
 

 

 

Satisfaction, Trust and Loyalty 

following Returns in E-commerce – A 
Conceptual Model. 

 
A quantitative study on the return process 

from a consumer perspective. 

 

Authors: Gustav Hultman, Nils Fohlin 

 

 

 

Department of Business Administration 

Single Subject Students  

Bachelor Thesis, 15 Credits, Autumn 2019 

Supervisor: Christopher Nicol 



t 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

This page was intentionally left blank  



 

ii 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to explore how the return process in e-commerce affects 

customers’ return satisfaction, trust and loyalty by developing a conceptual model of 

these relationships. An additional aim is to investigate how return satisfaction is 

correlated to trust and loyalty and finally to investigate how trust mediates the relationship 

from return satisfaction to loyalty. By distributing an online questionnaire, measuring 

customers’ perception of the return process, satisfaction, trust and loyalty intentions, a 

regression analysis is applied in order to test the hypotheses of the study. The findings 

prove that customer effort, retailer responsiveness and controllability have significant 

impacts on the degree of satisfaction customers obtain from the return process. 

Satisfaction in the return process has a direct positive relationship with trust toward the 

retailer and an indirect positive relationship to loyalty that is mediated by trust. In addition 

to the conceptual model, empirical findings show tendencies in customer attitudes and 

behaviours that could prove to be interesting for future research.   

The findings from this study imply that in order to build a positive relationship with 

customers that generate satisfaction, trust and loyalty, the return process can be an 

important tool for the retailer. By eliminating obstacles and making the return process 

effortless both the customers’ perception of the retailers’ responsiveness and the level of 

effort in the process can be improved. Control plays a minor role in the return process, 

with the implication that if the customer perceived the cause of the return as within the 

retailer's’ control, he/she will be less satisfied with the return. 

One major contribution from the findings of this study is the implication that the return 

process can be used as a means for service recovery, which means that a return can lead 

to a strengthened customer - retailer relationship, contrary to a neutral or negative 

response from the customer. Thus, by facilitating an effortless and efficient return 

process, the retailer could retain customers, one factor which has been shown to contribute 

greatly to the success of any given business. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

"E-commerce does not only involve product flows from retailers to consumers. Many 

products are returned, especially clothing, shoes and products with a high “touch and 

feel factor”. It is essential for retailers to have returns procedures that live up to 

consumers’ expectations." (Postnord 2018). 

Online shopping, has since the 2000s, become common, and retailers have focused on 

shipping products to the customer, but as described by the Nordic postal service (Postnord 

2018), it is vital to live up to customers’ expectations of the return process. The e-

commerce industry and academia on e-commerce has consequently recognised that 

customer relationship, including the return process, is a necessary part of the successful 

business (Boateng 2018; Collier & Bienstock 2006; Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Oghazi et al. 

2017; Palvia 2009; Pei & Pasawan 2018). 

The return process in e-commerce is significant for various reasons. From the retailers’ 

perspective, returns result in additional cost and operational implications due to the fact 

that the returns need to be processed (Pokharel & Mutha, 2009). It also provides the 

opportunity to recover value and retain customers (Hjort & Lantz, 2016, p. 408; 

Janakiraman et al., 2015; Shaharudin et al., 2015; Yoo, 2014, p. 146). There is strong 

evidence stating that the customer satisfaction is derived, not only from the outcome of a 

service but also the process quality, meaning that a good outcome of the return can lead 

to dissatisfaction if the process of making the return is not pleasant (Collier & Bienstock, 

2006; Ghoumrassi & Tigu, 2018; Giovanis & Tsoukatos, 2013). The customer experience 

of the return process in e-commerce is mediated by the leniency of the endeavour. The 

customer return is subject to a set of factors related to the return policy of the retailer and 

the effort of making the return that characterise the return leniency (Janakiraman et al., 

2015).  

Due to the nature of online retailing, the points of interaction with the customer are limited 

to the initial contact when making the purchase, and the contact when returning the 

product (Ramanathan, 2011). The points of interaction provide the retailer with the 

opportunity to recover customer value that is lost due to a problem with the service or 

product (Ojiako et al., 2012; Ramanathan, 2011). Hence, the return process acts as a 

mediator for satisfaction and the competitive advantage of having a well-functioning 

return process is clear (Ramanathan, 2011; Zaarour et al., 2014).  

The field of customer satisfaction (Collier & Bienstock 2006; Mollenkopf et al. 2007), 

trust (Oliveira et al. 2017; Palvia, 2009; Zhang et al. 2011) and loyalty (Chu, 2012; Collier 

& Bienstock, 2006; Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Palvia, 2006; Qureshi et al., 2017; Zhang et 

al., 2011) in e-commerce has been studied to a great extent. From previous research, it is 

evident that customer satisfaction has a positive impact on both trust and loyalty. A 

positive correlation between trust and loyalty has also been established but not examined 

in an e-commerce context, and furthermore, return setting (Chu, 2012; Qureshi et al., 

2017). How the online retailer responds to a problem is also proven to affect the customer 
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perception of the relationship and service, leading to satisfaction, trust and loyalty if the 

response is deemed positive (Collier & Bienstock, 2006; Mollenkopf, 2007). Although 

extensively covered, the field of research lacks a clear understanding of how these factors 

are affected by the return process in e-commerce. Our contribution is derived from a 

conceptual model of how the return process impacts return satisfaction, trust and loyalty 

in the e-commerce setting as well as new insights on the relationship between customer 

satisfaction, trust and loyalty in the return process. To model the dimensions of the return 

process, we have used constructs developed in previous, related research, and that are 

believed to capture the customers’ perception of the return process. 

The customer return is the first action in a sequence of supply chain operations (Zaarour 

et al., 2014). Supply chain management is concerned with managing the interdependent 

network of actors that contribute to bringing a product or service to market and as of 

recent developments in online retailing, returns from the market (Barnes, 2018; 

Christopher, 2011). As the consumer market gravitate more toward online retailing, the 

importance of supply chain management is also increasing since the service quality 

through the supply chain is a factor for competitive advantage (Oskarsson et al. 2006; 

Shaharudin et al., 2015; Srivastava & Srivastava, 2006).  

The academic research on supply chain management has been ongoing for more than half 

a century. However, the concept of reverse logistics has only been around for about 30 

years, and recently became a well-known concept in supply chain management (Rogers 

& Tibben‐Lembke, 2001). Reverse logistics incorporates many activities and applies to 

several contexts; it is not merely a concept of B2C in an e-commerce setting (Pokharel & 

Mutha, 2009). That said, a common theme in reverse logistic studies is that no significant 

focus is placed on the customer experience. Similarly, the literature on the return process 

is directed to minimise returns and maximise retailer profits. While this focuses on 

customer retention, academic research on the customers’ experience of the return process 

is inadequate. 

As stated by the nordic postal service “It is essential for retailers to have returns 

procedures that live up to consumers’ expectations” (E-commerce in the Nordics 2018) 

and in order to live up to customer expectations, one needs to know them. In this study, 

we attempt to fill the gap, and this further leads us to the research question and purpose. 

1.2 Research Question 

How does the return process in e-commerce impact return satisfaction and how does the 

return satisfaction affect the customers’ perception of the retailers’ trustworthiness and 

loyalty intentions of the customer? 

1.3 Purpose  

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the knowledge on how customer returns in e-

commerce affect the return satisfaction, trust and loyalty by developing a conceptual 

model of these relationships. The aim is also to investigate how return satisfaction is 

correlated to trust and loyalty and finally to investigate how trust mediates the relationship 

from return satisfaction to loyalty. The study seeks to examine the return process from 



 

3 

 

the customers’ point of view and can, thus, have practical implications for retailers in an 

online setting that seek a better understanding of how to retain and satisfy customers.   

1.4 Scope of this Study 

As the majority of respondents to our questionnaire will be Swedish or European 

residents, the Swedish and European legislation for online returns, and further, the 

structure of the transportation sector will be regarded as a factor that affects what the 

online retailer can offer in terms of return policies. However, the seller has lots of room 

to regulate return proclivity with the primary tool of doing so being return policies.  

The scope of this study is confined to returns of online purchases, which excludes any 

purchase made in a different medium. Hence, the respondents are asked to only participate 

in the survey if they fulfil the criteria of having made a return of an online purchase.   

 

 

  



 

4 

 

2. Frame of Reference: 

2.1 Supply Chain Management & Reverse Logistics 

As most online purchases are dependent on getting the physical product delivered to the 

customer and inevitably need to mediate customer returns, supply chain management is 

a central aspect that need to be considered for the scope of this study.  

The supply chain is the interdependent network of actors involved in the processes, 

activities, and procedures that add value to a product or service for the end consumer. The 

actors are linked together both downstream and upstream in the value-creating process, 

and, unlike vertical integration, the supply chain does not imply an ownership structure. 

The field of supply chain management is experiencing rapid changes from new rules of 

competition, globalisation, pressure on price and customers taking control. The customer 

is more demanding in terms of product and service quality; hence in this new 

environment, competitive advantage is derived from both product and service quality and 

the corporation need to adapt in order to successfully do so (Barnes, 2018, p.211; 

Christopher, 2011, p.11,15)  

Maximising customer value is the aim of the supply chain, and the capability of doing so 

determines the level of success of any given business (Christopher, 2011, p.29). 

Traditionally, supply chain management has only involved getting the product or service 

to the customer by a cost-efficient process of logistics and storage (Oskarsson et al., 2006, 

p.30-31). Consumer and regulatory pressure and economic factors are drivers for product 

returns and, therefore, increase the importance of reverse logistics. Due to an increase in 

demand for more extensive assortments and decreasing product life cycles, many firms 

experience lower profitability. Further, emerging regulations force corporations to take 

responsibility for the social and environmental impact to their supply chain operations 

(Barnes 2018, p.497-498). Hence, the importance of handling returns from customers is 

becoming increasingly important (Shaharudin et al., 2015; Srivastava & Srivastava, 

2006). Product returns provide the opportunity for corporations and manufacturers to 

extract value from reusable products that could amount to up to 6 % of total sales 

(Shaharudin et al., 2015). Effective return processes are also beneficial to the overall 

operational performance.  

Logistics management is a component of the supply chain employed to meet market 

demand. Logistics management comprises planning and control, implemented through 

transportation and storage of goods, information, and services throughout the supply 

chain, as seen in figure 1 (Ghoumrassi & Tigu, 2018).  
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Figure 1. Logistics management process (Christopher, 2011, p.11) 

The process of handling returns is called reverse logistics (RL) and consists of four 

primary activities; Collection, Inspection, Pre-processing and Network design (Srivastava 

& Srivastava, 2006), sometimes also referred to as RL input, RL process, RL structure 

and RL output (Pokharel & Mutha, 2009, p.177-179). The scope of RL input is collecting 

and inspecting the used materials or products. RL process includes the steps of the 

organisation that convert the RL input to a resellable or reusable product. RL structure 

includes location planning and network design, and lastly, RL output handles the 

customer satisfaction, pricing, competition and service information of the resold or reused 

product (Pokharel & Mutha, 2009, p.177-179) Reverse logistics is concerned with the 

process of planning, implementing and controlling the flow of material, goods or 

information from the point of consummation back at least one step in the supply chain to 

capture value from it or dispose of it properly as seen in figure 2 (Christopher, 2011, 

p.250; Ramanathan, 2011).   

Typically, the initial collection is the first and sometimes the only point of interaction 

between the company and the customer in the reverse logistics process (Ramanathan, 

2011). For the scope of this study, the collection or RL input is of interest because this is 

the point at which the customer engages is the reverse logistics process. The implication 

from previous research is also that a well-informed customer could be an active agent in 

the reverse logistics process if barriers for participation are reduced (Rogic et al., 2010, 

p. 28; Zaarour et al., 2014). Moreover, the return process can be seen as a signal for 

detecting failure and thus indicating to the corporation that something could be faulty 

within the organisation (Barnes, 2018, p.403) The point of interaction could also be a 

determining factor for customer satisfaction (Ojiako et al., 2012), making the interaction 

through the return process relevant for the scope of this study. In the case of e-commerce, 

the success of the retailer is largely due to its ability to coordinate an efficient supply 

network that delivers value and satisfies the end customer. This is where a competitive 

advantage is derived in e-commerce as it not only affects the service that the customer 

perceives but also is integral to the ability to run a cost-efficient operation and thus being 

able to compete with lower prices (Oskarsson et al. 2006, p.310). 
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Figure 2. Reverse logistics flow (Srivastava & Srivastava, 2006) 

Customer satisfaction links to the retailers’ capabilities in delivering the right product, to 

the right place, at the right time, with the right information and in the agreed condition. 

Today, customers take part in the supply chain to a larger extent than before by specifying 

the terms of delivery, making logistics management integral for customer satisfaction 

(Ghoumrassi & Tigu, 2018; Lai & Cheng, 2009, p.111). From a corporate perspective, 

customer satisfaction is believed to derive from a well-performing supply chain that 

incorporates sustainability and reverse logistics (Ghoumrassi & Tigu, 2018). The 

implication for this study is that, while the customer only partakes in a small part of the 

reverse logistics process, the convenience of the participation could have a significant 

impact on satisfaction. Moreover, the supply chain enables the elements of the return 

process that are linked to customer satisfaction. One aspect of the supply chain that has 

been seen to affect customers perception of the supply chain is the perceived sustainability 

of the operations (Bertram & Chi, 2017). 

2.1.1 Sustainability  

Sustainable supply chain management involves the planning and activities conducted by 

a firm to integrate all dimensions of the triple bottom line (Christopher, 2011, p.241), 

namely ecological issues, social issues and economic issues, throughout the supply chain. 

