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MARKETING | RESEARCH ARTICLE

To bu(Y) or not to bu(Y): Perceived risk barriers to 
online shopping among South African generation 
Y consumers
Christian D. Pentz1*, Ronel du Preez2 and Liezel Swiegers3

Abstract:  In South Africa the adoption and growth of online shopping is relatively 
slow. The primary objective of this study was to investigate possible perceived risk 
barriers that might influence the online shopping behaviour of technologically 
enabled Generation Y South African consumers. Perceived risk was investigated by 
means of an online questionnaire in the context of high-involvement products 
(clothing), and low-involvement products (books). Consideration was also given to 
experienced and inexperienced online consumers. Results indicate that, for experi-
enced online shoppers, the dimensions of perceived risk that showed significant 
relationships with their online repurchase intention were psychological risk and 
social risk (both retailer reputation and social influences), for clothing and books. 
Time risk was furthermore significant for experienced consumers in terms of books. 
For inexperienced online shoppers, results showed that financial risk and social risk 
(retailer reputation), had a significant relationship with online purchase intention for 
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clothing and books. In addition, an equal size multi group analysis between the 
experienced and inexperienced online consumers for books, indicated no significant 
differences in the relationship between all the perceived risk dimensions and pur-
chase/repurchase intent. For clothing significant differences were found for the 
relationships between financial risk and psychological risk and purchase/repurchase 
intent. The insights gained from the findings can be used by South African online 
retailers to improve their understanding of technologically enabled consumers and 
develop more focused and effective marketing strategies to grow online shopping.

Subjects: Consumer Psychology; Marketing; Retail Marketing;  

Keywords: Online shopping; perceived risk; high-involvement products; low-involvement 
products; South Africa

1. Introduction
The rapid development of the Internet and increased use of mobile devices are key factors that 
drive online consumer shopping. Online-shopping, in turn, is an important form of e-commerce. 
Retailers have promising and innovative opportunities to respond to changes in consumer beha-
viour, leading to the exponential growth in online browsing and buying (Nguyen et al., 2018). In 
doing so, online retailers in the South African market can capitalise on the potential loss of R34- 
billion per annum (representative of the abandonment an online purchase) as indicated by The 
2019 South African Digital Consumer Report (Rogerwilco, 2019).

Support for the upsurge in the e-commerce industry is evident in the figures. Fabre and Malauzat 
(2019), for instance, report that the e-commerce industry exceeded 10 per cent of all global retail 
sales in 2017, and that the industry was expected to reach a turnover of 2.2 USD trillion in 2019. 
Further calculations indicate that the e-commerce industry is expanding at an annual growth rate of 
24 per cent, four times faster than the total global retail sector. Fabre and Malauzat (2019) further 
argue that e-commerce is becoming a significant driver of growth for global retail sales and that the 
contribution to global retail sales has risen from 7 per cent in 2012 to 39 per cent in 2017. The 
expectation is that e-commerce sales will exceed the 50 per cent mark of global retail sales by 2020.

Makhitha et al. (2109) highlight the fact that countries in the developed world (such as the US, 
and the UK) have seen a rapid increase in the adoption and use of online shopping, whereas it 
seems that their developing counterparts (such as South Africa and many other countries on the 
African continent) have been slow to adopt and engage in online shopping. A closer investigation 
of the South African market, for example, reveals that online shopping is a growing phenomenon, 
but that it is in its early stages of development (Febel, 2015). This observation is justified by figures 
that show that online retail sales accounted for only 1 per cent of overall retail sales in South Africa 
in 2016. In 2019, an estimated 18.43 million e-commerce users in South Africa made online 
purchases to the value of only R14 billion or 1.4% of all retail sales in the country, whilst it is 
projected that online retail purchases will increase to only 2 per cent of the total retail sales in 
South Africa by 2022 (Rogerwilco, 2019; World wide worx, 2018).

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) model together with the theory of perceived risk offers 
insights as to why consumers refrain from adopting technology such as online shopping platforms 
(Davis et al., 1989; Gareeb & Naicker, 2015; Pappas, 2016). Scientific research in the public domain 
on online consumer behaviour and the slow adoption of online shopping in South Africa is, 
however, scant and published studies seem to focus on online consumer behaviour for consumers 
from mainly the US, Malaysia and India.

As researchers have argued that many online retail failures can be attributed to the under 
estimation of perceived risk (Coker et al., 2011) the decision was made to focus this paper on the 
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theory of perceived risk to gain insights as to why or why not South African consumers might 
participate in online shopping. A potentially lucrative market for online retailers is the cohort of 
Generation Y consumers. As consumers in this cohort are generally technologically able to 
purchase online a sound knowledge of the perceived risk barriers that might inhibit this market 
from shopping online will be invaluable to both the retail industry and companies that are 
interested to grow their online market share. Marinelli et al. (2014), however, argue that it 
must be noted that the Generation Y cohort includes a wide age range (born between 1980 
and 2000) making the applicability of research results for the entire cohort, not ideal. 
Subsequently, several researchers (e.g., Martin & Turley, 2004; Noble et al., 2009) have focused 
their research initiatives on a subset of the Generation Y cohort, namely college and/or university 
students. This segment is arguably an attractive market for businesses as they are often seen as 
trendsetters and early adopters who are expected to attain a high standard of living after 
graduation (Wolburg & Pokrywczynski, 2001). Muller (2016) posits that it is generally recognised 
that there is a positive correlation between a tertiary degree and a higher future income capacity 
and societal status. Therefore, due to the exploratory nature of this study, the decision was made 
to firstly focus on this segment, namely South African university students (as members of 
Generation Y).

