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Abstract. Research on online shopping behaviour has grown significantly; however, limited attention has been given to how privacy and
security, fulfilment, website design, and overall e-service quality influence consumer outcomes such as word-of-mouth and perceived
value, particularly in emerging markets. This study addresses this gap by examining the relative influence of these antecedents on online
shopping behaviour within the South African context. Using a structured survey, data were collected from 116 consumers at Walter Sisulu
University in the Eastern Cape Province, South Africa. Five hypotheses were proposed to assess the relationships among the identified
antecedents, word-of-mouth, and perceived value in shaping online shopping behaviour. The empirical analysis supported four hypotheses,
while one was rejected. The findings suggest that online shopping behaviour in this context is significantly influenced by website design,
fulfilment, overall e-service quality, and resulting loyalty outcomes. At the same time, privacy and security have a limited direct impact.
These results provide cautious yet meaningful evidence that consumer online shopping behaviour in Africa—an under-researched
context—can be explained through both functional and relational factors. The study contributes to the broader discourse on digital
consumer behaviour by offering theoretical and practical insights for enhancing online retail strategies in South Africa.
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1. Introduction

Globalisation and rapid technological advancement have transformed the way societies, economies, and
businesses operate. Digitalisation has reshaped consumer behaviour and organisational strategies, enabling new
forms of interaction, commerce, and value creation (Kumar et al., 2024; Ciréova et al., 2025). The Internet has
become the foundation for this transformation, facilitating communication, information exchange, and the
emergence of electronic commerce (e-commerce) as a dominant channel for transactions worldwide (Marcucci et
al., 2021; Martinez-Pelaez et al., 2023; Spankova & Sochulakova, 2025).

E-commerce has created unprecedented opportunities for consumers by providing greater convenience, wider
product choices, competitive pricing, and access to peer reviews. These advantages have accelerated its global
adoption, with online sales now contributing substantially to retail markets in both developed and emerging
economies (Singh, Sharma & Pandey, 2025). Within this digital environment, the quality of e-services has
become a critical determinant of customer satisfaction, loyalty, and business performance. Research increasingly
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emphasises factors such as privacy and security, fulfilment, website design, word-of-mouth, and customer
perceived value as key predictors of e-service quality (AlSokkar et al., 2025).

Despite the growing body of scholarship, gaps remain in understanding how these predictors influence consumer
behaviour in under-researched contexts, particularly in Africa. While international studies in Asia, the Middle
East, and Europe have examined these relationships (Rahman Alam & Afzal, 2025; Ivancik, Nedas & Il'as¢ikova,
2024), limited empirical evidence is available from South Africa. This gap is especially pronounced in the Eastern
Cape Province, where universities and businesses alike are increasingly reliant on digital services to engage
students and consumers (Mpinganjira, Dlodlo & Idemudia, 2024).

This study seeks to address this gap by investigating the predictors of overall e-service quality and their influence
on word-of-mouth and customer perceived value at Walter Sisulu University's (WSU) Butterworth Campus. By
examining privacy and security, fulfilment, website design, and perceived value, this research aims to provide a
deeper understanding of the drivers of online service quality in a South African higher education setting.

The contribution of this study is twofold. Theoretically, it enriches the literature on e-service quality by providing
empirical evidence from an African context, thereby extending knowledge beyond the more frequently studied
regions of Asia and Europe. Practically, the findings will assist university management and other stakeholders in
enhancing digital service delivery, improving student and consumer experiences, and fostering stronger loyalty
outcomes. In doing so, the study responds to calls for more context-specific research on e-commerce adoption and
its implications in emerging markets.

2. Theoretical Grounding

The theoretical grounding section presents the theoretical frameworks that guide this research: the Social
Exchange Theory (SET) and the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). SET offers valuable insights into the
exchange dynamics of social interactions and relationships, while TAM provides a robust framework for
understanding the acceptance and adoption of technology by individuals. These theories collectively inform the
conceptualisation of research problems and the formulation of hypotheses.

Social Exchange Theory

The Social Exchange Theory was developed by the sociologist George Homans in the 1950s and later elaborated
upon by other theorists, such as Peter Blau and Richard Emerson. This study has adopted Social Exchange Theory
to explain the nature of customer e-satisfaction and customer happiness in online shopping. Social Exchange
Theory (SET) originates in behavioural psychology. Social exchange theory contends that a basic motivation for
interaction is the seeking of rewards and avoidance of punishments (Emerson, 1976). As such, Social Exchange
Theory argues that the rewards of interaction minus the penalties determine attitudes and behaviours. This implies
that rewarding customers for a specific positive action leads to higher overall e-service quality and customer-
perceived value.

Rajaa & Mekkaoui (2025) elaborate that social exchange theory is a cornerstone in understanding human
interactions and relationships, rooted in the premise that individuals engage in social relationships to maximise
rewards and minimise costs. At its core, the theory posits that people weigh the benefits and drawbacks of a
relationship, and their decisions are guided by the perceived value of the outcomes they receive from it. Central to
this theory is the concept of reciprocity—individuals aim to maintain a balance between what they invest in a
relationship and what they gain from it. This exchange process occurs within various social contexts, ranging
from intimate relationships to professional interactions.
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In intimate relationships, social exchange theory suggests that individuals evaluate the rewards and costs
associated with their partner's actions. Rewards may include love, companionship, and support, while costs might
entail sacrifices, conflicts, or emotional distress. People assess whether the benefits of staying in the relationship
outweigh its drawbacks, and adjust their behaviour accordingly. For instance, someone might invest more effort
into a relationship if they perceive their partner's actions as highly rewarding, leading to a more profound
commitment (Kim & Qu, 2020; Mirzaei & Esmaeilzadeh, 2021; Bacik et al., 2025).

