.61* -.70*
--.44
-.49
.10
EP
.14
-.29
-.18
-.26
.43
--,05
.54
Unfamiliar
PP+EP .19
-.24
-.12
-.21
.49
.05
-.60
Control -.40
-.83** -.72** -.80** -.10
-.54
-.60
-Note. The mean differences present de mean of the condition on the vertical axis minus
the mean of the condition on the horizontal axis. Significant mean differences are
indicated with: *p < .05, **p < .01.

Furthermore, a mediation analysis with a simple regression was used to test whether
Certainty functions as a mediator between Product-pictures and Trust. First a regression of
Product-picture on Trust was conducted, R2 = .001, F(1,369) = .49, p = .485. It was found that
Product-pictures do not significantly predict consumer trust, B = .036, t(369) = .70, p = .485.
Secondly, as part of the mediation analysis a regression of Product-picture on Trust through
Certainty was conducted, R2 = .205, F(1,369) = 47.55, p = .000. The mediation analysis showed
no mediation effect of Certainty on the relation between Product-pictures and Trust.
For Social Presence the same mediation analysis was used to test whether Social
Presence functions as a mediator between Employee-photograph and Trust. First a regression
of Employee-photograph on Trust was conducted, R2 = .030, F(1,369) = 11.42, p = .001. It was
found that Employee-photographs have a significant effect on Trust, B = -.338, t(369) = -3.38,
p = .001. This effect indicated that Employee-photographs significantly increase Trust.
Secondly, a regression of Social Presence on Trust was Conducted, R2 = .073, F(1,369) = 29.19,
p = .000. It was found that Social Presence has a significant effect on Trust, B = .199, t(369) =
5.40, p = .000. This effect indicated that Social Presence significantly predicts Trust, such that
an increase in Social Presence results in an increase in Trust. Thirdly, as part of the mediation
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analysis a regression of Employee-photographs on Trust through Social Presence was
conducted, R2 = .094, F(1,369) = 19.17, p = .000. The results show that the variable Employeephotographs becomes a less significant predictor of Trust in the third analysis, B = -.284, t(369)
= -2.92, p = .004. This mediation analysis shows that Social Presence functions as a mediator
between Employee-photographs and trust.
E-satisfaction. A simple linear regression was conducted to test the effect of overall
consumer trust on e-satisfaction (R2 = .39, F(1,369) = 233.01, p < .001). It was found that
overall consumer trust significantly predicts e-satisfaction such that higher overall consumer
trust relates to higher e-satisfaction (B = .63, t(369) = 15.27, p < .001). These findings support
Hypothesis 8 which stated that higher levels of consumer trust will result in higher levels of esatisfaction.

General Discussion
The problem of a lack of trust in e-commerce compared to the offline environment is a
well-studied subject (e.g. Palmatier, et al., 2006; Walsh et al., 2010). This lack of trust is caused
by the greater involvement of risks and uncertainties in the online environment compared to the
offline environment (Hoffman et al., 1999; Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001). Examples of those
risks and uncertainties concern risks about ordering the right product due to lack of ability to
check products, and social uncertainties due to a lack of social presence (Riegelsberger & Sasse,
2001). The current study elaborates on this lack of trust by providing solutions in e-commerce
with regard to after-purchase information elements in online communication to increase
consumer trust towards online retailers. The current research focussed on enhancing trust in the
after-purchase stage through the implementation of product-pictures and employeephotographs in after-purchase information of online retailers. These effects are studied for both
familiar and unfamiliar companies since it was found that the enhancement of trust is possibly