There is, however, a dearth of research in the public domain of the perceived risk barriers that 
South African Generation Y consumers experience. For South Africa, even less is known of the 
possible differences in the online shopping behaviour between experienced and inexperienced 
consumers and between different product involvement categories. The theoretical contribution of 
this study lies in the fact that two groups of South African Generation Y university students were 
investigated namely experienced online consumers (purchased online before) and inexperienced 
online consumers (browsed online before, but who had not made purchases). We assessed and 
compared repurchase and purchase intention over two products types, namely clothing (a high- 
involvement product) and books (a low-involvement product), to investigate the possible influence 
of product involvement on online consumer behaviour. It was expected that consumers would 
have different online purchase behaviour and risk perceptions for different types of product 
categories, whilst it was also expected that there would be differences in the relationship between 
perceived risk and online shopping behaviour for consumers with different levels of online shop-
ping experience. The results contribute to our understanding of online shopping in South Africa, 
whereas the managerial implications can expand the ability of retailers to grow online shopping 
revenue.
2. Literature review
Perceived risk is one of the key elements of consumer behaviour that has been found to be 
prevalent in most purchasing decisions, and even more so in an online shopping context 
(Pappas, 2016). The concept of perceived risk was first proposed in 1960 by Bauer, who defined 
it as “the unpredictable results that consumers perceive when they engage in purchasing beha-
viour; these results may have a negative influence on the consumer” (Hsieh & Tsao, 2014). 
Consumers generally perceive more risks when shopping online compared to traditional shopping 
channels such as brick-and-mortar stores (Hong & Yi, 2012). Apart from its negative effect on 
consumers’ attitudes towards online shopping, perceived risk can also exert a negative influence 
on consumers’ willingness and intention to purchase online (Hsieh & Tsao, 2014). Although the 
influence of perceived risk has been investigated in many studies, the findings are inconsistent. 
Some studies report a negative relationship between perceived risk and purchase intention (Dai 
et al., 2014), whereas others report no such link (Liao & Cheung, 2001). These inconsistencies may 
be due to the difference between examining comprehensive perceived risk compared to a more 
delineated conceptualisation of the risk construct (i.e. by only focusing on one dimension of risk, 
for example, financial risk). The product type, level of consumer involvement or online experience, 
along with a myriad other variables (e.g., satisfaction with previous online purchases, time pres-
sure, availability of delivery and payment options), could further add to the complexity of online 
shopping and contribute to inconsistent and incomparable findings.
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Coker et al. (2011), argue that despite previous studies making advancements in the under-
standing of online consumer behaviour, several researchers such as Bhatnagar et al. (2000), 
Miyazaki and Fernandez (2001), Park et al. (2005), Cunningham et al. (2005), and Ariffin et al. 
(2018), have measured general perceptions of risk towards online shopping and ignored the 
possibility that risk perceptions may differ among individuals and towards products. For example, 
a consumer may claim that the Internet is a risky shopping channel, but the same consumer could 
frequently purchase books or movie tickets online. Coker et al. (2011) therefore propose that due to 
the notion that perceived risk differs for various product types, perceived risk should be measured 
at product level. Dillon et al. (2014) subsequently studied perceived risk for digital (music) and non- 
digital (apparel) product types and reported differences over these product categories.

When studying online consumer behaviour, a distinction is often made between high-level 
consumer involvement and low-level consumer involvement (Constantinides, 2004). O’Cass 
(2000) views the construct of involvement as the interaction between a consumer and 
a product, and defines involvement as the relative strength of the consumer’s cognitive structure 
related to a focal object (i.e. the product), whereas Dholakia (2001) explains involvement as “an 
internal state that indicates the amount of arousal and interest induced by a product”. Extant 
literature shows that the more involved a consumer is with the purchase of a product, the higher 
the level of perceived risk is likely to be (Dholakia, 2001). For example, the purchase of clothing 
usually requires more consumer involvement in both the product itself and the purchasing process, 
given that clothing is often bought for its symbolic meaning, image reinforcement and the 
psychological satisfaction (Hong, 2015) it gives to the consumer. More recent research for exam-
ple, Han and Kim (2017) state significant differences in perceived risk perception for high involve-
ment (e.g., laptop) products and low involvement products (e.g., highlighter pen).

In an online shopping environment it can be argued that for a clothing item, which is not generic 
due to differences in, for example, fit, fabric and aesthetic appeal, consumers tend to perceive 
more risk when shopping online than they would perceive in a physical store. In contrast, a book 
purchase probably requires less involvement from consumers, as books are standard items that 
can be bought through various distribution channels.

Another aspect that can have a significant effect on a consumer’s online purchasing behaviour is 
previous purchase experience. The shopping behaviour of consumers who have previously pur-
chased online and those consumers who have never been shopped online, is expected to differ 
(Hernandez et al., 2011). Consumers who have previously made online purchases and are familiar 
with the characteristics of this retail channel can be referred to as `experiencedˊ online shoppers 
(Hernandez et al., 2011). Although they can still perceive risks when shopping online, these risks 
should not significantly affect their Internet patronage behaviour as they are familiar with the 
online shopping process. Consumers who do not have previous experience with online shopping 
but who might be interested in browsing for products and shopping online, can be termed 
`inexperiencedˊ online shoppers. Due to the lack of experience of these consumers it can be 
assumed that perceived risk might play an important role in their decision to engage in online 
shopping or not to. In their study on online risk perception of a group of undergraduate college 
students, Dillon et al. (2014) found that for six types of perceived risk (product, financial, privacy, 
time, psychological and source risk) there was a difference in risk perception between respondents 
that have previously shopped online and those that had not. The respondents that had not 
shopped online before supposedly perceived higher levels of risk with online shopping because 
of their unfamiliarity with shopping via this retail channel.

It is important to reiterate that perceived risk is a multidimensional construct including financial 
risk, psychological risk, performance risk, time risk, social risk and physical risk (Jacoby & Kaplan, 
1972). For the purpose of this study, physical risk was excluded as the possibility that online 
shopping is harmful to the individual’s health is unlikely. The remaining dimensions of perceived 
risk and their related research hypotheses formulated for this study will be discussed next.
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2.1. Financial risk
Financial risk, often also known as `economic riskˊ, is defined as the “likelihood of suffering 
a financial loss due to hidden or replacement costs as a result of the lack of warranty or a faulty 
product” (Kiang et al., 2011). Price is the product element that has been reported to play 
a significant role in a consumer’s purchasing decision and as the monetary value of a product 
increases, so does the perceived financial risk associated with the purchase (Pappas, 2016).

When purchasing products online, the fundamental financial risk that consumers perceive is 
often said to be related to security and privacy concerns (Pantano, 2014). Concerns regarding 
security aspects (such as credit card fraud) increase the reluctance of consumers to make online 
payments. Many Generation Y consumers are cautious to shop online or to provide their personal 
information online, due to fears of a lack of privacy and the possibility that their information will be 
misused (Visa, 2012). A study involving more than 18 000 South African online consumers found 
that 48 per cent of respondents are hesitant to share their credit card details with online 
companies (Rogerwilco, 2019).

To investigate the perception of financial risk in an online shopping environment for a cohort 
of Generation Y South African consumers, the following research hypotheses are posed: 

Hypothesis 1A: There is a relationship between perceived financial risk and purchase intention 
when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 1B: There is a relationship between perceived financial risk and purchase intention 
when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 1 C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in the 
strength of the relationship between financial risk perception and online purchase behaviour for books.

Hypotheses 2A: There is a relationship between perceived financial risk and repurchase intention 
when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 2B: There is a relationship between perceived financial risk and repurchase intention 
when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 2 C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between financial risk perception and online purchase behaviour 
for clothing.