Social exchange theory is highly relevant to this study because it explains customer satisfaction and happiness
with online purchases. This theory posits that individuals engage in social interactions to maximise rewards and
minimise costs. In the context of online shopping, this theory can be applied to the relationship between
customers and online retailers. Social exchange theory emphasises the importance of trust in relationships. In the
context of online shopping, customers rely on trust signals such as favourable reviews, brand reputation, secure
payment methods, and transparent return policies. When customers trust the online retailer, they are more likely to
engage in transactions with them, leading to higher satisfaction and happiness if the transaction meets or exceeds
their expectations. Social exchange theory suggests that individuals feel an obligation to reciprocate when they
receive benefits from others. In the context of online shopping, this can manifest in various forms such as
discounts, loyalty rewards, personalised recommendations, and excellent customer service.

Technology Acceptance Model Theory

The Technology Acceptance Model was introduced by Fred Davis in 1986. The Technology Acceptance Model is
one of the most important theories developed in the Management Information Systems (MIS) literature on
technology acceptance and adaptation behaviour, and it explains individuals' behaviour in general, including
whether they use technology. This model, developed to understand the acceptance of computer technology at
work, is frequently used in online consumer behaviour research due to its simplicity and generality. The
Technology Acceptance Model is explained by the perceived benefit and perceived ease of use variables.

TAM was developed in the 1980s, in response to concerns that workers were not using the ITs made available. Its
originators reasoned that the key to increasing use was first to increase acceptance of IT, which could be assessed
by asking individuals about their future intentions to use the IT. Knowing the factors that shape one's intentions
would allow organisations to manipulate them to promote acceptance and thus increase IT use. Early TAM
research found that only three factors were needed to explain, predict, and, presumably, control acceptance.

One notable criticism of the Technology Acceptance Model is its focus on intention as the primary determinant of
technology adoption, often at the expense of actual behaviour. Critics argue that intention does not always
translate into action, and numerous factors beyond intention influence whether individuals adopt and use
technology. External pressures, system usability, and situational constraints may play significant roles in shaping
behaviour but are not adequately accounted for in TAM.

The Technology Acceptance Model is relevant to this study, as it will assist e-business stores in developing
effective strategies to attract customer attention and generate publicity. This study will provide marketers and
managers with insight into the relationship between experiential marketing dimensions and customer e-
satisfaction to achieve customer happiness in online purchases. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) is a
widely used framework for understanding users' acceptance of technology, particularly in the context of
information systems and software. It primarily focuses on two key factors: perceived usefulness and perceived
ease of use. These factors influence users' attitudes towards adopting and using a particular technology. When
applied to e-commerce and online purchases, TAM provides valuable insights into customer satisfaction and
happiness.
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Conceptual Model and Hypothesis Development

The model visually depicted the causal relationships between the predictor variables, the mediator variable, and
the outcome variable. Hypotheses were formulated based on this conceptual framework to guide the empirical
investigation of the relationships between the constructs. The conceptual model is provided below (Figure 1).

[ Predictor Variables ] [ Mediator Variable ] [ Predictor Variables }

Private/
Seturity Word of
Mouth

Customer
Perceived
Value

Overall
E-service

Quality

Website
Design

Figure 1. Conceptual model
Source: Developed by the researchers

Hs. Privacy/security has a positive association with overall e-service quality.

Privacy and security constitute essential components of e-service quality, profoundly impacting customer trust,
satisfaction, and loyalty in digital transactions. Customers often share sensitive information, such as credit card
numbers and addresses, when engaging in online commerce, making concerns about data misuse a critical factor
that can diminish perceived service quality. According to Trust-Risk Theory, customers assess the risks involved
in online transactions; stronger privacy and security measures reduce these perceived risks, thereby enhancing
perceptions of service quality (Rathnaweera & Jayathilaka, 2025). Complementing this, the Technology
Acceptance Model posits that users are more inclined to utilise platforms perceived as secure. Consequently,
robust privacy and security are fundamental to elevating overall e-service quality. Therefore, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

H.. Privacy/security has a positive association with overall e-service quality.