EFFECT OF AFTER-PURCHASE INFORMATION ON TRUST

41

more effective for unfamiliar companies due to their unestablished reputation, compared to
familiar companies. Familiar companies already have an established reputation regarding their
trustworthiness and therefore the increase in trust for familiar companies was expected to be
lower compared to unfamiliar companies.
Results are based on the analyses of the data gathered through an online survey. The
main findings show that the implementation of employee-photographs in after-purchase
information is found to be an effective tool to increase consumer trust regarding an unfamiliar
online retailer. Additionally, results show that social-presence mediates the effect employeephotographs on trust. In contrast, product-pictures in after-purchase information are found to
not be effective to enhance consumer trust. Furthermore, the familiar company was trusted
significantly more than the unfamiliar company. This could simply be explained by the fact that
the familiar company already had an established trustful reputation, while consumers are
uncertain about the trustworthiness of unfamiliar companies. These findings highlight the
importance of creating a trustful brand image, especially for the unfamiliar companies. In the
next paragraphs the theoretical and practical contributions of these findings will be discussed.
Theoretical contributions
Most of the existing literature regarding trust in e-commerce focusses on the prepurchase stage (e.g. Hassanein & Head, 2007; Lee & Turban, 2001; Riegelsberger et al., 2003;
Riegelsberger & Sasse, 2001). In this existing literature, research is done on possibilities to
enhance trust in the pre-purchase stage by reducing risks and uncertainties. In contrast, with the
current study, the focus is set on enhancing trust in the after-purchase stage. Uncertainties
regarding the trustworthiness of online retailers can also occur after consumers made online
purchases, like uncertainties concerning on-time deliveries and after-purchase customer care
(Gefen & Straub, 2004; Lee & Turban, 2001). Existing literature has not researched the
possibilities of enhancing after-purchase trust at all. However, I believe that in the after-
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purchase stage a large part of the consumers’ perception is formed. The present study
contributes to the field of e-commerce by demonstrating that a lot of consumer trust can be
gained in the after-purchase stage as well. This could open up the rather untouched field of
research regarding trust in the after-purchase stage. New opportunities can arise, and
exploration of other trust enhancing possibilities in the after-purchase stage can be done.
Besides the field of consumer behaviour, the findings could contribute to the
entrepreneurial field of research as well. The present study could contribute to research on
different marketing and growth strategies for entrepreneurial start-ups. The recommendation
for unfamiliar online retailers to focus on enhancing trust through the increase of perceived
social presence among customers, could propose a growth strategy for starting online retailers
that puts focus on investing in customer relationship management to create social presence.
This could stimulate researchers to investigate opportunities that enhance after-purchase trust
for unfamiliar or starting online retailers, and that are feasible to implement for those retailers.
The implementation of employee-photographs is an example of such a feasible opportunity. In
more detail, the implementation employee-photographs can be done relatively easy and does
not require extensive financial resources. On the basis of the present study, additional
possibilities to enhance consumer trust in regard to unfamiliar and starting online retailers can
be researched.
Practical contributions
The results of this study highlight the importance of effective customer relationship
management, especially for unfamiliar online retailers. These unfamiliar online retailers can be
smaller established companies, but also new starting online retailers. To compete with the
already established online retailers, those unfamiliar retailers need to increase their
trustworthiness (Gefen, 2000; Ha & Perks, 2005). Based on the findings of the present study,
trustworthiness of unfamiliar online retailers could be increases by enhancing perceived social
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presence among their customers. The results indicate that this can be done by implementing
employee-photographs in after-purchase information. These results could help unfamiliar
online retailers to set up a part of their marketing strategy that focusses on retaining customers
by increasing their after-purchase trust via the implementation of employee-photographs.
Furthermore, this study could contribute to the practical decision making of managers.
Marketing managers could put the theoretical contributions of the current research into practice
by recognizing the importance of trust in the after-purchase stage. Marketing managers should
consider that opportunities to gain a customer’s trust are not only present in the pre-purchase
stage, but are also greatly present in the after-purchase stage. Gaining new customers by
winning their trust in the pre-purchase stage is not the only point of focus for managers.
Retaining customers by enhancing their trust in the after-purchase stage could be just as
important.
Limitations and future research
When evaluating the current research, three limiting comments can be made. First of all,
this research has studied the effect of employee-photographs in after-purchase information on
consumer trust. However, the photograph used in the survey concerned a female employee.
Even though some studies have found that women are perceived as more trustworthy compared
to men, no truly satisfactory results with regard to the differences in perceived trustworthiness
of men and women are found (Riedl, Hubert & Kenning, 2010). These possible differences in
perceived trustworthiness could alter the results found in the present study. Future research
should elaborate on this by researching whether the use of different gendered employeephotographs in after-purchase information results in different outcomes in consumer trust.
Secondly, research considers differences between men and women in the extent to
which they trust others (Buchan, Croson & Solnick, 2008). It was found that men have more
trust in others compared to women. Even though, the present study has not found similar results,