Essentially this means incorporating social and ecological factors in the operations and 

strategy without compromising the economic performance (Christopher, 2011, p.241; 

Gimenez et al., 2012, p.150). When we refer to sustainability, we are focused on the 

incorporation of ecological factors.  
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Research has shown that some aspects of online shopping are more sustainable than in-

store shopping as the net emissions from transportation are usually lower in e-commerce, 

but this depend greatly on mode of transportation and the degree of efficiency in 

deliveries (Bertram & Chi, 2017, p.261) . However, the supply chain of an e-commerce 

retailer causes environmental effects from packaging, transportation, returns and disposal 

that are larger than the supply chain of the corresponding supply chain of a brick-and-

mortar store. The mode of transportation and required speed of delivery greatly affect the 

sustainability of an online purchase and the customer many times takes great offence from 

sustainability issues regarding the delivery of products (Bertram & Chi, 2017, p.255-261). 

It is established that customers in an e-commerce setting tend to favour convenience over 

sustainability; however, there are indications that customers are sensitive to tangible 

sustainability issues such as packaging (Bertram & Chi, 2017, p.261) and customers are 

desiring more sustainable options and request easy ways to shop sustainable. Indicators 

point to customers being more engaged in sustainability and 77% of Swedish consumers 

state that it is important to shop from sustainable companies (Svensk Handel, 2018). As 

the packaging for returns is both a tangible concern for convenience and sustainability, 

these factors might influence the customers’ perception of the return service. Thus, 

sustainability is presumably a relevant factor when researching returns of online 

purchases. Sustainability is a growing concern not only for consumers but also the general 

society which, as previously mentioned, is reflected in laws and legislation. Legislation 

in the business to consumer market will, moreover, set the framework for how businesses 

can act and impose a minimum service level that the retailer must offer the customer. 

2.1.2 Legislation  

In Sweden, no law exists that guarantees the option of returning a product when the 

purchase is made in a physical shop. In this case there is no legal obligation for the shop 

to accept a cancellation of the purchase. In e-commerce, however, the customer has a 14-

day cancellation right starting from the day of receiving the goods and the seller must 

provide clearly stated information on how the customer should proceed to cancel the 

purchase. This right is only applicable for purchases with a total cost of 400 SEK or more. 

The customer is obliged to notify the seller of the prospective return. The customer has 

the right to inspect that item but cannot alter the condition of it. The return must be 

initiated within 14 days and the customer is obliged to cover the cost of the shipment and 

the customer remains responsible for the product until the seller recovers it. Certain 

products are not subject to the cancellation right; these are mainly perishable goods such 

as food, goods with a broken seal, tailored products, initiated services, events and 

magazines (Konsumentverket, 2018). In the EU, customers are always entitled to make 

returns of online purchases (European Parliament, 1997). However, the return freight is 

not required to be free of charge (European Parliament, 2011) as of recent regulations. 

Consequently, online retailers in markets that previously offered free returns, such as in 

Sweden, must decide on how to proceed with their return policies (Hjort & Lantz, 2016). 

There are additional factors to legislation that limit the degree of control that the online 

retailers have over their service offering. One major structural limitation is the postal 

service which is the predominant transportation contractor for online retailers in the 

Swedish market. The implication of outsourcing the shipping to a third party could imply 

loss of control and reliance of the other party (Barnes, 2018, p.215). 
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2.1.3 The Delivery Sector 

The delivery sector in Sweden, not including industrial deliveries, is dominated by one 

large firm called Postnord but there exist four firms that serve the entire country. These 

are Postnord, DHL, Bring and DB Schenker (Konsumentverket, 2018, p.128).   The postal 

service in Sweden, formerly publicly owned Posten, merged with the Danish postal 

service, Post Danmark, in 2009 to form Postnord group AB. Still owned by the state in 

both Denmark and Sweden it is now a limited company which delivers almost all mail in 

the countries (Postnord, 2018). The e-commerce sector, while they do not have to, mainly 

use the four delivery service providers for delivery of goods, both forward and backwards 

in the supply chain. The reason for this might be that Sweden is a relatively small market 

over a vast area, which makes the service benefits of owning the distribution 

undefendable due to economic reasons. All four delivery firms typically deliver packages 

to collection points, and whereas sometimes distribution to the door is an option, this is 

not always the case (Konsumentverket, 2018, p.128). Similarly, when sending or 

returning a package, it is left at a postal office and collected by the service provider for 

delivery to its destination. The transportation sector could be seen as a bottleneck or 

limitation on the delivery of goods that the vendors have difficulties to influence or 

improve.  

For this study, it is vital to recognise that the distribution service, could and probably does 

affect the customer return experience. However, since neither the customer or the retailer 

has alternative ways to ship packages, the aspects related to the delivery method of 

purchases or returns will not be taken into account. 

2.1.4 The Return Process in E-commerce 

While the academic field of logistics has, for the last couple of decades, focused on 

creating models and gaining knowledge for how to streamline processes, activities, and 

procedures in reverse logistics, this has mainly been done in favour of the supplier-side 

of the equation, giving little focus to the consumer side (Pacheo et al. 2017; Srivastava & 

Srivastava, 2006; Zaarour et al., 2014). Previous studies have shown that increased 

consumer participation and satisfaction results from the reverse logistics process by 

reducing the perceived obstacles in the collection process while also regarding the 

collection point as the initial and only contact between consumer and supplier in an online 

setting, indicating the importance of this process for recovering customer value 

(Ramanathan, 2011; Zaarour et al., 2014). However, the academic coverage of what 

factors, in reverse logistics, that affect and create value for the consumer and 

consequently, the supplier, is missing. The scope of this paper does not include the effects 

of consumer satisfaction and the consequences it has for the reverse logistics process. 

Meaning, this study is not looking for ways to streamline reverse logistics or the return 

process but to explore what elements of the process that positively or negatively affect 

the consumer. However, the gap in academics on customer satisfaction and reverse 

logistics is clear. Therefore, we will use the concept of reverse logistics as a guideline for 

what the reverse logistics process includes in e-commerce. Moreover, the theoretic 

framework on reverse logistics is used to apply a systemic view on the interaction 

between customer and online retailer when examining how the customer derives value 

from the return process. One determining factor that is likely to affect the customers’ 
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perception of the return process is the return policies of the online retailer (Janakiraman 

et al., 2015; Mollenkopf et al., 2007).  

2.2 Return Policies 

Online retailers are moving toward more liberal return policies. The use of return policies 

is serving different purposes for the retailer depending on what market the retailer is 

operating in and the deployed business strategy. The return policy can mediate a purchase 

decision by inferring high product quality. It might also mediate a return decision by 

impacting the product evaluation of perceived benefits compared to the cost of returning 

(Hjort & Lantz, 2016). Janakiraman et al. (2015) propose five variables that affect the 

lenience of return policies; time, money, effort, scope, and exchange:  

 

● Time leniency: Retailers set a time limit for returns, for example, 14 days. A 

longer time limit is regarded as more lenient. 

 

● Monetary leniency: Restricted monetary refunds where the customer is charged 

a “restocking fee” or “shipping and handling fee” is regarded as lower leniency 

in contrast to a “no charge” return policy. 

 

● Effort leniency: The effort that is required of the customer to return the product, 

for example, if tags, receipts, original packaging is required it is regarded as low 

leniency as opposed to fewer “rules” for returns. 

 

● Scope leniency: When the retailer restricts what is considered “return worthy”, 

for example, products on sale are not eligible for return, is regarded as lower 

leniency. 

 

● Exchange leniency: If the retailer is offering in-store credit or product exchange 

instead of cash is seen as lower leniency.  

 

The consensus that consumer satisfaction is mediated by more than quality and cost of 

the product is currently agreed by most (Hjort & Lantz, 2016; Janakiraman et al., 2015). 

However, in an e-commerce setting the relationship between after-sales assurance 

policies, product quality, and profitability is inconclusive (Hjort & Lantz, 2016, p. 408; 

Janakiraman et al., 2015; Yoo, 2014, p. 146;). Hjort & Lantz (2016, p. 4984) find that the 

profitability of free returns does not outweigh the cost long term, but the upside is 

attracting new customers short term, suggesting that retailers should customise return 

policy according to customer segments. Janakiraman et al. (2015) find that, while lenient 

return policies increase return proclivity, it increases purchase proclivity to a higher 

degree. Similar indications were found by Powers et al. (2013, p. 732), who concluded 

that lenient return policies do not link directly to customer returns in e-commerce.  
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A return policy that is lenient on money and effort leads to significantly higher purchase 

incentives than lenience on time, scope or exchange (Janakiraman et al., 2015). This 

suggests that if the business strategy is to encourage product purchases, a lenient return 

policy is beneficial. However, if the strategy is to minimise returns, a more restrictive 

return policy with low leniency on scope and higher leniency on exchange and time would 

be more effective. While Janakiraman et al. (2015) find tendencies in their study that 

customers are more likely to return a product due to minor dissatisfaction if there is no 

cost to returns, the study shows a somewhat contradictory conclusion in contrast to Hjort 

& Lantz (2016) whos study imply that lenient return policies have a negative impact on 

the overall profitability of the firm.  

Conclusions regarding return policies from multiple studies show that a lenient return 

policy, such as; free returns, longer time limits, ease of exchange and overall process, act 

as an incentive for purchase and mitigate risk on the consumer-side of the transaction and 

thus generate new customers (Hjort & Lantz, 2016; Janakiraman et al., 2015; Yoo, 2015). 

Contrarily, they are all restrictive in their conclusions or recommendations regarding 

product quality and profitability. Thus, these studies can act as a base for our research, 

meaning most evidence points to the fact that lenient return policies might not lead to 

profitability but a better understanding of the return process and what factors of it that 

minimise customer dissatisfaction might shed new light on the issue. What is clear, 

however, is that the return policies related to online purchases influence the customers’ 

satisfaction and returning behaviour. This further highlight the importance of assessing 

how the return process, policies included, affect the customer. For this purpose, we need 

a deeper understanding of the concept of customer satisfaction which is covered in the 

following section.  

2.3 Customer Satisfaction  

For the purpose of this study, a conceptual understanding of how the prerequisites of 

customer satisfaction changes when the variables of the return process are varied is 

required. Hence, we need a framework for analysing the dimensions of the service process 

that affect customer satisfaction. Although customer satisfaction is acknowledged to be 

one of the key variables in predicting customer loyalty (Collier & Bienstock, 2006; 

Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Palvia, 2006; Zhang et al. 2011), the lack of studies done on 

customer satisfaction and the return process is prevalent. Product returns are unavoidable 

for retailers in e-commerce and previous studies have established that the process of 

returns contributes to the customers’ overall satisfaction (Collier & Bienstock 2006; 

Mollenkopf et al. 2007). This research has focused on how the return process link to 

customer satisfaction and stress the importance of the return process for customer 

satisfaction. The return process is modelled without consensus, likely due to the novelty 

of the concept of returns in e-commerce. Hence, there are possibly variables that measure 

aspects of the return process that are yet to be discovered. What is prevalent is that a better 

understanding is needed of what factors in the return process that correlate with customer 

satisfaction as well as trust and loyalty following customer satisfaction. To understand 

that return policy leniency, reverse logistics, and the return process is not merely tools for 

profitability and sustainability, neither a necessary evil, the following sections will 
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explore the concepts and models of customer satisfaction, trust and customer behaviour 

and how these can be affected by the return process in e-commerce.   

Customer perception of logistics service quality depends on two dimensions; the actual 

outcome and the process quality (Giovanis & Tsoukatos, 2013). In an e-commerce setting 

the actual outcome is conceivably the delivered product while the process quality could 

be the perceived convenience, sustainability or transparency of the purchase and delivery 

process. Effective logistics can generate added value to products, referring to the seven 

Rs’ when defining effective logistics; the right amount, the right product, at the right 

place, in the right condition, at the right time, with the right information and the right 

price (Giovanis & Tsoukatos, 2013, p. 66). Previous studies evince that both outcome 

quality and process quality impact satisfaction (Collier & Bienstock, 2006; Ghoumrassi 

& Tigu, 2018; Giovanis & Tsoukatos, 2013). Outcome quality partially mediates the link 

between satisfaction and process quality (Collier & Bienstock, 2006). Studies also find 

that customer satisfaction is the most important variable to predict customer loyalty and 

hence loyalty is affected by the outcome and process quality indirectly (Collier & 

Bienstock, 2006; Giovanis & Tsoukatos, 2013). Further, the recovery process, involving 

return policies, compensation, and responsiveness in the case of a problem, is shown to 

affect customer satisfaction, although it has not been shown to correlate with behavioural 

intentions, i.e. customer loyalty and the prospect of recommendations to peers (Collier & 

Bienstock, 2006; Mollenkopf, 2007).  

Customer satisfaction is commonly modelled by expectancy disconfirmation theory that 

suggests that the customer constructs an expectation on performance pre-purchase based 

on previous purchase experiences that functions as a reference point that the purchase is 

measured against (Oliver, 1980; Yüksel & Yüksel, 2008, p. 99). An alternative view is 

based on satisfaction related to expectations on the provided service; hence customer 

satisfaction is derived from a low discrepancy in perceived and expected service 

(McDougall & Levesque, 2000). The relationship between satisfaction and customer 

loyalty is clear (Cronin et al., 2000), suggesting that the service quality leads to customer 

satisfaction and customer loyalty, with satisfaction being the mediating variable.  