2.2. Psychological risk
Jacoby and Kaplan’s seminal research (Jacoby & Kaplan, 1972) defines perceived psychological 
risk as “the possibility that consumers suffer stress due to their purchasing behaviours.” If 
a user finds a website complicated, cannot find the desired product or is confused about how 
to use the website, the consumer will typically exit the website. When consumers perceive 
a website to be easy to navigate and use, their future purchase intention should be positively 
affected (Lee et al., 2011). The inability of a consumer to examine and evaluate a product before 
purchasing it, is another major factor that might increase the complexity and perceived psy-
chological risk of online shopping. This is compounded by the absence of physical contact with 
sales staff to, for example, further clarify product information (Pappas, 2016). Thus, physical 
distance and the lack of personal contact intensify consumers’ anxiety and risk perceptions of 
online shopping. As a result, psychological risk has been found to affect consumers’ online 
purchasing decisions and explains why many consumers purchase a product online only after 
first examining it in-store (Pappas, 2016). Tangible products that are sold online are often 
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perceived as intangible, as consumers have no direct contact with the products being purchased 
(Nepomuceno et al., 2014). Consumers can easily perceive online shopping to be more complex 
and difficult to use than traditional shopping and be hesitant to engage with it. Not all 
consumers are comfortable with purchasing a product before physically examining it, and 
some may consequently perceive more psychological risk with online shopping than others. 
Thus, due to the perceived complex nature of online shopping, consumers inherently perceive 
more psychological risk when purchasing a product online than those consumers who buy in 
traditional brick-and-mortar stores.

Against this background, the following: 

Hypothesis 3A: There is a relationship between perceived psychological risk and purchase inten-
tion when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 3B: There is a relationship between perceived psychological risk and purchase intention 
when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 3C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between psychological risk perception and online purchase beha-
viour for books.

Hypothesis 4A: There is a relationship between perceived psychological risk and repurchase 
intention when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 4B: There is a relationship between perceived psychological risk and repurchase 
intention when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 4C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between psychological risk perception and online purchase beha-
viour for clothing.

2.3. Performance risk
Performance risk is defined by Mitchell (1999) as “the potential loss occurred by the failure of 
a product to perform as expected.” Performance risk associated with online shopping in particular 
involves the performance of the product and/or the website. Product risk is defined as “the loss 
experienced by consumers when their expectations of a product do not realise after purchasing it” 
(Forsythe & Shi, 2003). In the online environment, product risk is largely attributed to the con-
sumer’s inability to physically examine products before purchasing it or because of limited product 
information being available. The fact that consumers cannot accurately evaluate the quality of 
a product prior to purchase, makes product risk an important element of perceived performance 
risk (Hsieh & Tsao, 2014).

Secondly, the perceived performance risk of online shopping is further influenced by website 
factors such as usability, the time spent on searching for information, the uncertainty regarding 
after-sales service and the difficulty of website navigation (Pappas, 2016). Website usability 
includes the ability to find one’s way around a website, to locate the required information, to 
know what to do next and to do so with minimal effort (Constantinides, 2004).

The quality of a website’s system is an essential element of website usability and ultimately 
the purchase intention of consumers. A website’s system quality includes, for example, the 
usability (ease of use and ease of navigation) of the website; the website’s availability, reliability 
and suitability; website atmospherics (conscious design of web environments to create a positive 
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effect to increase favourable responses) and a website’s response time (e.g., long or instant 
loading times) (Chang & Chen, 2008; Dailey, 2004; Lee et al., 2011; Richard & Habibi, 2016). 
A study focusing on South African online consumers found that 20 per cent of respondents 
noted that the online sites of companies were difficult to navigate, 34 per cent believed that 
online sites are slow, whilst 39 per cent they found it difficult to get customer support in an online 
environment (Rogerwilco, 2019). To investigate the possible influence of perceived performance 
risk on online shopping behaviour, the following hypotheses are put forward: 

Hypothesis 5A: There is a relationship between perceived performance risk and purchase intention 
when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 5B: There is a relationship between perceived performance risk and purchase intention 
when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 5C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between performance risk perception and online purchase beha-
viour for books.

Hypothesis 6A: There is a relationship between perceived performance risk and repurchase inten-
tion when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 6B: There is a relationship between perceived performance risk and repurchase inten-
tion when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 6C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between performance risk perception and online purchase beha-
viour for clothing.

2.4. Time risk
In an online shopping context, time risk has been defined as the potential loss of time and effort, 
which includes issues related to website navigation, waiting time for the receipt of products, the 
time spent returning incorrect items as well as processing and delivery delays (Aghekyan-Simonian 
et al., 2012). The successful functionality of a website emulates the reliability of an online retailer, 
decreases the time risk perceived by consumers (Goode & Harris, 2007) and can fruitfully be used 
to attract new consumers and to retain existing ones. For example, a user should be able to 
navigate a website quickly and the website should be without broken links. When consumers have 
to deal with a website that hosts failed java scripts, missing graphics and long loading times, they 
will often leave the website frustrated (Lee et al., 2011). Furthermore, as online shopping entails 
remote transaction, consumers who purchase online are unable to use or consume the product 
immediately and have to wait for the product to be delivered (Liao & Keng, 2013). Consumers may 
experience dissatisfaction, low repurchase intentions or intentions to complain as a result of 
a delay from the purchase to actual receipt and consumption (Liao & Keng, 2013). A study focusing 
on South African online consumers found that 26 per cent of respondents complained about the 
online shopping delivery issues (Rogerwilco, 2019).

The information quality available on shopping websites also has a considerable impact on the 
shopping decisions of consumers. The intangibility of online shopping increases the uncertainty 
experienced by consumers and as a consequence, perceived time risk increases when limited 
information is provided about a product, resulting in consumers having low self-confidence regard-
ing the purchase evaluation (Pappas, 2016). When shopping online, consumers want an efficient 
transfer of information, interaction with others and an abundance of immediate and customised 
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information (Hsieh & Tsao, 2014). A consumer who is more informed about a product, is likely to 
perceive less time risk when purchasing online (Nepomuceno et al., 2014). Therefore, the following: 

Hypothesis 7A: There is a relationship between perceived time risk and purchase intention when 
shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 7B: There is a relationship between perceived time risk and purchase intention when 
shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 7C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between time risk perception and online purchase behaviour for 
books.

Hypothesis 8A: There is a relationship between perceived time risk and repurchase intention when 
shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 8B: There is a relationship between perceived time risk and repurchase intention when 
shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 8C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between time risk perception and online purchase behaviour for 
clothing.