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future research should study when these differences do occur and how they are constructed in
the after-purchase stage of the online environment. It should be researched whether the extent
to which online retailers are trusted differs between men and women. These possible differences
in the extent to which is trusted between men and women could affect the results of this study.
For this reason, future research should conduct in depth research on the role of the gender of
the person that trusts on the extent to which is trusted by this person.
Thirdly, this study has compared differences in perceived trustworthiness among
consumers that imagined to have bought a book at an online retailer. As a type of product, a
book was specifically used since it was presumed that the purchase of a book was relevant for
almost every consumer. Furthermore, a book was supposed to be perceived as ‘neutral’ from a
financial and a quality-ensuring perspective. For example, compared to more costly products
like an expensive TV, a book could be ordered quicker and with less evaluation time because
of the relatively low purchase costs. This is in line with the ‘Affect Heuristic’ that states that
most of the decisions and judgements consumers make, are based on affective and emotional
evaluations (Kahneman, 2003). The ‘Affect Heuristic’ is mostly present in situations with
relatively low evaluation times (Gilovich, Griffin & Kahneman, 2002), and therefore it could
be very applicable to the situation of buying a book. However, this heuristic could be less
applicable to more expensive purchases like a TV. For such an expensive product, consumers
could take more time to gather information and to evaluate the product, the seller and possible
alternatives, compared to cheaper products. According to this theory, the purchase of a cheaper
product (book) is more based on quick affective and emotional evaluations, while the purchase
of more expensive products (TV) is based on a more complete and critical evaluation. This
could also be applicable for the consumers’ after-purchase evaluations of the online retailer. It
was considered that product-pictures and employee-photographs increase trust through
affective feelings of certainty and social presence respectively. This would indicate that
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implementing product-pictures or employee-photographs would be more effective for
purchases of cheaper products compared to more expensive products. Future research should
study whether the type of product that is ordered by consumers, affects the effectiveness of
trust-enhancing tools in after-purchase information and whether this causes a change in
perception of consumers towards the online retailer.
Purely as a suggestion for future research, a more practical implementation of this
research could strengthen the current findings. The present study did not include the relation
between trust and re-purchase intentions since this was already well-studied in existing
literature (Aghekyan-Simonian, Forsythe, Kwyon & Chattaraman, 2012; Van der Heijden,
Verhagen & Creemers, 2003). To verify this relationship, the present study should be iterated
in a more practical way. This allows verification of the findings and its effect on re-purchase
intentions and sales in the long and short term. A more practical iteration of the present study
might increase the strength of the findings and allows defining managers to become more aware
of the importance of building trust among consumers. Due to a lack in time and resources, a
large-scale practical implementation was not feasible in the present study.
Conclusion
To sum up, it can be stated that the study field related to trust enhancement in the afterpurchase stage in e-commerce offers a lot of opportunities which can be elaborated on with
future research. With the present study, the importance of a trustful brand image, especially for
unfamiliar online retailers is emphasized. This is not only important for marketing managers,
but to everyone representing a company. A brand is built on trust and loyalty, and to gain
consumer trust and loyalty you have to think like your customers. Just like Phil Dusenberry,
former executive and chairman of BBDO (advertising agency of big world-wide brands like
Pepsi and Mars) stated: “A brand is nothing but an expression of the consumer’s loyalty and
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trust”. To build trust, attention has to be paid to the details. As simple as a photograph of an
employee may seem, its effect on consumer trust can be key.
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A screenshot of the web-shop that was shown to participants in the ‘Familiar’
condition.
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Appendix B
A screenshot of the web-shop that was shown to participants in the ‘Unfamiliar’
condition.
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Appendix C
A screenshot of the after-purchase information that was shown to participants in the
‘Familiar’ – ‘Product-picture’ condition.
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A screenshot of the after-purchase information that was shown to participants in the
‘Familiar’ – ‘Employee-photograph’ condition.
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A screenshot of the after-purchase information that was shown to participants in the
‘Familiar’ – ‘Product-Employee’ condition.
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A screenshot of the after-purchase information that was shown to participants in the
‘Familiar’ – ‘Control’ condition.

59

EFFECT OF AFTER-PURCHASE INFORMATION ON TRUST
Appendix D
A screenshot of the after-purchase information that was shown to participants in the
‘Unfamiliar’ – ‘Product-picture’ condition.
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EFFECT OF AFTER-PURCHASE INFORMATION ON TRUST
A screenshot of the after-purchase information that was shown to participants in the
‘Unfamiliar’ – ‘Employee-photograph’ condition.
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EFFECT OF AFTER-PURCHASE INFORMATION ON TRUST
A screenshot of the after-purchase information that was shown to participants in the
‘Unfamiliar’ – ‘Product-Employee’ condition.
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EFFECT OF AFTER-PURCHASE INFORMATION ON TRUST
A screenshot of the after-purchase information that was shown to participants in the
‘Unfamiliar’ – ‘Product-Employee’ condition.
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