An extension of the expectancy disconfirmation theory is the attribution theory (Yüksel 

& Yüksel, 2008, p. 114). This model suggests that when the service delivery does not 

meet the customers’ expectations, an attributional process is initiated by the customer. In 

this process, the customer tries to find causes for the discrepancy, and attribute the factors 

on three dimensions (Folkes, 1984, p. 400): 

 

● Locus of Causality: The cause for dissatisfaction can be attributed to the 

subject (internal) or an environmental or situational aspect (external). 

 

● Stability: Stable causes are believed not to vary over time while unstable causes 

might do.  

 

● Controllability: The customer and the corporation can both have control over 

the service outcome or are able to act under controllable constraints. 
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When the cause for a problem is perceived as external, the customer is more likely to 

require some type of compensation in order to be satisfied (Yüksel & Yüksel, 2008, p. 

115). For stable causes, customers prefer a non-binding compensation such as refunds. 

With a cause that is perceived as highly controllable by the service provider, the customer 

is more likely to express anger and act in a way that is damaging to the business of the 

service provider. This is especially true if the service provider is unresponsive to the 

customers’ complaints. Furthermore, in the case of an unresponsive service provider, 

customers tend to rely on negative word of mouth rather than communicating directly 

with the service provider for expressing their dissatisfaction. External causes also tend to 

evoke more malicious tendencies for expressing dissatisfaction compared to causes 

perceived as internal (Folkes, 1984; Yüksel & Yüksel, 2008, pp.114).  

These dimensions form part of the basis on which this study explores how customer 

satisfaction is derived from the return process. The dimensions of process quality and 

actual outcome in the return process could be constructed by applying the aspects of 

return leniency as these variables include both the process and the outcome of the service 

(Janakiraman et al., 2015, p. 228). Adding to this, the attribution theory offers a 

perspective on how the customer might perceive the problem that causes the return and 

further how this affects the perception of the return process (Folkes, 1984; Yüksel & 

Yüksel, 2008, pp.114). 

The customer interface quality affects customer satisfaction and customer loyalty in 

online retailing. Customer interface quality consists of customisation, interactivity, 

character (that has an indirect effect on customer loyalty, mediated by customer 

satisfaction) and convenience (that has a direct effect on customer loyalty) (Chang & 

Chen, 2008; Zhang et al., 2011). Research also indicates that trust is vital for building 

customer relationships that entails satisfaction, value and loyalty in an e-commerce 

setting (Palvia, 2009; Zhang et al., 2011). Online service quality has a strong correlation 

to customer satisfaction which in turn mediate loyalty and trust, indicating that the quality 

of the provided service is the determining factor for customer satisfaction, trust and 

loyalty in e-commerce (Chu, 2012, p.1279). Moreover, customer satisfaction, customer 

value, and loyalty correlate inversely with the degree of effort that the return process 

required for online purchases (Mollenkopf et al., 2007, p.241). Another important point 

is that previous experience with an online retailer affects, not only the loyalty intention 

directly, but also through mediation with satisfaction and perceived value of the return 

process offering. Perceived value is strongly affected by the firms’ quickness of response 

to the customers’ situation by a fair compensation (Mollenkopf et al., 2007, p.242-243).  

The return policy dictates what, when and how the customer can return a product, in other 

words, the return policy can be seen as the rules set by the seller or the laws enforced in 

the region on returns. These affect customer satisfaction, meaning, the policies enforced 

change how the customer perceives the return. In the next section, the concept of trust 

will be discussed in order to understand the relationship between return policy, customer 

satisfaction and trust. 
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2.4 Trust 

The academic consensus that customer satisfaction in the overall purchase process is 

antecedent to customer repatronage intentions and customer loyalty is widespread, 

however, trust also has to be considered to explain customer behaviour. Satisfaction from 

a purchase is the consumers’ post-purchase evaluation of the retailers’ performance; trust 

is the consumers’ confidence in the retailers’ future performance. (Zhang et al. 2011, p. 

192). While trust in e-commerce versus a brick and mortar establishment has fundamental 

differences where the latter can establish trust through the in-store salesperson 

characteristics and behaviour. An online retailer has no personal contact with the 

customer, and consequently, the website acts as a salesperson in the interaction with the 

customer (Zhang et al. 2011, p. 193). The technology acceptance model (Davis, 1989) 

further supports this, which considers the users’ intentions, attitude, perceived usefulness, 

and perceived ease of use of the technology, or in this context, website. 

Moreover, three main dimensions affecting trust in the customer-retailer relationship are 

competence, integrity and benevolence (Oliveira et al. 2017; Palvia, 2009; Zhang et al. 

2011) where competence refers to the retailers’ ability to fulfil the promises made to the 

customer. Integrity regards the retailers’ honesty, consistency and reliability. 

Benevolence refers to the retailers’ sincerity, putting the customer before their self-

interests or in other words, the perceived kindness of the retailer (Oliveira et al. 2017; 

Palvia, 2009; Zhang et al. 2011). 

The consumers’ characteristics and attitude toward online shopping plays a vital role in 

the possibility of establishing initial trust to entice a purchase. In order for the retailer to 

display trustworthiness in the initial contact with the consumer, the website has to hold 

the factors of usefulness and ease of use factors from the technology acceptance model 

(Oliveira et al. 2017). Attaining the initial trust can also be done through other channels 

such as brand recognition, reputation, illusions, word of mouth (McKnight, 2002; 

Oliveira et al. 2017). However, considering that initial trust is only the first layer of trust, 

to establish a deeper trust, interaction has to take place between the customer and retailer, 

which means, strengthening the customer-retailer relationship so that the competence, 

integrity and benevolence of the retailer is confirmed. Trust has been shown to mediate 

the relationship between the customers’ perception of the online retailers’ capability of 

order fulfilment and re-purchase intention (Qureshi et al., 2017, p.216). Moreover, 

customer satisfaction is an important factor for building trust in an e-commerce setting 

and customer satisfaction is mediating the link from service quality to trust (Chu, 2012, 

p.1278). Given the relationship between trust, customer satisfaction and loyalty it could 

be argued that customer satisfaction is the determining factor for both trust and loyalty 

and that trust has a positive impact on loyalty (Chu, 2012, p.1278; Qureshi et al., 2017, 

p.216). 

The implication of this is that vendor-specific attributes alone might not encourage loyalty 

in e-commerce but are dependent on trust and customer satisfaction. Trust is established 

to influence settings incorporating risk, which is coherent with the notion of aversive 

consumer behaviour in an uncertain environment such as the online retailing setting 

(Jiuan Tan, 1999). Risk in an online retail setting is due to the restricted information about 

the sellers’ trustworthiness and assessing the credentials of the seller is difficult. Further, 
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the customer is undertaking an economic risk due to upfront payment (Wirtz & Lihotzky, 

2003, p.526). In e-commerce, the return process is also characterised by a certain level of 

risk, which infers that trust and customer satisfaction might play a vital role in how 

customer loyalty is derived from the return process.  

Both Palvia (2009) and Zhang et al. (2011) identify precursors for trust, customer 

satisfaction and further customer loyalty to a retailer. These being, technological, 

meaning the website and its information, ease of use, perceived usefulness and safety. 

Second, the retailers’ perceived expertise or competence in order fulfilment. Third, the 

perceived integrity and reputation of the retailer. While these are all concerning the 

customer-retailer relationship in a purchase situation, the potential return of a product 

must presumably be taken into consideration by the customer when making a purchase. 

It is convenient to, by no stretch of the imagination, think that the same precursors for 

trust should apply for the return process and if they are fulfilled trust will be affected. 

This might be the case when the cause for the return is solely on the customer. However, 

in the event of a retailer delivery failure, the relationship and trust toward the retailer is 

directly impacted. The return process is, therefore, effectively an important means of 

value recovery for the retailer. A speculation is that the cause for the return and the 

customers’ perceived value of the product has an effect on trust. While the research on 

return cause, perceived value and trust in combination is scarce, there are indications that 

there is a link between them. 

Supporting this is Collier & Bienstock (2006) and Ramanathan (2011), who found that 

the customers’ experience of the return process is dependent upon the customers’ 

perceived value of the product and outcome of the return process. If the product is low-

price, low-ambiguity a return tend to be the cause of internal factors. Hence, customers 

who are pleased with the return process tends to re-purchase from the retailer 

(Ramanathan, 2011, p. 260). This implies that trust is not affected, at least to the same 

extent, if the return is due to internal reasons. 

On the other hand, if the product is high-price, high-ambiguity, returns tend to be caused 

by an external problem. Thus, the return process and service provided in the case of 

service failure becomes the primary means for recovery. Although, even when the return 

process is problem-free, the repatronage intentions of the customer may be negative 

(Ramanathan, 2011, p. 260). The meaning of this is that trust might be affected if the 

return was due to external factors, even if the retailer did not cause them. This poses a 

problem for Swedish retailers who primarily have to rely on Postnord, the Swedish postal 

service, to deliver packages and collect returns. If the national postal service cannot 

perform as promised or is not efficient enough in relation to customer demands, this may 

negatively affect customer satisfaction, trust and customer loyalty, and there is little to 

nothing that the retailer can do to mitigate this risk.  

The expectancy disconfirmation theory further supports that the cause for the return 

influence the outcome attitude of the customer and the customers’ future behaviour. 

While the academia on e-commerce returns, customer satisfaction, customer loyalty and 

expectancy disconfirmation theory has not concerned trust to a great extent, all the signs 

point to that, in the event of a product return caused by the seller, the return process is 

strongly influencing the customers’ trust in the retailer.  
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The importance of trust in e-commerce is evident. Likewise, the relationship between 

customer satisfaction and trust is clear. Trust has a vital role in mitigating the risk 

involved in e-commerce and influences the loyalty of customers. To further understand 

how customer satisfaction and trust might be affected by the return process in e-commerce 

and lead to loyalty, customer behaviour will be considered in depth. The importance of 

customer behaviour for the scope of this study relates to that the return process is assumed 

to be a result of behaviours and induce behaviours such as loyalty. 

2.5 Consumer Behaviour 

Understanding what impacts consumer behaviour in a given setting is integral for this 

study as the e-commerce setting and return process is likely affecting certain customer 

behaviours. We have already established that customer satisfaction and trust, 

independently, correlate positively with customer loyalty (Chu, 2012; Collier & 

Bienstock, 2006; Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Palvia, 2006; Qureshi et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 

2011). Adding to this knowledge, one behaviour causation that is interesting for the 

purpose of this study is how customer perception of the e-commerce setting impacts 

customer loyalty. Regarding returns in e-commerce, it could be argued that the return 

policies play a vital role in purchase and return proclivity (Janakiraman, 2016) while 

satisfaction in the return process is more likely to affect customer loyalty (Mollenkopf, 

2007).  

Customer Loyalty is defined as a certain attitude exhibited by the customer towards a 

product or service, resulting in a decision on repeat purchase (Boateng, 2018). Trust has 

a positive correlation with customer loyalty in e-commerce, with high trust leading to 

loyalty, whereas low trust can decrease loyalty despite the customer being satisfied with 

the outcome of the service or product. Hence, a successful online retailing experience 

should signal trustworthiness, dependability, and reliability (Bilgihan, 2015; Boateng, 

2018). Trust in an online environment has been shown to be increased by reducing the 

risk of wasting time, deception and frustration due to inefficiencies in the online platform 

(Chang & Cheng, 2008). From a customer perspective, it is clear that the return process 

entails all of the risks that were mentioned by Chang & Cheng (2008).  

In an online setting, the customer most likely has limited information about the product 

or service being offered. This information asymmetry affects the perceived risk associated 

with a transaction (Jiuan Tan, 1999; Wirtz & Lihotzky, 2003). The ability of the firm to 

effectively satisfy the needs of the customer and distinguish itself from the competition 

is integral from the perspective of the firm (Boateng, 2018; Ramanathan, 2011; Yoo, 

2014). One major influencing factor in risk reduction for the transaction is after-sales 

assurance policies (Yoo, 2014). Risk reduction by lenient return policies has been shown 

to promote sales rather than returns (Janakiraman, 2015) and a lenient return policy also 

positively correlates with perceived trust in the online seller, increasing the chance of a 

purchase (Oghazi et al., 2017, p.195-196). Similarly, research has shown that customers 

are willing to pay a premium for a risk-averse supplier, i.e. for low transaction risk. 

Further, the supplier penalty is greater for a higher risk transaction, even if it is 

characterised by higher quality products (Yoo, 2014). Moreover, the customer tends to be 

more loyal if the purchase and return process is characterised by low risk (Ramanathan, 
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2011). Similarly, research indicates that most consumers that are hesitant toward e-

commerce and online shopping would be inclined to partake in e-commerce if the 

perceived risks were to decrease. The safety concerns gravitate around online transactions 

and personal data but a significant portion of hesitant consumers state that the risk 

associated with shipping and returns accounts for much of the concerns about e-

commerce (Iglesias-Pradas et al., 2012). Moreover, customers are more likely to return 

products when the purchase is made under a perceived notion of scarcity in supply of the 

purchased goods, in which case sales are promoted, but the risk of return is greatly 

increased. Research also shows that reliable delivery services mitigate the risk of returns, 

meaning that when the purchase is delivered in time or ahead of time, the customer is less 

likely to make a return. Reliable deliveries also lead to higher degrees of repeat purchase 

intentions. This is especially true when there is a high expectation for the reliability of the 

delivery (Rao et al., 2013, p.306-308).  

Saarijärvi et al. (2017, p.289-294) found that there are ten types of returning behaviours, 

referring to the reason for returning an item: 

 

● Reclamation driven returns are due to defects. 

 

● Order fulfilment driven returns are due to the wrong product being delivered. 

 

● Competition driven returns are caused by the customer advantageously finding 

the same product at a competitor. 

 

● Disconfirmation driven returns when the product had some unexpected 

features. 