2.5. Social risk
In an online shopping context, social risk can be linked to the social influences consumers are 
exposed to when deciding to purchase online (Constantinides, 2004; Hassan et al., 2006) and the 
reputation of online retailers they buy from (Aghekyan-Simonian et al., 2012; Gotsi & Wilson, 2001; 
Radomir et al., 2014). Consumers might therefore decide not to engage in online shopping as they 
fear they might be rejected or isolated by society because of the type of product they might buy or 
the online retailer that they might use. Hassan et al. (2006) therefore posit that online purchases 
might result in social concerns for certain consumers as social interactions are at play. However, 
the interactivity of the Internet enables retailers to enhance the online shopping experience in that 
they can offer consumers personalised services and facilitate interaction with other online con-
sumers who are willing to share their experiences and suggestions (e.g., by rating products or 
writing reviews). Interactivity can therefore underpin the very basic element of the Internet, 
namely networking (Constantinides, 2004). Interactive elements can thus contribute to a positive 
online shopping experience by reducing consumer uncertainty. A study by The Nielsen Company 
(2010) found that while consumers often consult websites, they trust the opinions of friends and 
family the most (The Nielsen Company, 2010).

As a result of networking effects and socialising of online consumers, the reputation of online 
retailers can increase or decrease the social risk perceived by online consumers. Accordingly, 
a retailer’s reputation and image has gained interest among academics and marketing practi-
tioners, given its major influence on the success of companies (Radomir et al., 2014).

Many contradictory views exist regarding the constructs of reputation and image. Some 
researchers consider these constructs to be synonymous and use them interchangeably, whereas 
others treat the constructs as distinct, but related (Gotsi & Wilson, 2001). In their pivotal research 
on the relationship between reputation and image, Gotsi and Wilson (2001) differentiate between 
two schools of thought, namely the analogous school of thought and the differentiated school of 
thought. The analogous school of thought does not distinguish between image and reputation and 
uses the terms interchangeably. By contrast, the differentiated school of thought draws 
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a distinction between image and reputation but considers the two constructs interrelated (Gotsi & 
Wilson, 2001). The differentiated school of thought includes three perspectives. Firstly, image and 
reputation are entirely distinct constructs, given that image may reflect a view that does not 
correspond to reality, but instead to a false reality. The second and third perspectives treat image 
and reputation as interrelated constructs where the second perspective alludes to the notion that 
reputation has an impact on image and is one of its dimensions, whereas the third perspective 
denotes that reputation is considered a result of a stakeholder’s perception of a retailer’s image.

The current study’s investigation into the influence of a retailer’s reputation on perceived social risk 
follows the differentiated school of thought, namely that a retailer’s image and reputation are distinct 
but related constructs. According to Hess (2008), retailer reputation is defined as “consumers’ 
perceptions of how well a retailer takes care of its consumers and concern for their welfare.” A well- 
established reputation offers multichannel firms an advantage against start-up retailers in terms of 
consumer loyalty and purchase intention. A sound reputation will contribute to consumers who buy 
from a retailer’s physical store to easily use the retailer’s online store as well, reducing the consumers’ 
demand for credibility and integrity credentials as a way to decrease perceived social risk 
(Constantinides, 2004). It can be argued that the retailer image and reputation can be managed 
and influenced by the retailer themselves (e.g., through campaigns) or it can be influenced by 
significant reference groups (e.g., opinions of friends and family) (Aghekyan-Simonian et al., 2012).

As noted previously, consumers perceive greater risk in the online shopping environment, 
especially where the physical examination of products before purchase is important (e.g., in the 
case of clothing) and therefore the risk-reducing role of an online retailer’s image and reputation 
as well as social influences on purchase intention may be significant (Aghekyan-Simonian et al., 
2012). As a result, a consumer’s image of an online retailer together with information from social 
groups may significantly influence their product evaluations when they cannot physically examine 
the product. Previous studies on retailer image and its relationship with consumers’ purchase 
intentions showed mostly a positive relationship between retailer image and consumers’ purchase 
intentions, and a negative relationship between retailer image and consumers’ perceived risk 
(Aghekyan-Simonian et al., 2012).

As online shopping is a relatively new phenomenon in South Africa, it is expected that many 
consumers will be influenced by the image and reputation of the online retailer as well as the 
opinion of their social circles about whether they should shop online and where to shop online. To 
investigate the possible influence of perceived social risk on the online shopping behaviour of 
a cohort of South African Generation Y consumers, the following: 

Hypothesis 9A: There is a relationship between perceived social risk (retailer reputation) and 
purchase intention when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 9B: There is a relationship between perceived social risk (retailer reputation) and 
purchase intention when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 9C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between social risk (retailer reputation) perception and online 
purchase behaviour for books.

Hypothesis 10A: There is a relationship between perceived social risk (retailer reputation) and 
repurchase intention when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 10B: There is a relationship between perceived social risk (retailer reputation) and 
repurchase intention when shopping online for books.
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Hypothesis 10 C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between social risk (retailer reputation) perception and online 
purchase behaviour for clothing.

Hypothesis 11A: There is a relationship between perceived social risk (social influences) and 
purchase intention when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 11B: There is a relationship between perceived social risk (social influences) and 
purchase intention when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 11C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between social risk (social influences) perception and online 
purchase behaviour for books.

Hypothesis 12A: There is a relationship between perceived social risk (social influences) and 
repurchase intention when shopping online for clothing.

Hypothesis 12B: There is a relationship between perceived social risk (social influences) and 
repurchase intention when shopping online for books.

Hypothesis 12C: Experienced and inexperienced online consumers show significant differences in 
the strength of the relationship between social risk (social influences) perception and online 
purchase behaviour for clothing.

A proposed conceptual framework, which illustrates the relationship between the investigated 
dimensions of perceived risk and online purchase intention and online repurchase intention, is 
shown in Figures 1 and 2, respectively. For the purposes of this study, the framework was 
empirically tested in the context of a high-involvement product (clothing) and a low-involvement 
product (books).

3. Research methodology
This exploratory study included both qualitative and quantitative phases to collect data.

FINANCIAL RISK

PSYCHOLOGICAL RISK

TIME RISK
PURCHASE INTENTION 

SOCIAL RISK
(Retailer reputation)

PERFORMANCE RISK

SOCIAL RISK
(Social influences)

Figure 1. Conceptual frame-
work of the relationship 
between perceived risk dimen-
sions and purchase intention.
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3.1. Qualitative phase 1: focus group
A focus group consisting of 25 respondents was conducted to obtain insight into the respondents’ 
perceived risk barriers to online shopping, the type of products they bought online, and their 
technology usage. The respondents had to be South African citizens and Generation Y university 
students who were between 18 and 26 years old. A question route was developed from the 
literature review to guide the discussions. The information collected from the focus group provided 
guidance to develop a questionnaire and specifically to determine the choice of products that was 
used as a reference point for the empirical study.

When examining online consumer behaviour, the type of product under investigation is impor-
tant as a distinction is often made between high-level and low-level involvement products 
(Constantinides, 2004). To investigate the possible influence of the level of product involvement 
on consumer behaviour, both purchase intention and repurchase intention were measured in 
Phase 2 of this study, for two product types that were identified by the focus group, namely 
clothing (a high-involvement product) and books (a low-involvement product). The focus group did 
not indicate a specific type of book (e.g., textbooks or novels) nor a specific style of clothing (e.g., 
evening wear or leisure wear), thus no item type specification was given to respondents. It was 
expected that consumers would show different online purchasing behaviour for books and clothing 
(representative of low and high involvement).