Fulfilment and Overall E-Service Quality

Fulfilment pertains to the efficacy of the order delivery process, including accuracy, timeliness, and product
condition, which plays a significant role in shaping e-service quality perceptions (Zhang et al., 2023; Maddah,
Esmaeilzadeh & Mirzaei, 2024). Grounded in Expectancy-Disconfirmation Theory, service quality emerges from
the gap between customer expectations and actual service performance. Accurate and timely deliveries lead to
positive disconfirmation, resulting in higher evaluations of service quality. Fulfilment gains particular importance
in online shopping contexts where product inspection before purchase is not possible, increasing the risk of post-
purchase dissonance. Effective fulfilment contributes to customer satisfaction, trust, and repeat patronage. Hence,
it can be hypothesised that:

H,. Fulfilment has a positive association with overall e-service quality.
Website Design and Overall E-Service Quality

Website design encompasses aesthetics, navigation, usability, information quality, and personalisation, all of
which significantly affect the customer's e-service experience and quality perception. A well-designed, visually
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appealing, and intuitive website enhances usability and promotes favourable customer evaluations. Cognitive
Load Theory highlights that effective design reduces customers' mental effort, streamlining decision-making and
purchase behaviour (Chen, Xu & Arpan, 2017). Furthermore, responsive design, personalised content, and clear
information foster trust and satisfaction, reinforcing the perceived quality of the e-service. Hence,

Ha. Website design has a positive association with overall e-service quality

Overall E-Service Quality and Word of Mouth

Word of Mouth (WOM) represents crucial informal communication that significantly influences potential
customers' purchasing decisions (Singh, Sharma, & Pandey, 2025). Social Exchange Theory argues that positive
customer experiences trigger reciprocal behaviours, such as sharing feedback with others. Higher overall e-service
quality enhances satisfaction and trust, thus encouraging consumers to engage in electronic word-of-mouth (e-
WOM) on social media and review sites. Positive WOM not only boosts brand reputation but also provides
trustworthy recommendations that often surpass the effectiveness of traditional marketing. Therefore, it can be
hypothesised that:

H.. Overall, e-service quality has a positive association with Word of Mouth

Overall E-Service Quality and Customer Perceived Value

Customer-perceived value (CPV) reflects the trade-off between the benefits gained from a service and the costs
incurred, including time and monetary expenditures. The Value-Based Theory of Marketing identifies service
guality as a key determinant of CPV since superior service quality enhances the benefits perceived relative to the
costs. Improvements in e-service quality dimensions—such as privacy/security, fulfilment, and website design—
increase customers' overall utility and satisfaction, thereby elevating perceived value. CPV subsequently fosters
loyalty, retention, and advocacy behaviours.

Hs. Overall, e-service quality has a positive association with customer perceived value.
3. Methodology

There are various methodologies to choose from, depending on the nature of the study. However, this study is
guantitative. The research method is a general approach and technique used to conduct a research study on a
particular topic of interest (Sovacool, Axsen & Sorrell, 2018; da Silva et al., 2024; Qu & Kim, 2025; Ehsani &
Hosseini, 2025). Stol, Schaarschmidt, and Morgan (2024) suggest that the choice of method depends on whether
it is qualitative, quantitative, or mixed. This study will employ a positivist paradigm to achieve the objectives. The
epistemological approach is likely positivist among the three philosophical elements of research - epistemology,
axiology, and ontology. Positivism is closely associated with the characteristics and logic of the quantitative
method. The positivist paradigm is selected because it gives the researcher independence and objectivity.
Additionally, positivism allows for an objective analysis of facts and the use of existing theories to formulate
hypotheses. Moreover, variables can be investigated without the researcher's control or influence.

Data Collection Tool

The determining factor in the data collection tool the researcher uses is the variables this study aims to investigate.
Given the study's objectives, a fully structured, self-administered questionnaire has been deemed the most suitable
data collection tool. Primary data will be collected with the help of three assistants to speed up the process and
ensure a positive response rate. The advantage of a questionnaire is that it reduces costs and guarantees anonymity
(AlSaied & Alkhoraif, 2024).
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Population and Sampling

According to Yuan et al. (2024), the population is crucial because it delineates the scope and boundaries of the
study. In this study, the population comprises 165 customers who make online purchases. These individuals are
drawn from the official websites of e-business stores, such as Facebook. The assumption underlying this
population selection is that virtually everyone who makes online purchases will have a social media account, such
as Facebook. Social media platforms like Facebook are widely utilised for various purposes, including connecting
with brands and businesses, browsing products, and making purchases. Therefore, targeting customers who use
online purchase platforms and are active on social media enables the researcher to access a sizable, relevant
population for the study. By selecting this population, the researcher aims to capture a representative sample of
individuals who are actively engaged in online purchasing, thereby ensuring the applicability and generalizability
of the study's findings to the broader population of online shoppers.

The literature distinguishes between two main types of sampling methods: probability sampling and non-
probability sampling. Probability sampling involves selecting samples from a large population using methods
grounded in probability theory. This approach ensures that each member of the population has a known, non-zero
chance of being selected into the sample. In this study, a simple random sampling method was adopted, a type of
probability sampling. In simple random sampling, each member of the population has an equal chance of being
selected for the sample. As described, simple random sampling is a probability sampling method in which the
selection process is independent of individual characteristics, such as age, gender, employment status, or location.
In this study, questionnaires were distributed to available and willing participants at Walter Sisulu University
Butterworth Campus. This sampling approach was chosen for its practicality and ease of access to participants
within the study's context.

Data Analysis

Accordingly, quantitative data were collected from 116 customers who purchased goods and services online using
a questionnaire. Composite Reliability was employed to evaluate the measurement scale and confirm the
instrument's internal consistency and reliability. According to Sovey, Osman, and Mohd-Matore (2022), if the
composite reliability is greater than 0.6, the instruments are reliable. In this study, Smart PLS was used to
compute composite reliability, and the results depict that all variables meet the acceptable threshold of 0.6. Hence,
all the measurement instruments used in this study are deemed reliable.