 

● Size chart driven returns when the size was wrong. 

 

● Feeling driven returns are due to the customer not having a good feeling about 

the product. 

 

● Money shortage driven returns occur when the customer cannot afford to keep 

the product. 

 

● Faded need driven are due to a realisation that there is no need for the product.  

 

● Benefit maximisation driven returns arise when the customer purchase multiple 

variants of an item with the intention of keeping only one.  

 

● Just trying out driven returns originate from when customers never had the 

intention of keeping any of the ordered goods.  

 

The implication of these different returning behaviours is that the firm should work with 

different methods for averting returns driven by different behaviours. It also implies that 
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the customer expectation for the return process might differ depending on the underlying 

behaviour. Pei & Pasawans’ (2018) study on the concept of legitimate or opportunistic 

return behaviours, based on confirmation and disconfirmation theory suggests that a 

product that does not meet expectations results in negative disconfirmation and further 

dissatisfaction in the customer. In the context of product returns, a return is due to internal 

or external factors (Pei & Pasawan, 2018, p. 304). This can, however, only explain 

legitimate returns because opportunistic returns are acts of immoral behaviour and not the 

cause of disconfirmation (Pei & Pasawan, 2018, p. 304). The theory of planned behaviour 

is based on a persons’ intentions and suggests that undesired behaviours in customers 

depends on morality, self-monitoring and social group influence. The study proposes that 

legitimate returns have a positive impact on customers’ re-patronage intentions whilst 

opportunistic returns do not (Pei & Pasawan, 2018, p. 314). Besides understanding what 

behaviours underlie a return decision, one should also consider the mental processes that 

lead to a return. In this area, cognitive dissonance offer one perspective on how a product 

can influence the customers’ cognitive state (Powers et al., 2013).   

Cognitive dissonance is the consequence of comparing the purchased product to 

alternative options and if the post-purchase comparison has a negative outcome, the 

customers might find themselves in emotional distress (Powers et al., 2013, p. 725). 

Cognitive dissonance occurs when there is an inconsistency in a persons’ cognitive state, 

i.e. conflicting attitudes, beliefs or behaviours, leading to the development of a strategy 

for reducing that inconsistency (Powers et al., 2013, p. 725). Dissonance is directly and 

positively correlated to product returns for which it follows that online retailers should 

try to limit all controllable aspects of the purchase that might trigger dissonance (Powers 

et al., 2013, p. 732).  

Attitude theories has the goal of understanding different behaviours and opinions. Two 

of the most used and contributing theories in the field are the Theory of Reasoned Action 

(TRA) and the extension of TRA, Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB). TPB relies on 

three predicting cognitive variables; Attitude toward the behaviour, subjective norm, and 

perceived behavioural control. These variables are used to predict behavioural intention 

and further expressed behaviour. The perceived behaviour control also affects the 

expressed behaviour directly. A more recent development of attitude theory is the 

Behavioural perspective model (BPM), describing the operant procedure as contingency 

of stimulus, response and consequence. Reinforcing consequences will increase the 

chance of a repeat purchase, whereas punishing consequences has the opposite effect. An 

online purchase is actuated by the stimulus of acquiring the attributes of the product at 

the monetary expense, i.e. punishing consequence. There are three overarching varieties 

of consequences associated with a purchase; utilitarian, informational and aversive 

reinforcement (Fagerstrøm, 2005). 

Utilitarian reinforcement is the functional value of the purchase, often the relative 

economic advantage. Informational reinforcement refers to the life-style sentiment that is 

reinforced by the purchase. Aversive consequences are of a nature that reduces the 

probability of future purchases (Fagerstrøm, 2005; Foxall et al., 2011). The intersection 

of consumer behaviour setting, and consumer learning history constitutes the situation 

perceived by the consumer. The learning history is the accumulated experience of similar 

and related purchase settings while the behaviour setting refers to the environment in 
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which the exposure to the stimuli takes place, both on a social and physical level. With 

regard to e-commerce, the utilitarian reinforcement can come from being able to compare 

prices or the large assortment of products. Informational reinforcement might derive from 

attention within a social network and aversive consequences could originate from the 

monetary sacrifice of shopping. However, the consumer behaviour leading up to the 

reinforcements and consequences are subject to a context of previous purchases along 

with the current environment that influences the situation (Fagerstrøm, 2005; Foxall et 

al., 2011). Figure 3 illustrates the Behavioural perspective model. 

 

Figure 3. Graphic representation of the Behavioural perspective model (Fagerstrøm, 

2005). 

The Behavioural perspective model has great relevance for the scope of this study as it 

may act as a framework for understanding how the customer loyalty is derived from 

reinforcement and consequences in the return process that becomes a part of the 

consumers learning history in interaction with the behavioural setting. With regard to a 

customer return, the customer behaviour setting such as the need for delivering the return 

package to a drop off point and the learning history, i.e. the customers’ previous 

experience of online returns could influence what customer behaviour is expressed in 

terms of trust or loyalty. As concepts of determining the basis for the customer behaviour, 

i.e. the perceived situation for the return, learning history and behaviour setting are 

relevant factors to include as part of the return process impact on customer satisfaction, 

trust and behaviour intentions. 

2.6 Conceptual Model 

Given the intention for contributing to the field of research and filling a gap in the existing 

knowledge, a conceptual model was constructed for analysing the relationship between 

the return process, return satisfaction, trustworthiness and loyalty intentions. From the 

reviewed literature, a set of independent variables in the return process was identified. 



 

19 

 

These constitutes of previous service experience, legitimate returning behaviour, 

attributions of controllability, customer effort and service recovery quality that contains 

contact, communication and recovery responsiveness. Based on the previous knowledge 

in the field, the return process is hypothesised to affect the return satisfaction. From 

reviewed literature, a linkage was also found from customer satisfaction to trust and 

customer loyalty and between trust and customer loyalty, why the trustworthiness and 

loyalty intentions were included to the conceptual model. These relationships will be 

analysed through bivariate and multivariate regression. Regression will unveil if the 

independent variables of each layer of the model have a significant effect on the 

dependent variable. The regression analysis aims to test the hypotheses: 

H1: Previous Service experience have a positive correlation to return satisfaction. 

H2: Legitimate return behaviours correlate inversely with return satisfaction. 

H3: A return due to a controllable factor correlate inversely to return satisfaction. 

H4: The quality of the contact between the customer and online retailer correlate 

positively with return satisfaction. 

H5: The degree of effort in return process correlate inversely with return satisfaction. 

H6: Return satisfaction correlate positively with trust. 

H7: Return satisfaction correlate positively with customer loyalty. 

H8: Trust correlate positively with customer loyalty. 

 
 

Figure 4. Conceptual model  
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3. Research Methodology 

3.1 Philosophy 

3.1.1 Ontology 

What is the nature of reality - the ontological assumptions, is commonly considered 

between positivism and interpretivism. Describing positivism as; social reality is 

objective and external to us as researchers. Assuming that there is one reality and all of 

us have the same sense of it. We, the social actors, are merely being; reality is independent 

of us (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). The other side of the ontological spectrum is 

interpretivism, that view reality as subjective and socially constructed. Meaning every 

social actor has their sense of reality, and therefore there are multiple realities. Reality is 

dependent on us as observers (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). Positivism and 

interpretivism is often viewed as the endpoints of a continuous spectrum, meaning 

intermediary positions exists (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47; Saunders et al., 2009, p.113). 

The philosophical framework used to guide this research and most natural to our world 

view is one of positivism. The focus of this study is to explore if there exist link between 

return satisfaction, customer loyalty and trust in the e-commerce setting. Moreover, if 

such link exists, the aim is to examine what factors in the return process that is antecedent 

to return satisfaction. In a positivist spirit, we choose to do this with a survey to establish 

a causal relationship between variables and theory through observation. When reading 

the literature, this seems to be the case for most of the previous studies as well. Many are 

using a survey or referencing multiple surveys to test a hypothesis in a deductive manner. 

3.1.2 Epistemology 

What is knowledge - the epistemological assumption viewed from the positivist paradigm 

is that only phenomenon that can be observed and measured is valid as knowledge. 

Moreover, the researcher should try, to the best of their ability, to maintain distance to the 

phenomena under study and keep an independent and objective position towards the 

research subject (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47; Saunders et al., 2009, p.114). The opposite 

side of the paradigm spectrum, interpretivism believe; “Knowledge comes from 

subjective evidence from participants.” (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 46). The researcher 

should strive, to the best of their ability, to minimise the gap between phenomenon and 

researcher. In effect, they are closely interacting with the phenomenon under scrutiny to 

resolve what in it that can count as fact (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 46). 

Further supporting our way of conducting the study is the positivist paradigm. We strive 

to detach ourselves from the subject, using a sample for generalisation so that the 

hypotheses can be tested. Using a survey to collect data on the phenomenon, then 

statistical methods to detect if there is a causal relationship between factors in the return 

process and customer satisfaction, trust and loyalty.  
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3.1.3 Axiology 

The study of values - The axiological assumption concerns the role of values. What 

position the researcher takes in the process of research (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 48). 

The positivist stance is that the researcher is separated from the phenomenon under 

investigation. The researchers’ desire to discover the interrelationships of the subjects 

they are studying and that the objects they are investigating were present before 

examination and will be so after. The positivist axiological position is common in natural 

science but might be less convincing in social science since it is concerned with the 

activities and behaviours of people (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 48; Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.119). Interpretivists, however, admits that the researcher has values and considers that 

these values will influence the research and what interpretations that will be produced by 

it (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 48; Saunders et al., 2009, p.119). 

While the axiological assumptions for positivism is more in line with natural sciences, 

we are merely trying to unveil causal relationships in the phenomenon. Taking a neutral 

position towards any outcome, also aiming to produce a neutral survey so as not to 

influence the results produced. While we acknowledge that our assumptions on the 

subject may influence the outcome, the goal has, from the beginning, been to eliminate 

the possibility of us influencing the research. While this view is tending not to be 

positivistic, the strive to be is in line with positivism. 

3.2 Research Orientation 

3.2.1 Research Orientation 

The research orientation aims to connect the philosophical stance described in the 

previous section to the design of the research. However, there is no consensus over 

different fields what research is and how it should be defined, but there are some broad 

statements that most seem to agree upon. Research is; a process of inquiry and 

investigation, systematic and methodical, and increases knowledge (Collis & Hussey, 

2014, p. 2). What this tells us is that researchers need to apply rigorous methods for 

collecting and analysing the data. The researchers should strive to investigate a research 

question to generate new knowledge and see to it that the research investigates that 

question. This should be done by analysing the existing knowledge on the phenomenon 

and generating a contribution to the field (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 3). 

3.2.2 Research Approach  

There are two approaches to research defined by (Collis & Hussey, 2014), deductive and 

inductive. Deductive research starts with producing a conceptual and theoretical structure, 

then testing it against empirical evidence. In doing so, deducing particular instances from 

a general inference. Opposite is inductive, that starts with observation and ending with a 

theory. In other words, generating a theory by observing an empirical reality and in doing 

so, inducing general inferences from particular instances (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 7).  

Inductive research and interpretivism and likewise, deductive research and positivism, 

are strongly related to each other. As described previously, the positivist paradigm 

concerns knowledge to be that which can be observed and measured, and deductive 
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research moves from general to particular. Connecting to our study, that is using a survey 

built upon prior research, aiming to deduce what particular factors in the return process 

that affects customer satisfaction, loyalty and trust — providing a secure connection with 

our study, the positivistic paradigm and the deductive approach. 

3.2.3 Research Purpose 

The different classifications of research purpose as described by Collis & Hussey (2014) 

is; exploratory, descriptive, analytical/explanatory, or predictive. Exploratory research 

aims to clarify the understanding of a problem and typically little research has been done 

on the phenomenon (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 7; Saunders et al., 2009, p.139). 

Descriptive research is often an extension of the exploratory study or a forerunner to an 

explanatory study, with the purpose to accurately describe a phenomenon, person, event, 

or profile. (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 4; Saunders et al., 2009, p.139). Explanatory 

research places emphasis on studying the causal relationship between variables (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014, p. 4; Saunders et al., 2009, p.139). Lastly, predictive research goes beyond 

explanatory research and aims to predict how similar phenomenon may look in other 

situations (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 4).  

For this study, we believe that the best-suited purpose is explanatory. Since we are not 

merely aiming to describe, analyse or explain the phenomenon (Collis & Hussey, 2014, 

p. 4). We are trying to draw causal relations among variables in a way that has not been 

done before. There is, therefore, some relation between our research and explanatory 

research. However, as previous research has highlighted that the return process mediates 

customer satisfaction, loyalty and trust, what factors in the process that does this is 

unclear. The method of analysis further implicates that this study is inclining to be more 

explanatory than exploratory.  

3.2.4 Research Strategy 

The two major strategies in research are qualitative and quantitative strategy. As 

described by Saunders et al. (2009, p.151), qualitative strategies generate non-numerical 

data that can be categorised. Although qualitative strategies can use numerical data, 

qualitative strategy is used predominantly as a synonym for any data collection or analysis 

method that does not. In contrast, a quantitative strategy uses collection and analysis 

methods that are quantifiable and generates numerical data (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 5; 

Saunders et al. 2009, p.151). While a positivist can use qualitative strategies and an 

interpretivist can use quantitative strategies, the paradigms strongly associates with the 

opposites (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 46). Which is understandable from an ontological, 

epistemological and axiological perspective since the beliefs of the paradigms entail the 

strategy adopted.  

The position of this study, taking into consideration the research question, is 

consequently, a quantitative strategy. Additionally, the previous research on the subject 

has been predominantly quantitative, which further solidifies the selection of strategy. 