3.2. Quantitative phase 2: online survey

3.2.1. Measurement instrument 
For this second phase, a self-administered questionnaire was developed from insights gained from 
the literature review and the focus group. The questionnaire items were obtained from previously 
applied measurement instruments that yielded acceptable psychometric properties (Javadi et al., 
2012; Khare et al., 2012; Nepomuceno et al., 2014; Lian & Yen, 2014; Hsieh & Tsao, 2014). Some 
items were slightly adapted for the purposes of the current study. Changes were primarily made 
with regard to language use and the insertion of a specific product category (e.g., `I am unable to 
touch and feel the productsˊ to `When shopping online for books/clothing, I do not like the fact 
that I am unable to touch and feel the itemsˊ).

The questionnaire included dichotomous screening questions to determine if respondents 
adhered to the participation criteria, namely whether they were a university student with 

FINANCIAL RISK

PSYCHOLOGICAL RISK

TIME RISK REPURCHASE 
INTENTION 

SOCIAL RISK
(Retailer reputation)

PERFORMANCE RISK

SOCIAL RISK
(Social influences

Figure 2. Conceptual frame-
work of the relationship 
between perceived risk dimen-
sions and repurchase intention.
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South African citizenship and whether they fell in the age category of Generation Y. The data 
collection took place during 2017 thus the typical university student would have been born 
between 1997 and 2000. Section A on technology usage included 26 items to investigate how 
and when the respondents used Internet technologies in their daily lives. Item numbers 1 to 17 
assessed the general Internet usage of respondents (e.g., how and how often they accessed the 
Internet).

The responses to item number 18 divided the respondents into two sample groups: Sample 
group one contained respondents who had purchased online before. These respondents were 
regarded as experienced online consumers whose online repurchase intention could be measured. 
Questions were asked about their online shopping behaviour, including from which websites they 
had purchased before and which payment options they had used. Sample group two consisted of 
participants who were new to online shopping and who were thus regarded as inexperienced 
online consumers whose purchase intention could be measured. All the respondents were asked to 
answer all the statements for both books and clothing. The results from section A of the ques-
tionnaire were used to compile and describe the technology usage profile of the sample of South 
African Generation Y university students. These results are not discussed in detail here, but will be 
reported on in a separate, comprehensive paper.

The items measuring the dimensions of perceived risk and online purchase intention and 
repurchase intention followed in section B. Perceived risk was measured with a seven-point Likert- 
type scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. A middle point was included for those 
respondents who had a neutral response.

The social risk scale is reported as two scales given the theoretical justification by Aghekyan- 
Simonian et al. (2012), who reported that retailer reputation and social influences are two key 
dimensions of perceived social risk. Further support is found in the work of Hess (2008) and Gotsi 
and Wilson (2001) pointing to the importance of retailer reputation (and by implication also the 
retailer image) in the perception of risk. Online purchase intention and repurchase intention (each 
having five items) were also measured using a seven-point Likert-type scale. The final question-
naire was converted into an electronic version using the platform SUNSurveys.

Sample and ethical considerations

After ethical clearance was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee of a South African 
university (SU-HSD-002893), approximately 20 000 students were invited (via email) to participate 
in the study. Participation was voluntary and those who agreed to participate were given the 
option to withdraw from the study at any point in time. To motivate recipients to participate, 
coffee gift vouchers were given to a random sample of respondents. A total of 606 usable 
questionnaires were retained for data analysis purposes.

4. Results and discussion
The data analysis process included both descriptive and inferential data analyses. The hypothe-
sised relationships between the dimensions of perceived risk and online purchase intention and 
repurchase intention were assessed for both respondents with online shopping experience and 
those who were new to online shopping. Two types of products were assessed, namely books (low 
involvement) and clothing (high involvement) (see Figure 1). Given the exploratory nature of this 
study, the Partial Least Squares Structural Equations Modeling (PLS-SEM) technique was employed. 
Further justification for using the PLS-SEM technique for the current study lies in the fact that it is 
recommended for predictive models and studies with smaller samples (Hair et al., 2017). The PLS 
analyses determined the significance, direction and strength of the relationships.
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4.1. Descriptive findings: technology usage profile of respondents
Table 1 provides a summary of the technology usage profile of all the respondents. The table 
shows that all the respondents (100%) were aware of online shopping websites, whereas the vast 
majority of the respondents were technologically enabled (99%); used a smart phone to access the 
Internet (97%); had browsed online before (96%); used a computer/laptop to mostly purchase 
online (85%) and had friends who purchased online (82%). Sixty-nine per cent (69%) of the 
respondents had previously purchased online of whom 60% indicated that they had purchased 
products in a low-priced category (less than R 500 per month).

4.2. Reliability and validity
A reliability analysis was conducted to ensure that all items displayed evidence of internal con-
sistency and could be retained for statistical analyses. The models were initially fitted on all items, 
however results indicated some low average variance extracted (AVE), and non-significant item 
loadings. The item loadings were inspected across all four models, and those items that consis-
tently indicated “low” loadings, were removed from all four models subsequently fitted, so that the 

Table 1. Summary of respondents’ technology usage profile
No. Item Most prevalent 

answers and reasons
Percentage

1. Do you have access to 
the Internet?

Yes 100

2. How often do you have 
access to the Internet 
during a day?

At all times 52

3. Do you have access to 
the Internet at home?

Yes 92

4. From where do you 
mostly access the 
Internet?

Home 73

5. With which device do you 
mostly access the 
Internet?

Mobile phone 51

6. Which type of mobile 
phone do you mostly use 
to access the Internet?

Smartphone 97

7. Do you have limited 
Internet access?

Yes 66

8. How much data do you 
typically use per month 
for Internet access?

Less than 5GB 42

9 How much data do you 
typically use per month 
on your mobile phone for 
Internet access?

Less than 1GB 50

10. Why do you use the 
Internet?

Academic-related 95

11. Who pays for your 
Internet access?

Myself and my parents 46

12. During which time of 
the day do you usually 
access the Internet?

18:00–23:00 55

13. How much time do you 
usually spend on the 
Internet per day for all 
Internet activities?

<5 hours per day 64

(Continued)
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measurement components of the models were identical. The adjusted models and the compre-
hensive models yielded similar results. The adjusted model’s results are reported.