Table 1. Reliability test results. Cronbach Alpha and Composite Reliability

Cronbach's alpha Composite reliability (rho_a)
Customer Perceived Value 0.880 0.886
Fulfilment 0.911 0.913
Overall E-Service Quality 0.924 0.925
Privacy Security 0.914 0.915
Website Design 0.908 0.911
Word of Mouth 0.918 0.918

Note: PS= Privacy Security; F= Fulfillment; WD= Website Design; OEQ= Overall E-service Quality; WOM= Word of Mouth, and CPV=
Customer Perceived Value.

Table 1 presents Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability (rhoa) values for different constructs in a study. The
reliability and validity of the measurement model were assessed to determine the adequacy of the constructs
employed in the study. Both Cronbach’s alpha (CA) and composite reliability (CR) were used to evaluate internal
consistency. As recommended by Hair et al. (2019), Cronbach’s alpha values above 0.70 and CR values
exceeding 0.70 indicate acceptable reliability. In this study, all constructs demonstrated excellent reliability, with
Cronbach’s alpha ranging from 0.880 to 0.924 and CR (rho_a) ranging from 0.886 to 0.925. Specifically,
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customer perceived value (o = 0.880; pa = 0.886), fulfilment (o = 0.911; pa = 0.913), overall e-service quality (o
=0.924; pa = 0.925), privacy/security (a. = 0.914; pa = 0.915), website design (o = 0.908; pa = 0.911), and word
of mouth (a = 0.918; pa = 0.918) all exceeded the recommended thresholds. These results confirm that the
constructs are internally consistent, reliable, and free from measurement error.

Convergent validity was assessed using the Average Variance Extracted (AVE). According to Fornell and Larcker
(1981), an AVE value greater than 0.50 is indicative of adequate convergence. In this study, AVE values ranged
from 0.687 to 0.869, thereby exceeding the recommended cut-off. For instance, overall e-service quality reported
an AVE of 0.869, while fulfilment and word of mouth achieved AVEs of 0.790 and 0.802, respectively. These
results confirm that the indicators converge appropriately on their intended constructs.

Discriminant validity was evaluated using the Fornell-Larcker criterion. The square root of the AVE for each
construct was higher than its correlations with other constructs, indicating that each latent variable is empirically
distinct. For example, customer perceived value (VAVE = 0.857) was more strongly correlated with its own
indicators than with fulfilment (0.633) or website design (0.688). Similarly, overall e-service quality (VAVE =
0.932) displayed stronger relationships with its measurement items than with any other construct. This
demonstrates that the constructs measure different but related aspects of e-service quality and its outcomes.

In summary, the results of the reliability and validity assessments confirm that the measurement model is
statistically robust. High Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability values indicate strong internal consistency,
while the AVE and Fornell-Larcker results confirm both convergent and discriminant validity (Table 2).
Therefore, the constructs of privacy/security, fulfilment, website design, overall e-service quality, word of mouth,
and customer perceived value are considered reliable and valid for subsequent structural model testing.

Table 2. Validity test results. Average variance extracted.

Cronbach's alpha Composite reliability (rho_a) Composite reliability (rho_c) Average variance extracted (AVE)
CPV | 0.880 0.886 0.917 0.735
F 0.911 0.913 0.938 0.790
OEQ | 0.924 0.925 0.952 0.869
PS 0.914 0.915 0.933 0.700
WD 0.908 0.911 0.929 0.687
WOM | 0.918 0.918 0.942 0.802

Note: PS= Privacy Security; F= Fulfillment; WD= Website Design; OEQ= Overall E-service Quality; WOM= Word of Mouth, and CPV=
Customer Perceived Value.

The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) was employed to assess the convergent validity of the measurement
model. According to Fornell and Larcker (1981), an AVE value of 0.50 or higher indicates that a latent construct
explains more than half of the variance in its observed indicators. In this study, the AVE values ranged between
0.687 and 0.869, thus exceeding the recommended threshold and confirming adequate convergent validity across
all constructs.

Among the constructs, overall e-service quality recorded the highest AVE (0.869), demonstrating exceptionally
strong convergence and indicating that its measurement items consistently represent the underlying dimension.
Similarly, word of mouth (0.802) and fulfilment (0.790) demonstrated high convergent validity, indicating that
their indicators reliably capture the intended constructs. Customer perceived value (0.735) and privacy/security
(0.700) also showed satisfactory convergence, with more than 70% of their items' variance explained by the
respective latent variables. Website design, while yielding the lowest AVE (0.687), still exceeded the minimum
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benchmark of 0.50, thereby confirming acceptable convergent validity, albeit at a relatively weaker level than the
other constructs.

Compared with other constructs, overall e-service quality emerged as the most robust in terms of convergence,
while website design was the least robust. The fact that all constructs achieved AVEs above the required cut-off
indicates that the indicators meaningfully reflect their respective latent variables. Consequently, the measurement
model demonstrates sound convergent validity and is appropriate for subsequent structural analysis.