Meaning, the foundation of the field is set, and with the purpose of the study being 

explanatory, adopting a separate strategy would be unwise from a contribution point of 

view. 
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The purpose of this section is to describe how the authors of this study and the study itself 

relate science and knowledge. With the theoretical methodology of the study clarified, 

the following section will formulate the empirical method with the aim of detailing how 

the study was implemented in practice.   
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4. Empirical Method 

4.1 Data Collection 

The data collection method for this study is of primary data. The reason for collecting 

primary data is due to the purpose of this study, for which primary data is most appropriate 

as we needed to test the conceptual model accordingly and incorporate the appropriate 

level of detail (Saunders et al., 2009, p.69). Primary data collection has the disadvantage 

of sensitivity to response rate in the sampling. Especially primary data collected with 

questionnaires are subject to low response rates compared to other types of sampling 

method (Saunders et al., 2009, p.222).  

Contrarily, secondary data would provide a faster sampling process but at the cost of 

lower resolution and control (Saunders et al., 2009, p.270) since the data has been 

collected with a different research question in mind. Further, the quality of secondary data 

is commonly of lower trustworthiness than primary data as the researcher has little insight 

in the collection process (Saunders et al., 2009 p.272). The advantage of using secondary 

data lies in the speed of which it can be accessed (Saunders et al., 2009, p.69).  

In deciding between the two methods for collecting data, the deciding factor for primary 

data was the ability to test the hypotheses in the conceptual model without loss of detail. 

The primary data was collected through a questionnaire.  

4.2 Sampling Approach 

Sampling is generally divided into two branches; probability sampling and non-

probability sampling. With probability sampling, the probability of each observation in 

the sample being chosen from the population is known and normally uniform. The 

contrary holds for non-probability sampling, where there is no statistical probability of 

for any individual observation being chosen. Thus, with non-probability sampling, it is 

not possible to make statistical inferences from the sample to the general population. It 

might, however, still be possible to generalise the results from the research (Saunders et 

al., 2009, p.213). 

The specific method for the sampling was self-selection sampling. The characteristics of 

this type of sampling is that the participation is driven by the respondents’ own desire to 

take part in the research. Thus, the media channel being used and the presentation of the 

research should be appropriate for the goal of the research as there is no control over who 

responds (Saunders et al., 2009, p.241). As a large sample size was desired, in order to 

conduct a statistically significant analysis for the hypotheses of the conceptual model, 

social media was decided as an appropriate media for sampling.  

The questionnaire was open between 9/12/2019 and 12/12/2019 and the responses 

amounted to 117 respondents. The questionnaire was distributed on Facebook and forums 

in which level of responses was assumed to be high as the network of people who might 

see the invitation to the questionnaire is relatively large.  
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4.3 Design of Questionnaire 

The design of the questionnaire followed the general principles stressed by Saunders et 

al. (2009, p.395). Pilot testing was conducted in order to gain useful information on how 

the respondents perceived the survey. Thus, there followed a possibility to clarify and 

simplify ambiguous questions and instructions. All items in the questionnaire, except the 

categorical that are used for descriptive statistics, utilises an ordinal, seven-point, Likert 

scale. The implication of using an ordinal scale, such as the Likert scale is that the 

responses can be ordered and compared (Hjerm et al., 2014, p.91). However, if a variable 

measured on an ordinal scale with at least five variable values is normally distributed, it 

has the characteristics of a ratio scale. The implication of this is that mathematical 

operations can be applied to the variables (Hjerm et al., 2014, p.91-93). The questionnaire 

is constructed with ten constructs, whereof eight use the seven-point Likert scale from 

rated from 1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree. The remaining two constructs 

use the seven-point Likert scales 1 = Very unlikely to 7 = Very likely and 1 = Very 

dissatisfied to 7 = Very satisfied respectively (see appendix 1). Moreover, item nr 1 to 9 

are used exclusively used for descriptive statistics and are thus not part of the conceptual 

model and hypotheses. 

The items and constructs used in the conceptual model are all based on previous research 

as this guarantees a certain degree of reliability and ability to assess the reliability of the 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.263). By using the constructs from previous research, 

we hope to maintain a high level of reliability in the questionnaire as these constructs 

have been proven to measure the abstract concept of interest. Although the constructs 

have been used before, the combination of constructs bring new insights to the field of 

research.  

In the questionnaire, the construct for measuring previous service experience was 

developed based on 4 of 43 questions from the questionnaire by Mollenkopf et al. (2007) 

which in turn was derived from research by Hess et al. (2003). For these questions, the 

original seven-point Likert scale was kept (appendix 1, questions 10 to 13). The construct 

for legitimate returning behaviour was obtained from Pei & Pasawan (2018), using 4 of 

32 questions from their questionnaire with the original seven-point Likert scale 

transformed to a seven-point Likert scale (appendix 1, questions 14 to 17). However, 

since the construct had negative internal reliability, the construct was excluded from the 

analysis. The construct for attribution of controllability was developed based on the 

measurements that Hess et al. (2003) presents in their research on service recovery. Hess 

et al. (2003) use a five-point Likert scale which was transformed to a seven-point Likert 

scale (appendix 1, questions 18 to 21). The factor service recovery quality was obtained 

by combining three constructs from Mollenkopf et al. (2007), namely recovery 

responsiveness, compensation and contact. Recovery responsiveness was constructed 

with 4 of 43 questions from the original questionnaire with the seven-point Likert scale 

kept (appendix 1, questions 22 to 25). Compensation was constructed with 3 of 43 

questions (appendix 1, questions 31 to 33) and contact 5 of 43 questions (appendix 1, 

questions 26 to 30) from Mollenkopf et al. (2007). For all three constructs in service 

recovery quality, the original seven-point Likert scale was kept. The construct customer 

effort was derived from two sources; Mollenkopf et al. (2007), from which 7 of 43 
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questions were used and Oghazi et al. (2017) where 2 of 13 were used. The original seven-

point Likert scales coincide and were kept for the questionnaire (appendix 1, questions 

34 to 42). 

To measure trustworthiness, the construct from Palvias’ (2006) questionnaire was used, 

with corresponding items, which were 5 of 52 questions from the original survey. The 

scale used by Palvia (2006) was not presented in the research. From the structure of the 

questions it could be deducted that an ordinal scale such as Likert was appropriate. Hence, 

a seven-point Likert scale was chosen for these items (appendix 1, questions 47 to 51). 

Loyalty intentions was measured using a construct developed by Parasuraman et al. 

(2005) and adapted by Mollenkopf et al. (2007) with items obtained from the adapted 

construct that Mollenkopf et al. (2004) used. The items constitute 6 of 43 questions in the 

original survey (appendix 1, questions 52 to 57). Finally, return satisfaction was 

developed by using the construct from Mollenkopf et al. (2007), which had adapted their 

items for the construct based on Parasuraman et al. (2005). The construct use 4 of 43 

items from the original questionnaire and the seven-point Likert scale is kept (appendix 

1, questions 43 to 46). Neither of the items in the questionnaire are mandatory as this 

would force answers to questions that might not reflect reality.  

In addition to the constructs that are the basis of the conceptual model and analysis, a 

range of items are included for the purpose of descriptive statistics (appendix 1, question 

1 to 7). Two items on sustainability are included in the questionnaire (appendix 1, 

question 8 to 9) but not in the conceptual model or part of the hypotheses. The reason for 

this is that there is theoretical support for the importance of sustainability with regard to 

the customer experience of online retailing (Bertram & Chi, 2017). However, as no items 

of constructs on the subject could be found, the items were included merely with the hope 

of providing some insight to the customers’ response to sustainability as an empirical 

finding.  

4.4 Data Analysis 

In accordance with Bryman & Bell (2011, p.334) the questionnaire is constructed with 

the following analysis considered. Before collecting the primary data, the methods for 

analysis were decided and reflected upon. This was done because different types of 

variables are more appropriate for different analysis methods. As this study investigates 

the relationship between variables, the intention of using multivariate and bivariate 

analysis guided the choice of variables in the collection process (Bryman & Bell, 2011, 

p.334). As previously mentioned, the choice of ordinal scale items was the result 

following this consideration. The analysis of the collected data will be carried out in the 

statistical analysis software SPSS. Respondents that had not answered any of the items in 

a construct was excluded from the sample. The questionnaire got 117 respondents, 

whereof 7 had to be excluded due to the exclusion criteria.  

4.4.1 Cronbachs’ Alpha  

Cronbachs’ Alpha is commonly used to test internal reliability (Bryman & Bell, 2011, 

p.159). Internal reliability is important as it measures the degree to which the items in a 

construct are consistent, that is, if they measure the same abstract concept (Bryman & 
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Bell, 2011, p.158). For the conceptual model that was developed for this study, the 

internal reliability of ten constructs are subject to assessment of internal reliability. 

Cronbachs’ Alpha analysis is a function of the number of items in a test or construct, the 

average inter-item covariance and the average variance of the construct or test. The 

outcome of this reliability test is a value for each construct, ranging from 0 to 1, where 

any construct with a value below 0.7 are considered unreliable (Bryman & Bell, 2011, 

p.159). 

4.4.2 Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics have the aim to make a set of data understandable through visual 

representation and key metrics (Saunders et al., 2009, p.144). For the purpose of this 

study, the characteristics of the questionnaire respondents are represented using 

descriptive statistics. By using descriptive statistics, an impression of the central 

tendencies of the research can be provided. The central tendencies are usually of the type 

mode, median or mean value. A mode value is the one that is most frequently occurring, 

median value is the 50th percentile of the distribution and the mean value is the average 

overall observations of a measure (Saunders et al., 2009, p.444).  

Another type of descriptive statistics is the dispersion which define how the data is 

dispersed in relation to a central tendency of a variable. This measure is normally 

achieved with the standard deviation of the distribution of a variable. The standard 

deviation measures how much the values in the distribution diverge from the mean value. 

The importance of the standard deviation is that it indicates the degree of homogeneity in 

the answers (Saunders et al., 2009, p.447-448). Pearsons’ correlation is another measure 

of dispersion that is used for assessing the strength of the linear relationship between two 

variables. The measure ranges from -1 to +1, where -1 indicates a perfect inverse 

relationship, whereas +1 indicates a perfect positive relationship and 0 indicated perfect 

independence. When studying the correlation of variables, the probability of obtaining 

the correlation by chance should be no greater than 0.05 for a statistically significant result 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.459).  

In this research, the mean value, standard deviation and Pearsons’ correlation will be used 

as measures for descriptive statistics. Moreover, findings from the descriptive statistics 

will be presented in graphs to visually aid the interpretation and highlight the results. As 

the questionnaire was distributed through social media and the questions were non-

mandatory, the response rate is calculated by the highest response rate among individual 

questions divided by the lowest response rate among individual questions.  

4.4.3 Bivariate and Multivariate Regression 

Bivariate analysis and multivariate analysis using regression are methods for analysing 

the relationship between two variables and three or more variables respectively. The aim 

is to, for a given direction of causation, analyse the strength of the relationship between 

the variables of interest (Hjerm et al., 2014, p.124, 136). Regression is efficient in 

analysing the conceptual model of this study since the method can handle multivariate 

relationships as well as bivariate. The goal of regression is finding an equation that can 

predict a dependent variable given a set of independent variables (Hjerm et al., 2014, 
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p.138). The relationship is described using the straight-line (plane for higher dimensions) 

equation: 

 𝑌 =  𝑎 +  𝑏𝑋    

𝑏 =
∑ (𝑋𝑛 − �̅�)(𝑌𝑛 − �̅�)𝑛∈𝑁

∑ (𝑋𝑛 − �̅�)2
𝑛∈𝑁

 

𝑎 =  
∑ 𝑋𝑛∈𝑁  ∑ 𝑌−𝑏𝑛∈𝑁

𝑁
  

𝑊ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑒, 𝑌 𝑖𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑑𝑒𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑣𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒,    

𝑋 𝑖𝑠 𝑎 𝑠𝑒𝑡 𝑜𝑓 𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑣𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒𝑠 

𝑁 𝑖𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑜𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠, 

𝑏 𝑖𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑟𝑒𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑐𝑜𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑎𝑛𝑑, 

𝑎 𝑖𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡 𝑖𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑙𝑖𝑛𝑒 𝑜𝑟 𝑝𝑙𝑎𝑛𝑒 𝑜𝑛 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑎𝑥𝑖𝑠 𝑜𝑓 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑑𝑒𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑣𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒. 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.461). 

Hence, when analysing the bivariate relationships in the conceptual model, there will only 

be one independent variable that is used to predict the dependent variable, whereas for 

multivariate analysis, the independent variables will constitute a set for variables that are 

used to predict the dependent variable (Hjerm et al., 2014, p.143-147; Saunders et al., 

2009, p.461).  

4.4.4 Analysis of Variance 

Analysis of variance, or ANOVA, is a numerical analysis to test whether three or more 

groups are statistically different (Saunders et al., 2014, p.451). For the case of this study, 

ANOVA test the variance of constructs used in the regression model and thus constitutes 

a basis for testing significance of the model. In order to use the ANOVA, the following 

assumptions should be met (Saunders et al., 2014, p.459): 

1.  Each data value is independent and does not relate to any of the other data 

values. 

 

2. The data for each group are normally distributed (Section 12.3). This assumption 

is not particularly important provided that the number of cases in each group is 

large (30 or more). 