Table 2 indicates the results of the Cronbach alpha reliability analyses for the two groups. The 
findings are reported separately for the two groups to verify item reliability in the context of the 
products involved (clothing and books). Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) state that in the early 
stages of construct or predictive validation research, it may be sufficient to include scales with 
a reliability score of 0.70. Table 2 shows that the Cronbach alpha scores for all scales are 
satisfactory and above the value of 0.70, except for perceived social risk (retailer reputation and 
social influences) where Cronbach alpha scores below 0.70 were recorded. Due to the theoretical 
support for these items and the exploratory nature of this study, all items were retained for further 
analysis. The composite reliabilities (CR) and average variance explained (AVE) were calculated and 
are included in Table 2 in brackets. According to Fornell and Larcker (1981) the values of the AVE 
and CR are acceptable as all the CR values are above 0.75 and AVE values are above 0.4.

4.3. Structural model assessment
The PLS technique was furthermore used to assess the proposed model and investigate the 
relationships between the dimensions of perceived risk and online purchase intention and 

Table 1. (Continued) 

No. Item Most prevalent 
answers and reasons

Percentage

14. Would you consider 
yourself to be 
“technologically 
enabled?”

Yes 99

15. Are you aware of online 
shopping websites?

Yes 100

16. Have you browsed online 
before?

Yes 96

17. Which websites have you 
previously used for online 
browsing?

Gumtree 79

18. Have you purchased 
online before?

Yes 69

19. Which websites have you 
previously used for online 
purchases?

Computicket 60

20. How often do you 
purchase products 
online?

Yearly 60

21. With which device do you 
mostly purchase online?

Computer/laptop 85

22. Which type of products 
do you usually purchase 
online?

Electronics 50

23. Do you own a credit card? No 61

24. How do you usually pay 
for online purchases?

Credit card 48

25. How much do you usually 
spend on online 
purchases per month?

<R500 81

26. Do your friends purchase 
online?

Yes 82
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repurchase intention. First, the structural model was assessed for collinearity; secondly, the 
coefficient of determination (R2) was assessed to judge the predictive power of each model and 
finally, the significance and relevance of the structural model relationships were assessed.

4.4. Assessment of collinearity
Collinearity occurs when two or more predictor variables in a multiple regression model are highly 
correlated, making it very difficult to assess the effect of the independent variables on the 
dependent variable(s) (Hair et al., 2017). To detect possible problems with collinearity, the variance 
inflation factor (VIF) was calculated. The guideline for VIF is that it should be below five (Hair et al., 
2017). For this study, all variables (of both groups) displayed VIF values below five, therefore 
collinearity was not a concern for the dataset.

4.5. Assessment of the coefficient of determination (R2)
The coefficient of determination (R2) is an important measure to assess a structural model 
(Henseler et al., 2009). The R2 value indicates the percentage of variance in the dependent 
variable(s) that is explained by the independent variables of the specific model (Lowry & Gaskin, 
2014).

From Table 3 it is evident that the perceived risk dimensions that were measured in this study only 
accounted for some variance in the purchasing behaviour of experienced and inexperienced online 
consumers of books and clothing items. Evidently, perceived risk was not the only variable that 
influenced the online purchase intention and repurchase intention of the respondents. This result 
points to the complexity of consumption behaviour and confirms that other variables such as con-
sumer innovativeness, perceived benefits, attitude and intention (Sivakumar & Gunasekaran, 2017) 
may also influence the online purchase intention and repurchase intention of Generation Y consumers.

4.6. Assessment of the path coefficients and hypotheses
To assess the various paths between the variables in the conceptual framework, the standardised 
regression weights were examined. Table 4 presents the path coefficient statistics for each group and 
indicates which proposed paths are significant, as well as the strength of those relevant paths. Table 4 
also depicts the multi group analysis results when comparing experienced and inexperienced consu-
mers repurchase and purchase intent for books and clothing. The multi group analysis was performed 
on equal size groups, by randomly selecting 190 respondents from the experienced group (original 
group size (n = 416)) and comparing them with the respondents from the inexperienced group (n = 190). 
Based on the results reported in Table 4, hypotheses H1A, H1B, H2C, H4A, H4B, H4C H8B, H9A, H9B, H10A, H10B, 
H12A and H12B were supported while no support was found for the remaining hypotheses H1C, H2A, H2B, 
H3A, H3B, H3C H5A, H5B, H5C H6A, H6B, H6C H7A, H7B, H7C H8A, H8C, H9C, H10C H11A, H11B, H11C and H12C.

4.7. Perceived risk: clothing (experienced online consumers)
The results for the online repurchase intention of clothing by the experienced online consumers 
indicated that perceived psychological risk and social risk (retailer reputation and social influences) 
significantly influenced their online repurchase intention for this product. Perceived psychological risk 
and social risk (social influences) were negatively related to repurchase intention, implying that if an 
experienced online consumer perceived increased psychological or social risk (social influences), their 

Table 3. Coefficient of determination (R2) results
Clothing 

(R2)
Books 
(R2)

Group one (experienced online 
consumers)

0.41 0.42

Group two (inexperienced online 
consumers)

0.29 0.38
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online repurchase intention of a high involvement product (in this case clothing) should decrease. 
However, a significant positive relationship was found between social risk (retailer reputation) and 
repurchase intention. In other words, should the level of social risk a consumer perceived in terms of 
retailer reputation increase, the consumer would probably continue or even buy more clothing online. 
This positive relationship was not expected. An explanation for this finding could lie in the words of 
Hess (2008) who argued that a positive firm reputation could act as a `buffering effect ˊ protecting the 
business from negative consequences of service failures. It therefore seems that should an online 
firm selling high involvement products (in this case clothing) have a strong and positive reputation, 
this reputation could act as a risk reliever in the sense that should a service failure occur, the 
consumer will revert to the imbedded memory of the firm’s reputation and continue to purchase 
clothing from them. Perceived psychological risk was identified as the variable with the largest 
influence on online repurchase intention with a path coefficient of −0.41.

The remaining three dimensions of perceived risk, namely financial risk, performance risk and 
time risk, had p-values of 0.27, 0.23 and 0.24 respectively. These dimensions did not significantly 
influence the online repurchase intention of clothing for this group.