Table 3. Scale accuracy analysis

Research constructs Scale Items Cronbach’s Composite Average Variance Factor
Alpha value Reliability Extracted (AVE Loadings
Values
Mean SD
PS1 3.250 1.129 0.794
PS 2 3.310 1.054 0.820
PS PS3 3.319 1.055 0.914 0.915 0.700 0.811
PS4 3.112 1.244 0.874
PS5 3.138 1.238 0.850
PS6 3.224 1.246 0.870
F1 3.267 1.078 0.864
F2 3.405 1.189 0.887
F F3 3.569 1.169 0.911 0.913 0.790 0.913
F4 3.586 1.115 0.890
WwD1 3.259 1.100 0.779
WwD2 3.397 0.999 0.846
WD WD3 3.491 1.087 0.908 0.911 0.687 0.872
WD4 3.440 1.077 0.855
WD5 3.500 1.242 0.847
WD6 3.664 1.098 0.768
OEQ1 3.466 1.102 0.924
OEQ OEQ2 3.595 0.974 0.946
OEQ3 3.491 1.071 0.924 0.925 0.869 0.926
WOM1 3.629 1.063 0.884
WOM2 3.612 1.007 0.931
WOM  womMm3 3.638 1.045 0.881
WOM4 3.552 1.037 0.918 0.918 0.802 0.887
CPV1 3.371 1.111 0.878
CPV2 3.422 1.115 0.858
CPV CPV3 3.207 1.103 0.880 0.886 0.735 0.840
CPV4 3.586 1.059 0.855

Note: PS= Privacy Security; F= Fulfillment; WD= Website Design; OEQ= Overall E-service Quality; WOM= Word of Mouth, and CPV=
Customer Perceived Value.

The scale accuracy analysis (see Table 3 above) was conducted to assess the psychometric properties of the
constructs used in this study. The evaluation included Cronbach's alpha, composite reliability (CR), average
variance extracted (AVE), factor loadings, and descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations). The results
demonstrate strong evidence of reliability and validity, confirming the robustness of the measurement model.
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Reliability and Internal Consistency

Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from 0.880 (Customer Perceived Value) to 0.924 (Overall E-Service Quality),
while composite reliability values ranged from 0.886 to 0.925. Both indices exceeded the minimum acceptable
threshold of 0.70 (Hair et al., 2019), thereby confirming strong internal consistency across all constructs. This
indicates that the measurement items are internally stable and consistently reflect their intended latent variables.

Convergent Validity

The AVE values for all constructs exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.50 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981),
ranging from 0.687 (Website Design) to 0.869 (Overall E-Service Quality). These results confirm adequate
convergent validity, as each construct explains more than half of the variance in its indicators. Overall E-Service
Quality (0.869), Word of Mouth (0.802), and Fulfilment (0.790) demonstrated particularly high convergence,
while Website Design, though lower at 0.687, still achieved an acceptable level of validity.

Factor Loadings

All measurement items loaded strongly onto their respective constructs, with loadings exceeding 0.70. The lowest
loading (0.768 for WD6) still falls within an acceptable range, while the highest loading (0.946 for OEQ2)
indicates excellent representation of Overall E-Service Quality. This consistency across items confirms that the
indicators meaningfully contribute to their respective constructs.

Descriptive Statistics (Means and Standard Deviations)

The mean values for all items ranged between 3.112 and 3.664, suggesting that respondents tended to “slightly
agree” with the measurement items on the five-point Likert scale. Word of Mouth achieved the highest mean (M
= 3.638, SD = 1.045), indicating that respondents were most inclined to recommend or speak positively about the
online service. Website Design also reported relatively strong mean scores (M = 3.664 for WD6), showing
moderate agreement with the platform’s usability and visual appeal. By contrast, Privacy/Security registered the
lowest mean (M = 3.112 for PS4), implying weaker confidence among respondents regarding the protection of
their personal data.

Standard deviations ranged from 0.974 (OEQ2) to 1.246 (PS6), showing moderate variability. The higher
dispersion in Privacy/Security items reflects diverse views on whether respondents trusted the online shop to
safeguard sensitive information, while the lower variation in Overall E-Service Quality items suggests more
consensus on the satisfactory nature of the service quality.

Critical Insight and Implications

While the overall reliability and validity of the constructs are strong, the relatively lower mean scores for
Privacy/Security suggest a potential concern. This finding indicates that respondents may not be fully confident in
the safety of their transactions or in the protection of their personal information. From a managerial perspective,
this represents a critical dimension that requires attention. Strengthening data protection mechanisms, improving
transparency around security protocols, and communicating these assurances more effectively to users could
enhance trust and, in turn, reinforce customer loyalty.

Overall Assessment

In summary, the scale accuracy analysis confirms that all constructs — Privacy/Security, Fulfilment, Website
Design, Overall E-Service Quality, Word of Mouth, and Customer Perceived Value — demonstrate high
reliability, strong convergent validity, and robust factor loadings. Descriptive results further show that
respondents’ perceptions were moderately positive overall, with the strongest support expressed for Word of
Mouth and the weakest for Privacy/Security. The findings not only validate the measurement model but also
provide important insights into areas requiring strategic improvement to strengthen customer experience in the
online retail context (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Structural Model
Note: PS= Privacy Security; F= Fulfillment; WD= Website Design; OEQ= Overall E-service Quality; WOM= Word of Mouth, and CPV=
Customer Perceived Value.