 

3. The data for each group have the same variance (standard deviation squared). 

However, provided that the number of cases in the largest group is not more than 

1.5 times that of the smallest group, this appears to have very little effect on the 

test results. 
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Assumption 1 is met following that each respondent answers the questionnaire 

independently and are unaffected by other respondents’ answers. Assumption 2 is met 

as the number of cases in each construct is 107 or higher. Assumption 3 is met as the 

smallest number of cases if 107 and the highest number of cases is 110. Hence the lager 

value is 1.028 times larger than the smallest, which is well below 1.5. As all 

assumptions are met, the ANOVA is considered viable for this study. 

 

4.5  Ethical Considerations 

As this study is using primary data from individuals, the ethical considerations were of 

high priority. Hence, in order to maintain an ethical study, these considerations were kept 

in mind throughout the entire research process. Foremost, the ethical considerations were 

deliberated on during the data collection process.   

Bryman & Bell (2011, p.128) refer to Diener & Crandall (1978, p.7) and list four main 

areas for ethical principles, namely; Whether there is harm to participants; whether there 

is a lack of informed consent; whether there is an invasion of privacy and whether 

deception is involved. Harm of participants is the subject of guaranteeing anonymity 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 129). This issue is addressed in this study by never collecting 

or disclosing any information that can be tied to the participant and thereby risking or 

causing harm. The identity of any individual participant is unknown to the researchers 

and the other participants following the sampling method and the nature of the questions 

in the questionnaire, seen in the appendix. The issue of informed consent is addressed in 

this study by informing the participants about the relevant details of the study before the 

participants entered the questionnaire (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.133). This information 

can be seen in the appendix. Moreover, informed consent is argued to follow the sampling 

method of self-selection, where only participants who want to participate will do so. In 

order to address the issue regarding invasion of privacy, the researchers made sure that 

no question was of a sensitive private nature. The respondents always had the option of 

not answering any question or terminate the questionnaire and thus not submitting any 

data. Moreover, the researchers never had the intention of deceiving the participants 

which refers to not proclaiming the aim of the study in a deceiving way (Bryman & Bell, 

2011, p.136). Thus, the information given to the participants prior to the questionnaire 

was made sure to be accurate. Also, the questions were therefore constructed to not 

deceive the participant into thinking that the researchers are looking for a particular 

answer to the question. This is related to the ethical consideration that no leading 

questions should be asked (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.258).  
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5. Empirical Findings 

The initial items in the questionnaire had the purpose of describing the sample as well as 

bringing additional empirical findings that, although not part of the regression analysis, 

contribute to the study by illuminating behavioural and attitude tendencies in the e-

commerce setting.  

5.1 Demographic  

 

Figure 5. Age 

The average age of the respondents is 30.54 years. However, the most frequently 

occurring age seems to be around 25 years (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 6. Gender 

The distribution in gender is approximately even across men and female respondents 

(Figure 6).  
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Figure 7. I am comfortable with purchasing products online 

Respondents tend to be comfortable with online transactions, as seen in figure 7, with an 

average score of 6.2 of 7. This could be an interesting aspect to investigate further to see 

if this affect the perception of risk in the transaction and thus impact customer satisfaction, 

trust and loyalty.  

 

Figure 8. I make an online purchase on average every 

In figure 8 the respondents online purchasing frequency is shown. Most respondents 

purchase products online every 2-1 months. One remark is that few respondents purchase 

products online either every 12 months or less often, or every 1 week or more often. 

Generally, the responses look to be normally distributed. 

 

Figure 9. I return the products that I have bought online 
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Returns of online purchases seem to occur infrequently. From figure 9 it is evident that 

most responses indicate that returns are made never or sometimes.  

 

Figure 10. When I shop online, my service expectations are 

Service expectations on online purchases tend to be rather high amongst respondents 

(Figure 10). This could be an interesting aspect to research in the future in order to 

investigate how expectations influence customer satisfaction.   

 

Figure 11. When I shop online, my service expectations are met 

As shown in figure 11, respondents state that their expectations are generally met.  

 

 

 

Figure 12. I think about environmental sustainability when I shop online 
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On average respondents score 4.0, precisely the mean value on the scale, when asked if 

they think about environmental sustainability when shopping online (Figure 12). The 

responses are quite varied and looks to be normally distributed.   

Figure 13. Environmental sustainability affects my purchase decisions 

The tendency of sustainability affecting the respondents’ purchase decision seem to be 

uniformly distributed and has an average score of 3.9 (Figure 13). The aspects of 

sustainability in online retailing could be an interesting factor for further research in 

online retailing. Given that previous research suggests that environmental aspects are 

important to the customers in e-commerce, it could prove interesting to study how 

customers perceive sustainability compared to convenience in online retailing, return 

processes included. 
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5.2 Cronbachs' Alpha 

The constructs; compensation and attribution of controllability had an alpha below 0.7 

and were, therefore, deemed as unreliable as construct. Therefore, only one item was 

chosen from these to represent the construct in the regression analysis. For the construct 

legitimate return behaviour, the items had a negative alpha, meaning the items had a 

negative average covariance. The implication of this was that the construct could not be 

used in the analysis and were thus excluded. The remaining construct all had acceptable 

and or excellent reliability and could thus be considered as constructs for further analysis. 

The constructs were developed using the mean value of the items that constitute the 

construct.  

Reliability 

Construct Cronbachs' alpha 

AttributionOfControllability One item 

Compensation One item 

Contact ,817 

CustomerEffort ,928 

LoyaltyIntentions ,856 

PreviousServiceExperience ,771 

RecoveryResponsiveness ,885 

ReturnSatisfaction ,941 

Trustworthiness ,957 

Table 1. Internal reliability of the constructs with Cronbachs' Alpha 
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5.3 Descriptive Statistics 

The descriptive statistics provide information on the mean values and standard deviation 

of the constructs that are used for analysis. The mean values are, if compared to the 

applied scale from 1 to 7, gravitating toward the higher values. The lowest mean value is 

from compensation and are at 3.74, just below the middle point of the scale. The highest 

mean value is from trustworthiness and are at 5.81. Most mean values are centred around 

5. One point to consider is that the constructs with higher mean values, the standard 

deviation is typically lower. This would indicate that answers to the items in these 

constructs are more uniform. The implication of this could be that some parts of the return 

process and e-commerce are well developed and standardised and translate to high scores 

in this survey, whereas the constructs with lower mean value and higher standard 

deviation are less standardised and developed by the larger e-commerce market. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Construct N Mean  Std. Deviation 

AttributionOfControllability 107 4,6075  2,23082 

Compensation 108 3,7407  2,13283 

Contact 110 4,4114  1,54076 

CustomerEffort 110 5,4011  1,50125 

LoyaltyIntentions 110 4,9712  1,41329 

PreviousServiceExperience 110 5,3364  1,26683 

RecoveryResponsiveness 110 5,5500  1,50374 

ReturnSatisfaction 110 5,3409  1,65995 

Trustworthiness 110 5,8105  1,34683 

Valid N (listwise) 106   

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the constructs 
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5.4 Pearsons' Correlation 

Pearsons’ correlation gives the pairwise correlation amongst the constructs. Most 

correlations were significant at the 0.01 level for a 2-tailed test. The highest significantly 

correlated pair of constructs were between customer effort and return satisfaction with a 

correlation of 0.9. Lowest significant correlations were between previous service 

experience and contact with a correlation of 0.403. This correlation seems logical as the 

lowest of the two are analysed as independent variables, whereas the highest correlation 

is between an independent and dependent variable. Looking at the correlation amongst 

independent variables, all are relatively low. This gives legitimacy to the conceptual 

model. The correlation between attribution of controllability and all other construct is low 

and significant.  

 

Pearsons' Correlation 

Constructs 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

AttributionOfControllability 

(1) 

1         

Compensation 

(2) 

-,009 1        

Contact 

(3) 

-,025 ,561** 1       

CustomerEffort 

(4) 

-,047 ,464** ,526** 1      

LoyaltyIntentions 

(5) 

-,016 ,462** ,541** ,650** 1     

PreviousServiceExperience 

(6) 

,106 ,421** ,403** ,467** ,438** 1    

RecoveryResponsiveness 

(7) 

-,056 ,458** ,651** ,725** ,609** ,577** 1   

ReturnSatisfaction 

(8) 

,073 ,505** ,576** ,900** ,706** ,509** ,780** 1  

Trustworthiness 

(9) 

,036 ,432** ,574** ,788** ,807** ,484** ,721** ,807** 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 3. Pearsons' Correlation pairwise for the constructs 
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6. Regression Analysis 

6.1 First Regression 

In order to test hypotheses 1 to 5 in the conceptual model, as seen in figure 14, hence the 

strength of the relationship between the factors in the return process and return 

satisfaction, a multiple regression analysis was conducted with significant results 

(F=103.375, p < 0.01). The regression analyses were all of the enter type, meaning all 

variables are included in the regression model.  

The adjusted R-squared explains how much of the variance in the dependent variable, 

return satisfaction, is explained by the independent variables. In this regression, the 

independent variables explain 85.4% of the variation in return satisfaction. The adjusted 

R-square consider the sample size.  

The regression analysis indicates that three of the seven constructs have a significant 

impact on return satisfaction. The significant independent variables that predict return 

satisfaction were attribution of controllability (β=0.089, p < 0.01), service recovery 

quality (β=0.27, p < 0.01),) and customer effort (β=0.764, p < 0.01). Thus, the null 

hypotheses for H3, H4 and H5 could be rejected. A significant result is due to a low 

chance that the observed results are occurring by chance. This is indicated by the p-value, 

where a value of 0.01 indicates that the observed result has a 1% probability of being 

obtained, assuming that the null hypothesis is true. 

 

Figure 14. Conceptual model for the first regression analysis. 
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Model Summary 

Model R R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

1 ,929a ,862 ,854 ,63671 

 

a. Predictors: (Constant), CustomerEffort, AttributionOfControllability, 

Compensation, PreviousServiceExperience, Contact, 

RecoveryResponsiveness 

Table 4. Summary of analysis. Return satisfaction and predictors. 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 251,450 6 41,908 103,375 ,000b 

 Residual 40,135 99 ,405   

 Total 291,585 105    

 

a. Dependent Variable: ReturnSatisfaction 

b. Predictors: (Constant), CustomerEffort, AttributionOfControllability, Compensation, 

PreviousServiceExperience, Contact, RecoveryResponsiveness 

 

Table 5. ANOVA. Return satisfaction and predictors. 

 

Coefficientsa  

Model Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 

 B Std. Error Beta   

1 (Constant) -1,012 ,331  -3,059 ,003 

 PreviousServiceExperience ,011 ,066 ,008 ,169 ,867 

 AttributionOfControllability ,089 ,028 ,120 3,164 ,002 

 RecoveryResponsiveness ,270 ,072 ,245 3,731 ,000 

 Contact ,017 ,058 ,016 ,301 ,764 

 Compensation ,047 ,037 ,061 1,290 ,200 

 CustomerEffort ,764 ,061 ,689 12,549 ,000 

 

Table 6. Regression Coefficients. Return satisfaction and predictors. 
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6.2 Second Regression 

The second regression conducted was a bivariate regression to test the impact of return 

satisfaction on the perceived trustworthiness of the seller, see figure 15. Also, this 

regression was found significant (F=201.323, p < 0.01) with an adjusted R-square of 

64.8%. The regression analysis found a significant relationship between return 

satisfaction and trustworthiness (β=0.655, p < 0.01). Thus, the null hypothesis for H6 

could be rejected. 

 

Figure 15. Conceptual model for the second regression analysis. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

1 ,807a ,651 ,648 ,79950 

 

a. Predictors: (Constant), ReturnSatisfaction 

Table 7. Summary of analysis. Return satisfaction and Trustworthiness. 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 128,686 1 128,686 201,323 ,000b 

 Residual 69,034 108 ,639   

 Total 197,720 109    

 

a. Dependent Variable: Trustworthiness 

b. Predictors: (Constant), ReturnSatisfaction 

Table 8. ANOVA. Return satisfaction and Trustworthiness. 
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Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 

 B Std. Error Beta   

1 (Constant) 2,314 ,258  8,974 ,000 

 ReturnSatisfaction ,655 ,046 ,807 14,189 ,000 

 

a. Dependent Variable: Trustworthiness 

Table 9.  Regression Coefficients. Return satisfaction and Trustworthiness. 

6.3 Third Regression 

The third regression conducted was a bivariate regression to test the impact of return 

satisfaction on loyalty intentions, as represented in figure 16. Also, this regression was 

found significant (F=107.24, p < 0.01) with an adjusted R-square of 49.4%. The 

regression analysis found a significant relationship between return satisfaction and loyalty 

intention (β=0.601, p < 0.01). Thus, the null hypothesis for H7 could be rejected. 

 

 Figure 16.  Conceptual model for the third regression. 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

1 ,706a ,498 ,494 1,00573 

 

a. Predictors: (Constant), ReturnSatisfaction 

Table 10.  Summary of analysis. Return satisfaction and loyalty intentions. 
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ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 108,473 1 108,473 107,240 ,000b 

 Residual 109,241 108 1,011   

 Total 217,714 109    

 

a. Dependent Variable: LoyaltyIntentions 

b. Predictors: (Constant), ReturnSatisfaction 

Table 11.  ANOVA. Return satisfaction and loyalty intentions. 

 

Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 

 B Std. Error Beta   

1 (Constant) 1,761 ,324  5,429 ,000 

 ReturnSatisfaction ,601 ,058 ,706 10,356 ,000 

 

a. Dependent Variable: LoyaltyIntentions 

Table 12.  Regression Coefficients. Return satisfaction and loyalty intentions. 

  



 

43 

 

6.4 Fourth Regression 

The fourth regression conducted was a multivariate regression to test the impact of return 

satisfaction and trustworthiness combined on loyalty intentions, as seen in figure 17. 