4.8. Perceived risk: books (experienced online consumers)
As was the case with clothing, perceived psychological risk and social risk (retailer reputation and 
social influences) also showed significant relationships with the online repurchase intention of books 

Table 4. Path coefficient and multigroup analysis for books: experienced and inexperienced 
online consumers

Experienced Inexperienced MGA: 
Difference 
between 

equal size 
groups

Path Path 
coefficient

p-value Path 
coefficient

p-value MGA 
p-value

Financial risk 
→ (Re) 
purchase 
intention

−0.07 0.27 −0.17 0.04* −0.374 0.00*

Psychological 
risk → (Re) 
purchase 
intention

−0.41 0.00* −0.04 0.69 0.548 0.00*

Performance 
risk → (Re) 
purchase 
intention

0.07 0.23 0.03 0.72 0.054 0.69

Time risk → 
(Re)purchase 
intention

−0.09 0.24 −0.09 0.36 −0.159 0.29

Social risk → 
(Re)purchase 
intention 
(Retailer 
reputation)

0.36 0.00* 0.43 0.00* 0.079 0.45

Social risk → 
(Re)purchase 
intention 
(Social 
influences)

−0.23 0.00* −0.11 0.15 0.140 0.21

Note: *Significant at the p < 0.05 level. 
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(p < 0.05) among the group of experienced online consumers. Perceived social risk (retailer reputa-
tion) had the largest influence on the online repurchase intention of this group with a path coefficient 
of 0.45. Similar to the context of clothing, perceived social risk (retailer reputation) was positively 
related to online repurchase intention in the case of books. The stronger the reputation of an online 
retailer, the more likely a consumer will be to continue purchasing online. Time risk had a negative 
relationship with the online repurchase intention of books, implying that the lower the time risk, the 
greater the repurchase intention for books.

As expected, perceived psychological risk and social risk (social influences) were negatively 
related to the repurchase intention of this group. In other words, the higher the level of 
psychological or social risk (in terms of social influences) an experienced online consumer 
perceived, the less likely they will be to continue purchasing online for books. Financial risk 
(p = 0.23) and performance risk (p = 0.53) were not significantly related to this group’s 
repurchase intention of books. The implication of this finding is that, for experienced online 
shoppers, these risks do not have a significant influence on their repurchase intention of 
books.

4.9. Perceived risk: clothing (inexperienced online consumers)
The results for inexperienced online consumers showed that perceived financial risk and social 
risk (retailer reputation) had a significant influence on this group’s online purchase intention for 
clothing. With a path coefficient of 0.43, perceived social risk (retailer reputation) had the 
strongest effect on online purchase intention. A negative relationship was found between 
perceived financial risk and online purchase intention (p = −0.17). This result was not unexpected 
because the higher the level of financial risk a consumer perceives, the less likely the online 
purchase intention of that consumer will be. However, a positive relationship was found between 
perceived social risk (retailer reputation) and online purchase intention. These social risk items 
pertain more to retailer reputation (rather than risk) thus the finding confirms that the higher the 
level of retailer reputation a consumer perceives, the more likely a consumer is to purchase 
online.

The remaining dimensions of perceived risk (psychological risk, performance risk, time risk and social 
risk (social influences) did not significantly influence this group’s online purchase intention for clothing.

4.10. Perceived risk: books (inexperienced online consumers)
Perceived financial risk and perceived social risk (retailer reputation) again significantly influenced 
the online purchase intention of this group. Perceived social risk (retailer reputation) had the 
largest influence on online purchase intention with a path coefficient of 0.50. A significantly 
negative relationship was found between perceived financial risk and purchase intention of 
books. Therefore, an increase in perceived financial risk should result in a decrease in online 
purchase intention. A positive relationship was again found between perceived social risk (retailer 
reputation), and online purchase intention. The stronger the reputation of a retailer, the more likely 
a consumer will be to purchase online from that retailer.

Yielding insignificant p-values, perceived psychological risk (−0.18), performance risk (0.04), time 
risk (0.02) and social risk (social influences) (−0.11) did not significantly affect the online purchase 
intention of this group.

4.11. Differences in perceived risk for experienced and inexperienced consumers: books
For books, as a low involvement product, no significant differences in perceived risk were evident 
when comparing experienced and inexperienced consumers. Although both respondent groups 
perceived some risk in terms of shopping for books online, it seems that respondents with previous 
online shopping experience does not necessarily perceive significantly different levels of perceived 
risk than respondents who have never shopped online before.
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4.12. Differences in perceived risk for experienced and inexperienced consumers: clothing
Results indicated that experienced and inexperienced respondents differed significantly in terms of 
financial risk (p = 0.00) and psychological risk (p = 0.00) perception for the purchase or repurchase 
intent for clothing. The results suggest that although both groups of respondents’ perceived risk in 
terms of the online shopping for clothes, the inexperienced group perceived significantly higher 
levels of financial risk than experienced online shoppers. For experienced consumers, it seems that 
lower levels of psychological risk perception will lead to higher re-purchase intention. Experienced 
online consumers have engaged in online shopping before—and therefore they do not perceive the 
same levels of financial and psychological risk as inexperienced consumers.

The results partially support Dillon et al. (2014) who report significant differences in risk percep-
tion for respondents who had shopped online for music products before, and those who had not. It 
could be argued that music could be regarded as a high involvement product (similar to clothing). 
Dillon et al. (2014) furthermore indicated that significant differences in risk perception (except for 
time risk) between experienced and inexperienced consumers for the online purchase of clothing. 
In this study, significant differences were only evident for financial and psychological risk between 
experienced and inexperienced consumers of clothing.

5. Managerial implications and conclusions
It is clear from the descriptive results that the sample of Generation Y respondents had almost 
uninterrupted access to the Internet and that the current study cannot blame the slow growth of 
online shopping in South Africa to a lack of Internet access. Most respondents also reported that 
although they had previously browsed online for certain products, they continued to purchase in- 
store. In addition, all respondents indicated that they were aware of online shopping websites, and 
most of them considered themselves to be technologically enabled. This outcome offers 
a promising opportunity for retailers, especially online retailers with an established in-store pre-
sence, to attract consumers to their online platforms.

It is also apparent that most respondents did not need to be introduced to the phenomenon of 
online shopping but needed to be motivated to use online shopping and bridge the intention– 
purchase gap. From the results it can be deduced that the need for motivation partially stems from 
the risks that consumers perceive of the online shopping process.

5.1. Perceived risk and online repurchase intention of experienced consumers
The dimensions of perceived risk that had a significant relationship with online repurchase intention 
were psychological risk and social risk (both retailer reputation and social influences), for both 
clothing and books. In addition, time risk had a significant negative relationship with the online 
repurchase intention of books. Experienced online consumers do not have to be convinced to shop 
online, but instead should be encouraged to continue to shop online. Online retailers should therefore 
continuously employ risk-relieving strategies to reduce the risk perceptions of experienced online 
consumers when they purchase high-involvement products (clothing) and low-involvement products 
(books) As it is less expensive for retailers to retain existing consumers than to acquire new ones— 
also in the online context (Wu, 2013)—online retailers in South Africa need to ensure that their 
existing consumer base does not diminish, but instead expands. This could be achieved by minimising 
the perceived psychological, social and time risk associated with online repurchasing intention.