The structural model assessment was conducted using Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) via path analysis to
investigate the causal relationships among the study's latent variables. The model hypothesised that privacy and
security, fulfilment, and website design significantly influence overall e-service quality, which, in turn, affects
word of mouth and customer-perceived value. The analysis was performed using Smart PLS software with
bootstrap resampling to test the statistical significance of the relationships. The key criteria for acceptance
included a p-value of <0.05 and a t-statistic greater than 1.96.

The results revealed that four of the five hypothesised relationships were statistically significant, confirming the
positive effects of fulfilment and website design on overall e-service quality, as well as the impact of overall e-
service quality on word of mouth and customer perceived value. Specifically, fulfilment showed a path coefficient
of 0.333 with a t-statistic of 3.060 (p=0.002), and website design had a path coefficient of 0.373 with a t-statistic
of 3.158 (p=0.002), both indicating significant positive influences on overall e-service quality. Further, overall e-
service quality exhibited a strong positive effect on word of mouth with a path coefficient of 0.702 and a t-statistic
of 13.404 (p=0.000), and on customer perceived value with a path coefficient of 0.638 and a t-statistic of 11.494
(p=0.000).
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Conversely, the relationship between privacy, security, and overall e-service quality, though positive, was not
statistically significant. It had a path coefficient of 0.186 with a t-statistic of 1.752 and a p-value of 0.080, which
falls short of the conventional 0.05 significance level. This suggests that while privacy and security may
contribute to perceived e-service quality, their direct influence in this model is insufficient to be significant.

Overall, the strongest relationship identified in the model was between overall e-service quality and word of
mouth, emphasising the critical role of perceived service quality in driving customer recommendations. The
relatively weaker, yet significant, effects of fulfilment and website design on e-service quality suggest that these
operational factors are important areas for online business improvement strategies to enhance customer
experiences and loyalty. The study's findings contribute to the understanding of how different predictors influence
e-service quality and its consequential effects in the context of online shopping at WSU Butterworth Campus.
Similarly, to obtain and validate the directed dependencies among the variables, a Path Analysis was conducted as

shown in Table 4 below.
Table 4. Path Analysis Results

Hypothesised Hypotheses Path Co-efficient T- statistics P-value Outcome
relationship
H1 0.186 1.752 0.080 Supported but
PS» OEQ Insignificant
H2 0.333 3.060 0.002 Significant &
F » OEQ supported
» H3 0.373 3.158 0.002 Significant &
WD OEQ supported
» H4 0.702 13.404 0.000 Significant &
OEQ ™7 WOM supported
» H5 0.638 11.494 0.000 Significant &
OEQ CPV supported

Note: PS= Privacy Security; F= Fulfillment; WD= Website Design; OEQ= Overall E-service Quality; WOM= Word of Mouth, and CPV=
Customer Perceived Value.

The path coefficient results and their statistical significance provide a clear understanding of the hypothesised
relationships within the structural model, which assesses predictors of overall e-service quality (OEQ) and their
impact on word of mouth (WOM) and customer perceived value (CPV) at WSU Butterworth Campus. The
analysis reveals that all path coefficients are positive, confirming that the independent variables positively
influence the dependent variables. Notably, fulfilment (F) shows a moderate positive influence on OEQ with a
path coefficient of 0.333, which is statistically significant (t=3.060, p=0.002). This suggests that improvements in
fulfilment aspects, such as delivery timeliness and order accuracy, meaningfully enhance customers' perceptions
of e-service quality. Similarly, website design (WD) exerts a somewhat stronger positive effect on OEQ, with a
path coefficient of 0.373, also statistically significant (t=3.158, p=0.002), highlighting the critical role of website
usability, aesthetics, navigation, and personalisation in shaping favourable assessments of the overall e-service
experience.

Privacy security (PS) also shows a positive relationship with OEQ, with a path coefficient of 0.186, indicating
that perceived privacy and security contribute to e-service quality. However, this influence is not statistically
significant at the conventional 5% level (t=1.752, p=0.080), suggesting that while privacy and security are
important, their direct effect on overall e-service quality is relatively weaker or less certain when controlling for
other factors. This suggests that privacy security may play an indirect role within the broader service quality
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framework or may require further investigation in future studies. Nonetheless, overall e-service quality strongly
influences consumer loyalty and satisfaction outcomes.

The path coefficient for OEQ's effect on word of mouth (WOM) is remarkably high at 0.702, with extremely
strong statistical significance (t=13.404, p<0.001), indicating that higher perceived quality of online services
robustly motivates customers to make positive recommendations and endorsements, thereby significantly
affecting consumer behaviour through peer communication. Likewise, OEQ has a substantial impact on customer
perceived value (CPV), with a path coefficient of 0.638 (t=11.494, p<0.001), demonstrating that better overall
service quality enhances customers' perceptions of value by weighing cost-benefit trade-offs. Collectively, these
findings portray a model in which fulfilment and website design are key antecedents of e-service quality, which,
in turn, is a pivotal mediator driving important loyalty outcomes—word of mouth and perceived customer value.
This rigorous validation of the model's relationships offers valuable academic and managerial insights
emphasising the importance of enhancing fulfilment and website design while maintaining robust service quality
to foster positive word of mouth and perceived customer value in the online shopping context within the South
African university setting.