Also, this regression was found significant (F=104.011, p < 0.01) with an adjusted R-

square of 65.4%. The regression analysis found a significant relationship between 

trustworthiness and loyalty intentions (β=0.715, p < 0.01). Thus, the null hypothesis for 

H8 could be rejected. However, in this case, H7 could not be rejected. The implication of 

this would be that return satisfaction only impact loyalty intentions when mediated by 

trustworthiness.  

 

Figure 17.  Conceptual model for the fourth regression. 

  



 

44 

 

 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

1 ,813a ,660 ,654 ,83133 

 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Trustworthiness, ReturnSatisfaction 

Table 13. Summary of analysis. Return satisfaction, trustworthiness and loyalty 

intentions. 

 

ANOVAa 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 143,766 2 71,883 104,011 ,000b 

 Residual 73,949 107 ,691   

 Total 217,714 109    

 

a. Dependent Variable: LoyaltyIntentions 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Trustworthiness, ReturnSatisfaction 

Table 14. ANOVA. Return satisfaction, trustworthiness and loyalty intentions. 

 

Coefficientsa 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 

 B Std. Error Beta   

1 (Constant) ,107 ,354  ,301 ,764 

 ReturnSatisfaction ,133 ,081 ,156 1,638 ,104 

 Trustworthiness ,715 ,100 ,681 7,146 ,000 

 

a. Dependent Variable: LoyaltyIntentions 

Table 15.  Regression Coefficients. Return satisfaction, trustworthiness and loyalty 

intentions. 
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7. Discussion 

7.1 First Regression 

The first regression tested the first layer of the conceptual model, namely the relationship 

between the independent variables linked to the return process and the dependent variable 

return satisfaction. The independent variables explained 85.4 % of the variation in the 

dependent variable. Hence, we can conclude that the independent variables predict the 

dependent variable, return satisfaction, to a satisfactory degree. Out of the six predicting 

constructs, three were shown to be significant. These significant predictors were 

attribution of controllability, recovery responsiveness and customer effort, all with a 

significance level p < 0.01. Therefore, there is a relationship between the significant 

predictors and return satisfaction that indicated that the return process has an effect on the 

customers’ return satisfaction. This finding is in line with previous research which 

legitimise our conceptual model.  

Attribution of controllability (Folkes, 1984, p.400; Mollenkopf, 2007) shows that if the 

seller has a high degree of control with regard to the reason for the return, the less satisfied 

the customer is with the return. This can be related to attribution theory which states that 

if a service failure is caused by the service provider, this has a more significant impact on 

the customer satisfaction than if the failure is due to internal causes or factors that are 

uncontrollable by the service provider (Folkes, 1984, p.400). Surprisingly, as can be seen 

in table 6, the impact of this factor is rather low with a regression coefficient of β = 0.089. 

This indicates that the effect of perceived controllability on return satisfaction is low and 

thus not the most important factor for deriving satisfaction from the return process.  

Recovery responsiveness was one of three constructs used to model service recovery 

quality. Research shows that service quality is dependent on two dimensions, the actual 

outcome and the process quality (Giovanis & Tsoukatos, 2013). Previous research has 

found that the service recovery quality correlates with customer satisfaction (Collier & 

Bienstock, 2006; Mollenkopf, 2007) which is also supported by our findings. Although 

only the construct recovery responsiveness was significant in this study, we cannot 

exclude that compensation and contact affects return satisfaction. The factor service 

recovery quality seems to be important for customer satisfaction in the return process as 

recovery responsiveness has a regression coefficient of β = 0.27. Although not all 

constructs in service recovery quality were significant, we argue that the factor is shown 

to predict return satisfaction.   

Customer effort measure the leniency of the return process (Mollenkopf, 2007). Our 

findings are coherent with previous research that stress the general importance of leniency 

for return policies and in the return process (Janakiraman et al. 2015; Mollenkopf, 2007; 

Oghazi et al., 2017). Our study found that customer effort in the return process has a 

strong negative correlation with return satisfaction, meaning that if the process is 

characterised by high leniency, the customers are more satisfied with the return. This 

construct was found to be the most impacting on return satisfaction with a regression 

coefficient of β = 0.764.  
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The regression analysis indicate that the following hypotheses are supported:  

H3: A return due to a controllable factor correlate inversely to return satisfaction. 

H4: The quality of the contact between the customer and online retailer correlate 

positively with return satisfaction. 

H5: The degree of effort in return process correlate inversely with return satisfaction. 

While the following hypotheses were not supported and hence the null hypothesis could 

not be rejected: 

H1: Previous Service experience have a positive correlation to Return satisfaction. 

H2: Legitimate return behaviours correlate inversely with return satisfaction. 

H2 were not tested in the regression analysis as the construct for measuring legitimate 

return behaviour were found unreliable. 

7.2 Second Regression 

The second regression tested the relationship between return satisfaction and 

trustworthiness. The predicting variable, return satisfaction, explained 64.8 % of the 

variation in the dependent variable, trustworthiness. As indicated by previous studies, 

customer satisfaction is antecedent to trust (Oliveira et al. 2017; Palvia, 2009; Zhang et 

al. 2011), which is supported by the findings of this study which found a positive effect 

of return satisfaction on trustworthiness with a regression coefficient of β = 0.655. Thus, 

if the customer is satisfied with the return process, this correlate positively with the 

customers trust toward the online retailer. Hence, the return process can be an additional 

tool for deriving customer trust. As a deeper level of trust relies on interaction between 

the customer and the retailer (Qureshi et al., 2017), the return process could function as a 

point of interaction that enables a deeper trust to develop. 

The regression analysis indicate that the following hypotheses are supported:  

H6: Return satisfaction correlate positively with trust. 

7.3 Third Regression 

The third regression tested the relationship between return satisfaction and loyalty 

intentions. The predicting variable, return satisfaction, explained 49.4 % of the variation 

in the dependent variable, loyalty intentions. When considering customer satisfaction as 

a predictor for loyalty intentions, a relationship can be seen, but as we will see in the 

fourth regression, the relationship is most likely mediated by trust. However, customer 

satisfaction has a positive effect on loyalty intentions with a regression coefficient of β = 

0.601. This regression was conducted in order to analyse how return satisfaction impacts 

loyalty intentions when not considering any other predictors. The reason for this was to 

test the findings from previous research (Collier & Bienstock, 2006; Mollenkopf et al. 

2007; Palvia, 2006; Zhang et al. 2011) before including an additional predictor, trust. 

Hence, the findings from this regression was in line with previous studies. 



 

47 

 

The regression analysis indicate that the following hypotheses are supported:  

H7: Return satisfaction correlate positively with customer loyalty. 

7.4 Fourth Regression 

The fourth regression tested the relationship between the predictors return satisfaction 

and trustworthiness and the dependent variable loyalty intentions. In this regression, the 

predictors explained 65.4 % of the variation in the dependent variable. Thus, this 

regression has a higher degree of explained variance compared to 49.4 % explained 

variance in the third regression. When considering trustworthiness and return satisfaction 

as predictors, the only significant predictor is trustworthiness with a significance level p 

< 0.01 and a regression coefficient of β = 0.715. While the third regression found a 

relationship between return satisfaction and loyalty intentions, this regression found that 

the actual predictor for loyalty intentions is trust. Rather than having a direct relationship 

to loyalty intentions, return satisfaction is mediated by trustworthiness to loyalty 

intentions. This is coherent with research that proves trust to be an important predictor to 

loyalty, especially in settings that are characterised by a high level of risk (Jiuan Tan, 

1999; Wirtz & Lihotzky, 2003, p.526). Moreover, it has been previously shown that trust 

mediates the relationship between the customers perception of the capabilities of the 

retailer and loyalty intentions (Qureshi et al., 2017, p.216), which seems to be the case 

also for the relationship between return satisfaction and loyalty intention, with trust as a 

mediator from return satisfaction to loyalty intentions. 

The regression analysis indicate that the following hypotheses are supported:  

H8: Trust correlate positively with customer loyalty. 

While the previously supported hypothesis was found unsupported and the null 

hypothesis could not be rejected: 

H7: Return satisfaction correlate positively with customer loyalty.   
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7.5 Revised Conceptual Model and General Discussion 

Based on the findings from the regression analysis, the conceptual model was revised to 

include only the significant relationships (Figure 18).  

 

Figure 18. Revised conceptual model 

The seller can use the return policy to control the return process that the customer has to 

go through, and the return policy is also antecedent to customer satisfaction (Hjort & 

Lantz, 2016, p. 408; Janakiraman et al., 2015; Yoo, 2014, p. 146;). The customer effort 

construct questions in this study was conceived using Mollenkopfs et al. (2007) and 

Oghazis et al. (2017) survey constructs which measured the convenience of preparing the 

return and the process of actually returning the product. These questions included more 

than just Janakiramans’ et al. (2015) return policy leniency variable of customer effort; 

the questions also regarded monetary and scope leniency. In the revised model it shows 

(as also found by previous studies) that return policy leniency is not merely a tool for 

controlling returns but also a mediator for customer satisfaction. While this is not a new 

finding, the previous research used return policies to predict return proclivity and the 

mediating effects it has on return incentives. The scope of this study was to measure how 

the return policy affects customer satisfaction. Therefore, the importance of the return 

policy as a precursor for customer satisfaction is supported in this model. Moreover, 

previous research found that the online retailers’ responsiveness to problems affected 

satisfaction, trust and loyalty (Collier & Bienstock, 2006). This study adds to this 

knowledge by determining the relationship of these factors in the return process. As 

Collier & Bienstock (2006) found that the responsiveness of the online retailer greatly 

impacts the customers’ perceived relationship with the retailer and the perception of the 

service quality, the inference could be made that this is true also in the return process. 

That is, if the online retailer is responsive in the return process, the customer might 

perceive the service and relationship more positively, which in turn affect satisfaction, 

trust and loyalty. Collier & Bienstock (2006) and Giovanis & Tsoukatos (2013) stressed 

that customer satisfaction is derived from both the service outcome and the process 

quality. Seen as a service offering, the return process is largely dependent on the process 

quality. This is indicated by the effect of effort on satisfaction shown in this study. The 

outcome of the return is not as interesting as the process as the outcome is trivial. The 

process of making the return, however, was shown to greatly impact how satisfied the 

customer was, which supports the findings from previous research but also contribute 
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with an understanding of how the return process might affect satisfaction, trust and 

loyalty.  

To understand the customers’ perception of the return, the Behavioural perspective model 

proved useful. The Behavioural perspective model explains how the customer behaviour, 

in this case a return decision, are subject to a perceived situation and results in 

consequences and reinforcement which in turn becomes part of the new perceived 

situation and affects the following behaviour (Fagerstrøm, 2005). In the context of the 

return process we were interested in the sequence of relationships; from the return process 

to return satisfaction; from return satisfaction to trustworthiness; from return satisfaction 

and trustworthiness to loyalty intentions. By applying the Behavioural perspective model, 

we can analyse these causal relationships by viewing them as a continuum of situation, 

behaviour and reinforcement. Starting, the customer makes a return decision based on 

various factors based on learning history and behaviour setting. The behaviour, making 

the return, is characterised by reinforcement and consequences derived from customer 

effort, service recovery quality and attribution of controllability, all of which impact the 

return satisfaction. The satisfaction that is derived from the return also reinforce the 

perceived trustworthiness of the online retailer and becomes part of the customers 

situation that influence the next behaviour, loyalty intentions. The Behavioural 

perspective model highlights the importance of the return process as the reinforcements 

and consequences that follow will form the basis for loyalty intentions and most likely 

influence the customers’ view of the retailer.  

Where previous research has either treated the purchase process in e-commerce, a generic 

service situation or a return process with only two of the variables return satisfaction, 

trustworthiness and loyalty intentions, this study adds to the knowledge in the field by 

addressing a new set of relationships in the return process. While some of the previous 

research has shown that customer satisfaction leads to loyalty, others imply that the 

relationship is unclear. What is evident from this study is that customer satisfaction, in an 

e-commerce return process, leads to loyalty only if it is mediated by trust. It has been 

shown that trust is important only if the customer perceives the situation as risky which 

is coherent with the attributes of returns in e-commerce, which has a high level of inherent 

risk (Wirtz & Lihotzky, 2003). Thus, trust is essential for deriving loyalty from 

satisfaction. This is in line with findings stressing that customer satisfaction is a 

determining factor for both loyalty and trust, and moreover, trust impacting loyalty (Chu, 

2012; Qureshi et al., 2017). We have shown how this relationship does not only apply to 

the initial purchase process but also the return process. Additionally, the revised model 

implies which factors in the return process that impact return satisfaction. While the 

findings are coherent with previous research, it adds attribution of controllability to the 

predictors of satisfaction and clarifies the relationship between satisfaction, trust and 

loyalty derived from the return process in e-commerce. 

