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"/ have asked myself this question more than once in rereading what I have written on.. [trust], and I hasten to
declare that I will not offer a definitive explanation of it in this.. [thesis]. The more one writes about this subject,

the more the world becomes a term for something as unfathomable as it is all-pervasive.
One can only explore it by establishing its indispensability in various contexts."

(Erik H. Erikson, 1968, p. 9)1

Entgegen allen Erwartungen schnellten auch im letzten Weihnachtsgeschäft die Umsatzzahlen der Online-
Händler in die Höhe: Nach Angaben des Hauptverbandes des Deutschen Einzelhandels (HDE) setzten die

Internet-Retailer rund ums Christfest acht Milliarden Euro um — rund drei Milliarden mehr als im Vorjahr.
Und obwohl die Prognosen der Marktforscher stark differieren, so sind sich die Experten doch
über einen weiteren Anstieg einig. Doch während Amazon, Karstadt.de, Tchibo oder Weltbild

Rekordergebnisse melden, kämpfen viele Online-Händler nach wie vor gegen Kaufbarrieren: ,Der kritische
Erfolgsfaktor im Online-Vertrieb ist das Vertrauen' erklärt Thomas Hessler,

Vorstand der auf Online-Kooperations-Management spezialisierten Zanox.de AG..."

(Mirjam Müller, „Kampf den Kaufbarrieren", Die Welt, 18. Februar 2003, S. 16, www.welt.de/webweltA

Abstract

With an increasing number of consumers using the Internet and more and more of them

engaging in online shopping activities, B2C electronic commerce sales are on the rise and

expected to grow continuously in the next years. However, the online retail market is

currently dominated by a few, big and very successful vendors, while many new start-ups and

smaller regional online retailers struggle hard to attract and retain customers. One key element

in attracting new customers and convincing them to click the "order button" is the

establishment of consumers' trust in the online vendor. As a result, in this thesis, we have

focused on three main question: 1) What are the major factors that influence the formation of

consumers' initial trust in a previously unknown online retail store? 2) What is the relative

importance of initial consumer trust regarding consumers' intention to transact with an

unfamiliar online retail store? 3) Which measures may an online retail store employ to boost

the establishment of consumers' initial trust.

Consequently, this thesis presents an empirical study on consumers' initial trust formation in

an unfamiliar online retail store, grounded in a solid analysis of the state of the art of general

trust literature, a conceptual meta-analysis of prior empirical research on online trust in B2C

electronic commerce, an exploratory qualitative focus group study and a rigorous scale

development with several pre-tests and a pilot study. The findings gathered, presented and

1 The author replaced the word „identity" with „trust" and the word „book" with „thesis".
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discussed in the course of this thesis provide a number of contributions to the existing body of

online trust research. In addition, fellow researchers are provided with a rigorously validated

measurement instrument covering 18 theoretical constructs. Furthermore, several managerial

implications are drawn from our findings and suggestions for practitioners from the field of

B2C electronic commerce are made regarding the opportunities of promoting initial consumer

trust.
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1. Introduction

This chapter starts with a brief overview of the status quo of the rate of global and of Austrian

Internet penetration, followed by a presentation of B2C electronic commerce growth trends in

the USA and Europe, especially in Austria and its German-speaking neighbor countries

Germany and Switzerland. Afterwards, the importance of consumer trust in electronic

commerce will be discussed. Chapter one ends with an overview of the research questions

investigated in this thesis, the applied research methodology, the research restrictions, the

research significance and finally a summarizing outline of the thesis.

1.1. Business-to-Consumer Electronic Commerce: Development

and Trends

In the year 1991 the US National Science Foundation, a major sponsor of the development of

the Internet, lifted the restrictions on commercial usage and commercial traffic on the Internet,

initiating the era of electronic business and electronic commerce. Soon after, the introduction

of the World Wide Web (WWW)2, as supplement service to the Internet, which enabled

graphical representation of information content, cleared the way for the Internet to become a

mass-medium (Roberts, 2003).

While by the end of the year 1995 the number of Internet users ranged slightly below 20

million people, mainly US-citizens (Chaffey, Mayer, Johnston and Ellis-Chadwick, 2001), the

market research company NUA roughly estimated the number of worldwide Internet users at

around 605.60 million people by September 2002, with approximately 191 million of them

being European Internet users (NUA, 2002). eMarketer (2003a) even estimates that the

number of European Internet users will reach 222.1 million by the end of the year 2004.

2 In the course of this thesis we will generally use the term "Internet" instead of explicitly referring to the "World

Wide Web". Although we recognize that the WWW is just one service of the Internet, next to e-mail,

newsgroups, Internet Relay Chat and File Transfer Protocol, we will use the terms "Internet" and "WWW"

interchangeably for the sake of simplicity.