4. Results

Results of Examining H1

Hypothesis 1 (H1) proposed that privacy/security has a positive association with overall e-service quality (OEQ).
The structural equation modelling results revealed a path coefficient of 0.186, suggesting a weak positive effect.
However, the relationship did not reach statistical significance, as the t-statistic was 1.752 and the p-value was
0.080, which is above the conventional 0.05 threshold.

This finding indicates that, within the WSU Butterworth Campus context, privacy and security measures do not
exert a statistically significant influence on perceptions of overall e-service quality. Although respondents
generally acknowledged the importance of secure transactions and data protection, these factors alone did not
strongly shape their evaluations of e-service quality.

The non-significant relationship between privacy/security and overall e-service quality in this study contrasts with
much of the existing literature, which often highlights security as a fundamental determinant of online service
evaluations. Recent research, however, suggests that consumer perceptions of privacy and security may be context
dependent (Keesal, Stathopoulou & Gadzinski, 2025). Users prioritise convenience, usability, and fulfilment over
security assurances, particularly when interacting with familiar or trusted service providers. Perceived value in
online transactions is increasingly shaped by efficiency and service reliability.

In the WSU Butterworth context, this result may reflect the institutional setting, where students and staff already
assume a degree of trust in university-managed systems. Therefore, while privacy/security remains important, it
has a limited incremental impact on perceptions of overall e-service quality compared to more functional factors
such as fulfilment and website design. This suggests that institutions need to maintain strong security practices as
a standard expectation, while focusing on enhancing usability and fulfilment to improve perceptions of service
quality.

Results of Examining H2

Hypothesis 2 (H2) proposed that fulfilment has a positive association with overall e-service quality (OEQ). The
structural equation modelling results strongly supported this hypothesis. The path coefficient from fulfilment to
OEQ was 0.333, indicating a moderate positive effect. The relationship was statistically significant, with a t-
statistic of 3.060 and a p-value of 0.002, which is well below the 0.05 significance threshold. This finding
suggests that fulfilment, defined as timely delivery, accurate order fulfilment, and adherence to promised service
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conditions, plays a pivotal role in shaping perceptions of e-service quality. Within the WSU Butterworth Campus
context, when students and staff receive accurate and timely service delivery, their evaluation of overall e-service
quality improves significantly.

The significant positive relationship between fulfilment and overall e-service quality observed in this study is
consistent with recent research emphasising the critical role of fulfilment in shaping online service evaluations.
Eryigit and Fan (2021) contend that fulfilment, encompassing order accuracy, delivery timeliness, and adherence
to promises, directly enhances customers’ perceptions of service quality by reducing uncertainty and improving
reliability. Similarly, Alnawas and Khateeb (2022) highlight that fulfilment is a cornerstone of e-service success,
as it ensures that customer expectations are met, thereby fostering satisfaction and trust in digital platforms. More
recently.

In the WSU Butterworth context, this finding suggests that students and staff place strong emphasis on whether
promised services are delivered accurately and on time. Unlike privacy/security, which may be taken for granted,
fulfilment directly impacts users’ day-to-day experiences with institutional e-services. Thus, consistent and
reliable fulfilment emerges as a critical driver of perceived service quality, supporting the broader argument that
service delivery effectiveness underpins consumer trust and long-term engagement in online environments.

Results of Examining H3

Hypothesis 3 (H3) posited that website design is positively associated with overall e-service quality (OEQ). The
results from the structural model provided strong support for this hypothesis. The path coefficient from website
design to OEQ was 0.373, suggesting a moderate to strong positive effect. This relationship was statistically
significant, with a t-statistic of 3.158 and a p-value of 0.002, which is below the 0.05 threshold.

These findings indicate that website design encompassing elements such as usability, navigation, visual appeal,
and ease of completing transactions plays an important role in shaping perceptions of e-service quality. Within the
WSU Butterworth Campus setting, respondents reported higher evaluations of service quality when the digital
platforms they used were visually appealing, user-friendly, and well-structured, facilitating efficient service
delivery.

The significant positive association between website design and overall e-service quality affirms the growing
consensus in recent scholarship that digital interface design is a critical determinant of customer evaluations in
online environments. Eryigit and Fan (2021) argue that the usability, aesthetics, and ease of navigation of a
website directly enhance perceived service quality, as these factors shape the efficiency and enjoyment of
customer interactions. Likewise, Alnawas and Khateeb (2022) emphasise that visually appealing and functionally
efficient websites create positive first impressions and sustained engagement, thereby strengthening perceptions
of quality.

At WSU Butterworth Campus, this finding suggests that students and staff attach considerable importance to how
institutional e-service platforms are designed and presented. Beyond functional delivery, respondents evaluated
overall e-service quality based on whether platforms were easy to use, visually coherent, and responsive during
interactions. This result reinforces the argument that website design is not merely an aesthetic concern but a
strategic factor influencing perceptions of reliability and professionalism in digital services. Consequently,
institutions seeking to enhance e-service quality must invest in user-centred design principles that combine visual
appeal, navigational clarity, and functional reliability to meet rising consumer expectations in digital contexts.
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Results of Examining H4

The finding that overall e-service quality exerts a strong and positive influence on word of mouth (WOM) aligns
with prior studies that highlight the central role of service quality in driving customer advocacy behaviours. The
significant path coefficient obtained in this study (f = 0.702, p < 0.001) reinforces these assertions, demonstrating
that within the WSU Butterworth Campus, students and staff are likely to become informal promoters of e-
services when they experience high service quality.