Some aspects of the initial conceptual model had a non-significant effect on return 

satisfaction. These were contact, compensation and previous service experience. While 

these constructs have been found significant in previous research, for the initial purchase 

decision in e-commerce, it could simply be that these constructs are irrelevant for 

satisfaction in the return process. Consumers might not find communication with the 
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online retailer relevant for how satisfied they are with the return. The occurrence of 

compensation due to a problem with a product of service might be too low to be 

represented in this sample. Previous service experience should possibly be linked to trust 

or loyalty rather than return satisfaction. It makes sense that the previous experience of 

an online retailer is largely irrelevant for how satisfied the customer is with a particular 

return. It could, however, imply consequences for loyalty and trust without affecting the 

satisfaction of the return. Moreover, the aspect of returning behaviour that was part of the 

original conceptual model was left unexplored. Based on previous research on returning 

behaviour (Pei & Pasawan, 2018; Saarijärv et al., 2017) we can hypothesise that the 

reason for the return, i.e. the return behaviour is influencing how the customer perceives 

the return process and what degree of satisfaction, trust and loyalty is attained. We cannot, 

however, deduce what type, or strength, of relationship, exists for these variables. Our 

recommendation, which is also expressed in a later section, would be to examine the 

concept of return behaviour in future research.   
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8. Conclusions 

8.1 General Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to make a conceptual model on how the return process 

impact return satisfaction and additionally, how return satisfaction affects the customers’ 

perceived trustworthiness of the online retailer and loyalty intentions. Lastly, the model 

tested if trust had an impact on loyalty when making a return of an online purchase. The 

theoretical contribution of this conceptual model is additional aspects of the return 

process and the incorporation of trust following the return process. The scope of the study 

was confined to online retailing with the aim of creating a better understanding of what 

parts of the return process that affect the customer in terms of satisfaction, trust and 

loyalty.  

The research question for this study was formulated as: 

How does the return process in e-commerce impact return satisfaction and how does the 

return satisfaction affect the customers perception of the retailers’ trustworthiness and 

loyalty intentions? 

From the results of the analysis we have drawn four distinct conclusions. First, there were 

no indications that the constructs, compensation, contact and previous service experience 

influenced customer satisfaction. The conclusion of this is that these variables are 

possibly irrelevant for measuring customer satisfaction for returns in e-commerce. Thus, 

this study found that customer satisfaction from the return process is influenced by 

attribution of controllability, service recovery quality and customer effort. The strength 

of the constructs in relation to each other can be seen in figure 19.  

Second, return satisfaction appear to be mediated by attribution of controllability, 

recovery responsiveness and customer effort. Attribution of controllability, referring to, 

by what factor the seller could be held responsible for the cause of the return or by what 

factor the seller could control it. The strength of this construct, while significant, is not as 

influential as the other two constructs. 

Third, recovery responsiveness, originally part of the concept that included compensation 

and contact, proved to be the only construct in the concept that was significant. This could 

indicate that to maximise customer satisfaction; the return process should signal that the 

seller is engaged in making the return process effortless. Customer effort measures the 

effort involved in making the return from the customers’ perspective. This study clearly 

indicates that an effortless return process has a positive effect on return satisfaction. 

Recovery responsiveness and customer effort together would indicate that return 

satisfaction can be achieved by both the customers’ perception of the sellers’ commitment 

to making the return effortless and the actual effort of making the return. 
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Figure 19. Comparison of the constructs effect size on return satisfaction shown as 

standardized beta coefficients.  

Fourth, return satisfaction affects the customers’ perception of the online retailers’ 

trustworthiness, but no direct effect on loyalty intentions were found. Instead, return 

satisfaction has an indirect effect on loyalty intentions that is mediated by trust. Trust 

seems to be a central aspect of how loyalty is derived from the return process. If the return 

experience can signal trustworthiness, the customer is more prone to be loyal. As the 

online setting and in addition, the return of purchased products incorporates elements of 

risk, a high degree of trust is likely essential for retaining customers.  

Last, the empirical findings from this study indicate that sustainability is an influential 

factor in online retailing. Respondents think about sustainability when purchasing goods 

online and it affects their purchasing behaviour. Moreover, the respondents are 

comfortable with the e-commerce setting in which they have high expectations for 

service. A clear majority of the respondents make multiple purchases online every year 

and returns from online purchases occur seldom. This study can not draw any conclusions 

on how these behaviours and attitudes impact satisfaction, trust and loyalty. 

8.2 Limitations & Recommendations for Future Research 

Due to a limited sample size, the correlation and regression analysis both showed some 

non-significant relationships that might not have been present in the case of a larger 

sample.  

As the questionnaire was required to be reliable, only constructs developed by previous 

research could be used. This imposed serious limitations to what could be tested in the 

study as the return process is relatively unstudied from a customer perspective. Hence, 

some of the constructs and items proved unfruitful for capturing the essence of the return 

process. Also, one of the incorporated constructs were found to have a negative internal 
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reliability which was surprising as the construct had been developed and used in other 

studies with positive results.  

Further limitation to this study is due to the sampling size and sampling approach. As 

time was short, the questionnaire could not be distributed for an extended period of time, 

leading to a limited sample size. Also related to the time limit imposed on this study, the 

sampling approach of self-selection limits the extent of how the results from the study 

can be used for making statistical inferences from the sample to the general population. 

However, generalisations can still be made. The sampling approach also made it hard to 

evaluate who the respondents were. 

For future research, our recommendation is to follow up on the tendencies described in 

the empirical findings section to see if attitudes and behaviours regarding sustainability 

and service expectations and additionally shopping and frequency have an impact on 

customer satisfaction, trust and loyalty derived from the return process. Moreover, as 

previous service experience could be more appropriate to test against perceived 

trustworthiness of the online retailer and loyalty intentions, this could prove interesting 

for future research. This study aimed to incorporate returning behaviour as part of the 

return process. As the construct was found unreliable, this could possibly be developed 

further for future studies. One way of doing so could be to incorporate the ten returning 

behaviours found by Saarijärvi et al. (2017) or by reworking the construct of legitimate 

returning behaviour (Pei & Pasawan, 2018) used in this study.  

8.3 Managerial Implications 

In addition to making a theoretical contribution to the field, the findings of this study can 

be applied by online sellers as guidelines on what to focus on to boost customer 

satisfaction, trust, and loyalty through product returns. Furthermore, a subject of interest 

is that while customer satisfaction is a precursor for loyalty, trust is a mediator. Meaning, 

a satisfactory return process does not necessarily lead to loyalty if the online retailer is 

deemed untrustworthy. Previous studies have also found this to be the case (Collier & 

Bienstock, 2006; Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Palvia, 2006; Zhang et al. 2011), but the 

addition from our study is that this applies in the context of product returns. Further, if 

the cause for the return was due to failure from the sellers’ side, while this impacts 

customer satisfaction, an effortless process where the seller is responsive and work to 

remove obstacles for the return has a stronger impact on customer satisfaction. This 

implies that a service failure, resulting in customer dissatisfaction, can be counteracted 

by a well-functioning return process.  

8.4 Criteria of Truth 

The paradigm reflected in this study is one of positivism which is in line with the method 

of analysing the empirical material; deducting from broad to narrow, only drawing 

conclusions from what can be measured. As the initial model was revised, rejecting the 

constructs that could not be statistically proven. Meaning only the factors that could be 

measured to have an effect on customer satisfaction, and the removal of H7: “Return 

satisfaction correlate positively with customer loyalty.” was due to our will to adhere to 
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the ontological, epistemological and axiological stance taken and what can be seen as 

knowledge. 

Reliability is concerned with the internal consistency of measured (Bryman & Bell, 2011, 

p.158). By testing the reliability of the constructs using Cronbachs’ alpha, the reliability 

is these measures are ensured. Thus, by including only the construct that had sufficient 

reliability, i.e. over 0.7 (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.159), the conceptual model can be 

regarded as reliable. Related to this, only result with a sufficient significance level (p < 

0.05) were considered in the revised conceptual model. Significance tests are used to 

compare the collected data to what could be theoretically expected to be found. The 

implication of this is that any relationship that had a probability higher than 5 % of 

occurring in the sample by chance alone were excluded. Thus, the null hypothesis for 

these relationships could not be rejected. There still might be a relationship, but in this 

case, we cannot make any conclusions with certainty (Saunders et al., 2009, p.459).  

Generalizability is the extent to which the findings of the study can be applied to other 

cases (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 54), in our case; to what extent can the findings be 

applied to, all markets and all customers with regards to product returns in e-commerce. 

The study was conducted in Sweden, but the questionnaire used self-selection sampling, 

there was no question in regards to what product or who the seller was, and even if there 

were general questions on sex, age, trust in the internet and purchase habits they were not 

included in the statistical analysis. While these questions and factors make generalisations 

possible, statistical inferences cannot be made with any scientific validity.  

Replicability is concerned with the degree to which the results from the study can be 

reproduced (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.718). By explicitly stating what methods that were 

employed, constructs used and how data was collected, the replicability of this study 

would be considered sufficient (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.167). Constructs are presented 

with full transparency with references and methods are explained in full detail. Thus, this 

study has a high degree of replicability.  
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Appendix  

Information section 

This survey is part of a bachelor of science thesis on business administration at Umeå 

University. 

The subject of this survey is the return of e-commerce products. This survey will cover 

the process of making a return of an online purchase and which factors are important for 

you as a customer. Please answer this survey only if you have made a return of an online 

purchase.  

The survey should take approximately  10-15 minutes. Your participation is anonymous 

and you are free to end your participation at any time.  

Thank you for your time and participation, 

Gustav Hultman and Nils Fohlin 

Bachelor students 

Umeå School of Business, Economics and Statistics 

Umeå University  

 

General Questions 

1. Age:____ 

 

2. Gender 

a. Female 

b. Male 

c. Prefer not to say 

d. Other: ____ 

 

 

3. I am comfortable with purchasing products online. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

 

4. I make an online purchase on average every 

a. 12 months or less often 

b. 11 - 7 months  

c. 6 - 3 months  
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d. 2 - 1 months 

e. 3 - 2 weeks  

f. 1 week or more often 

5. I return the products that I have bought online. 

a. Almost never 

b. Sometimes 

c. Half of the time 

d. Most of the time 

e. Almost every time 

 

 

6. When I shop online, my service expectations are. 

a. Very low 

b. Low 

c. Moderate 

d. High 

e. Very high 

 

 

7. When I shop online, my service expectations are met. 

a. Never 

b. Seldom 

c. Sometimes 

d. Often 

e. Always 

 

8. I think about environmental sustainability when I shop online. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

9. Environmental sustainability affects my purchase decisions. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

 

Instruction section 

Think of a return that you have recently made. The return should be of an online purchase. 

It could be the most recent or a return that you remember particularly well. Try to 

remember the product you returned and the website that you purchased from. The 

following sections will be about the return you have in mind.  

 

Previous service experience 

Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Hess et al., 2003. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

10. The initial fulfilment service met my expectations. 
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11. Previous experiences with this company have been exceptional.  

12. The quality of service from this company has typically been poor. (reversed)  

13. This company has always provided a high level of service.  

 

Legitimate return behaviour 

Pei & Pasawan, 2018. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

14. I returned the product because it was defective.* 

15. I returned the product because it did not fit.* 

16. I returned the product because I changed my mind.* 

17. I returned the product because I found a lower price elsewhere.* 

 

Attribution of Controllability 

Hess et al. 2003. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

18. The cause for the return was highly controllable by the seller.* 

19. The cause for the return was preventable by the seller.* 

20. The cause for the return was highly controllable by me.* 

21. The cause for the return was preventable by me.* 

 
Recovery Responsiveness 

Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Parasuraman et al., 2004. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

22. The seller provided me with convenient options for returning the product.* 

23. The seller handled the product return well.* 

24. The seller offered a good return policy.* 

25. The seller took care of problems promptly.* 

 
Contact 

Parasuraman et al., 2004. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 
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26. The sellers' website provided an easy-to-find telephone number(s) to reach the 

company.* 

27. The sellers' website had customer service representatives available online.* 

28. The sellers' website offered the ability to speak to a live person if there was a 

problem.*  

29. The sellers' website provided an easy way to notify the seller of the forthcoming 

return.* 

30. The sellers' website provided an easy way to track and monitor the return of the 

product.* 

 

Compensation  

Parasuraman et al., 2004. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

31. The seller compensated me for problems that occurred.* 

32. The seller compensated me when what I ordered/returned did not arrive on time.* 

33. The seller arranged for the pickup of the product I wanted to return from my home or 

a location of my choice.* 

 

Customer Effort 

Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Oghazi et al. 2017. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

34. Filling out the online return forms to return the product(s) was easy.  

35. Preparing the product(s) for return shipment or pickup was easy.  

36. The sellers' requirements on the condition of products returned was appropriate.* 

37. Getting the product(s) physically to the pickup/return point was easy.  

38. The product was easy to repack so that it was properly packaged and ready to send. 

39. Appropriate packing materials (carton, filler, tape) were easily available to me. 

40. It was convenient to use the sellers' return label.* 

41. The seller charged a reasonable return fee.* 

42. The seller offered an easy way of making the return.* 
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Return Satisfaction 

Mollenkopf et al. 2007. 

Rated from 1 = Very Dissatisfied to 7 = Very Satisfied 

43. The sellers' general return instructions.* 

44. The convenience of making the return  

45. The overall process of making the return.* 

46. The overall process of receiving credit for the returned product(s).* 

 

Trustworthiness 

Palvia, 2006. 

Rated from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree 

47. I like to trust this online seller.* 

48. I find this online seller trustworthy.*  

49. I like the reliability of this online seller.* 

50. I value the trustworthy characteristics of this online seller.* 

51. I like the trustworthiness of this online seller compared to other online sellers.* 

 

Loyalty Intentions 

Mollenkopf et al. 2007; Parasuraman et al., 2004. 

Rated from 1 = Very Unlikely to 7 = Very Likely 

52. Would you say positive things about the sellers' website to other people?* 

53. Would you recommend the sellers' website to someone who seeks your advice?* 

54. Would you encourage friends and others to make a purchase from the seller?* 

55. Do you consider the sellers' website to be your first choice for transactions of this 

type?* 

56. Will you do more business with the seller in the coming months?*  

57. Would you shop with a competitor to replace the product you returned to the seller?* 

 

* indicate that the item has been slightly adjusted from the original.



t 

 
 

 

Business Administration SE-901 87 Umeå www.usbe.umu.se 

 

 

 