To reduce the psychological and time risk that experienced online consumers might perceive, it 
is important for online retailers to present the online shopping experience as easy and effortless. 
When the perception develops that online shopping is difficult and frustrating, even experienced 
online consumers might be tempted to abandon online shopping and return to traditional shop-
ping methods or switch to competing online platforms. It is thus recommended that online 
retailers pay careful attention to the positioning of both their products and product information 
on their websites and that a user-friendly online shopping experience is ensured. Online retailers 
should furthermore design and implement effective information-search and browsing processes to 
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expediate online shopping and ensure a seamless transition between browsing and checkout thus 
narrowing the purchase intention gap. Clear product descriptions, simple payment instructions and 
accurate delivery information, all contribute to an enhanced online shopping experience and 
overcome the intangibility and perceived risk that online shopping presents.

Another risk reduction strategy for `pureˊ online retailers is to expand into brick-and-mortar or 
`pop-upˊ shops where products can be physically examined. Two prime examples of companies 
that followed this approach is the online retailer Yuppiechef and Amazon (Amazon, n.d.). The 
inability to interact with the product and the lack of interpersonal contact on online platforms are 
factors that enhance the perceived psychological risk for consumers. Interactive web tools such as 
chat bots, live chat, and online assistants can increase interactivity with consumers and improve 
the online shopping experience. Reference group interaction presents consumers with further 
opportunities to mitigate perceived psychological and social risk as they interact with others 
who are willing to share their experiences, product ratings and suggestions. These comments 
will affect the perceived reputation of the retailer and to ensure a positive reputation, online 
retailers must purposefully manage electronic word-of-mouth about their brand.

Strategic management of electronic word-of-mouth is imperative as negative content could 
influence consumers to refrain from shopping from a specific online retailer. To decrease the 
perceived social risk, it is recommended that online retailers monitor and proactively manage 
online platforms that consumers use to share information. This enables online retailers to provide 
appropriate responses to both positive and negative comments (to safeguard and enhance their 
retailer reputation) with the use of machine learning affordances (see Vermeer et al., 2019). 
Furthermore, it could be argued that retailers that invest in the enhancement of an excellent 
reputation, could use their reputation as a buffer to decrease the perception of other risk types. In 
other words, a consumer purchasing from an online retailer that has an excellent reputation would 
expect that this reputation has been obtained from the retailer’s ability to mitigate the other types 
of risk such as financial risk, psychological risk, performance risk, social risk and time risk.

Although it is crucial for online retailers to continuously satisfy experienced online consumers by 
strengthening their retailer reputation, the only way in which online shopping in South Africa can 
thrive, is if more consumers adopt online shopping. Therefore, an understanding of the effect of 
perceived risk on the online purchase intention of inexperienced online consumers is vital. Some 
insights in this respect are shared next.

5.2. Perceived risk and online purchase intention of inexperienced consumers
The only dimensions of perceived risk that had a significant effect on online purchase intention, were 
financial risk and social risk (retailer reputation), for both clothing and books. For online retailers to 
grow their market segment they must ensure that inexperienced online shoppers are convinced to 
purchase online. This could be done through risk-reducing strategies. Inexperienced consumers are 
often unaware of the benefits that online shopping offer. Therefore, it is recommended that risk- 
reducing and marketing strategies focus on creating awareness and making inexperienced online 
consumers more knowledgeable and able to engage with online shopping. The results of this study 
show that specific attention should be given to financial and social (retailer reputation) risks. As 
mentioned previously, enhanced efforts to develop a strong retailer reputation could mitigate the 
other forms of risk experienced and focussed strategies on building retailer reputation could go far to 
overcome the purchase intention gap of inexperienced online shoppers.

The safety and security of financial details are a major concern for many consumers in South 
Africa who have not taken the leap to shop online. To decrease perceived financial risk, online 
retailers should implement and clearly communicate processes to ensure the safety of consumers’ 
financial details. This could be done with website security, passwords, and direct payment options. 
Furthermore, online retailers should ensure transparency in their policies and procedures along 
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with compliance with financial regulations. This includes transparency about contact details, terms 
and conditions, privacy and return policies.

To reduce the social risk that inexperienced online consumers might perceive, retailers must 
develop a positive and trustworthy reputation. Building a strong reputation and encouraging con-
sumers to spread positive word-of-mouth about the retailer, are useful ways to mitigate consumers’ 
concerns about the retailer. Online platforms (e.g., blogs, discussion forums and social media) are also 
central ways of building retailer reputation and attract new consumers to purchase online. Through 
these channels, inexperienced consumers will become aware of online brands and can review other 
consumers’ recommendations and experiences, before conducting their own purchases.

5.3. Do experienced and inexperienced consumer groups differ?
Experienced and inexperienced online consumers did not significantly differ in their risk perception 
when purchasing or intending to purchase low involvement product such as books. This finding 
implies that, even though risk might be perceived when shopping online for low involvement 
products, the risk factors are not significantly different between experienced and inexperienced 
shoppers. Retailers could rather focus their risk perception mitigation strategies on high involve-
ment product categories such as clothing, where significant differences do exist between con-
sumers groups. In thus study, differences were evident between the groups for perceived financial 
and psychological risk. Mitigation of these perceived risks could contribute to bridging the inten-
tion-purchase gap and grow the online consumer market.

In conclusion, it can be argued that if online retailers operating in the South African market 
implement appropriate risk-mitigating strategies, specifically focussing on the technologically 
enabled consumer segment, online sales figures might see a steady increase in the future. 
Furthermore, the results point to the importance of a positive retailer reputation that could serve as 
a buffer effect for the perception of other types of perceived risk. Employing risk reduction strategies in 
especially high involvement product categories contribute to bridging the intention-purchase gap.

Perceived risk remains a significant influencer of both online purchase and repurchase intention and 
online consumer behaviour in general. Whether an excellent retailer reputation is indeed the one variable 
that mitigates perceived risks as we understand it, remains to be determined. Retailer reputation could be 
the key variable to capitalise on the substantial revenue growth opportunities in e-commerce.

6. Limitations and directions for future research
Owing to the limited resources and time constraints, this study used a convenience sample. The 
sample included a group of Generation Y students from one South African university only and 
therefore the results cannot be generalised to the rest of the South African Generation 
Y population.

The rephrased measurement items could have contributed to measurement error. The choice of 
books and clothing (as representative of low and high involvement purchases) could have been 
interrogated further by including an additional empirical phase to determine product choice.

Future research can focus on expanding the sample to represent more South African consumers, 
compare different generations risk perceptions and include more product categories. Geographical 
clustering could assist in the identification and development and/or establishment of growth 
regions throughout South Africa for pop up stores and online pick up sites. The possibility of having 
a specific item and/or online retailer in mind whilst answering the questionnaire, rather than 
investigating the overall online shopping experience (as was the case in the current study), 
could add focussed practical value for a particular retailer, for example, Takealot.com. Cross- 
retailer comparisons (both strong and poor reputation retailers) could also confirm the possible 
buffer effect of retailer reputation for other perceived risk factors, such as time risk and perfor-
mance risk.
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