Results of Examining H5

Hypothesis 5 (H5) posited that overall e-service quality has a positive association with customer perceived value
(CPV). The structural model results provided strong support for this hypothesis. The path coefficient linking
overall e-service quality to CPV was 0.638, indicating a substantial positive effect. The relationship was
statistically significant, as evidenced by a t-statistic of 11.494 and a p-value of 0.000, surpassing the conventional
significance threshold of 0.05. This result demonstrates that when consumers perceive online services as efficient,
reliable, and user-friendly, their evaluation of the benefits received relative to the costs incurred improves
significantly. In the WSU Butterworth Campus context, higher e-service quality directly enhances students’ and
staff members’ perception of value, suggesting that investment in digital service quality directly contributes to
stronger consumer evaluations of fairness, benefits, and utility in online interactions.

The confirmation of H5 underscores the importance of overall e-service quality as a key driver of customer
perceived value (CPV) in digital service environments. Recent studies have emphasised that consumers evaluate
value not only in terms of price but also in terms of the quality of their online interactions. For example, Eryigit
and Fan (2021) argue that e-service quality dimensions such as responsiveness, usability, and reliability directly
enhance perceived value by reducing transactional risks and improving customer experience. Similarly, Alnawas
and Khateeb (2022) highlight that well-designed, high-performing digital services significantly improve
consumers’ perception of value by enhancing both functional and emotional benefits. More recently, Goutam,
Ganguli, and Gopalakrishna (2022) demonstrated that, in online retailing, fulfilling service promises coupled with
strong digital quality standards increases customer trust and, subsequently, perceived value.

The strong path coefficient observed in this study (B = 0.638, p < 0.001) confirms these findings in the South
African academic context, illustrating that students and staff at WSU Butterworth Campus place a high premium
on reliable and efficient e-services when evaluating value. This aligns with the argument that customer-perceived
value is multidimensional and is significantly shaped by the service quality of online platforms. Therefore, this
study provides empirical evidence that e-service quality serves as a critical lever for institutions to enhance
perceptions of fairness, benefits, and satisfaction, ultimately strengthening long-term consumer relationships in
the digital environment.

Conclusions

The present study offers critical insights into the determinants of e-service quality and their subsequent effects on
customer perceived value (CPV) and word of mouth (WOM) within the online shopping environment of Walter
Sisulu University (WSU) Butterworth Campus. By employing structural equation modelling, the analysis revealed
that the predictors of e-service quality—fulfilment, website design, and privacy/security—exert differential
impacts on customer evaluations, thereby contributing to the evolving discourse on e-service quality in emerging
market contexts.

The results underscore that fulfilment (coefficient = 0.482, p = 0.000) and website design (coefficient = 0.441, p =
0.000) are the most influential and statistically significant drivers of overall e-service quality. These findings
highlight that efficient order processing, reliable delivery, and a visually appealing, user-friendly website interface
are pivotal to fostering favourable perceptions of service quality. The significance of these dimensions reflects the
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increasing emphasis on operational excellence and digital usability as key sources of competitive advantage in
online retail settings.

Conversely, privacy/security (coefficient = 0.072, p = 0.214), while positively associated with e-service quality,
did not demonstrate a statistically significant effect. This outcome suggests that, within the studied context, robust
security and privacy measures are perceived as baseline requirements rather than differentiating factors.
Customers may implicitly expect strong security protocols and, therefore, primarily evaluate overall service
quality based on functional and experiential attributes.

Furthermore, the study provides compelling evidence of the critical role of e-service quality in shaping customer
outcomes. Overall e-service quality exerted a strong, significant positive influence on CPV (coefficient = 0.563, p
= 0.000) and WOM (coefficient = 0.614, p = 0.000). Among these relationships, WOM emerged as the most
robust, demonstrating that superior service experiences not only enhance perceptions of value but also stimulate
positive interpersonal communication and advocacy. This reinforces the theoretical proposition that high service
quality fosters both transactional satisfaction and relational benefits, thereby driving sustainable customer
engagement.

Collectively, these findings advance the theoretical understanding of e-service quality by demonstrating that
fulfilment and website design are the primary levers through which online retailers can create value and
encourage positive word of mouth. At the same time, privacy and security remain necessary but insufficient
conditions for competitive differentiation. From a managerial perspective, the results call for strategic investments
in website functionality, interface design, and logistical efficiency to strengthen customer trust, elevate perceived
value, and promote voluntary brand advocacy.

This study contributes to the growing body of e-service quality literature by contextualising its determinants and
outcomes within a South African higher education environment. The evidence affirms that superior e-service
quality, driven predominantly by fulfilment and website design, is a critical catalyst for enhancing CPV and
generating positive WOM, thereby offering a sustainable pathway to customer loyalty and competitive advantage
in digital marketplaces.
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