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ABSTRACT: High-quality customer service is an integral part of any successful enterprise, 
but providing it can be a challenge for online merchants, especially when customers 
are complaining about each other. This study examines how justice and trust affect 
user acceptance of e-customer services by conducting an online experiment involving 
380 participants. The results suggest that trust in the e-customer service fully mediates 
the effects of trust in the service representative and procedural justice on intentions 
to reuse the e-customer service. Furthermore, the effect of distributive justice on trust 
in the e-customer service was fully mediated by trust in the e-service representative. 
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Finally, the effect of informational justice on user intentions to reuse the e-customer 
service was partially mediated by trust in the service representative and trust in the 
e-customer service. Theoretical and practical implications are further discussed.

KEY WORDS AND PHRASES: e-customer service, justice, online dispute resolution, tech-
nology acceptance, trust, trust transfer.

HIGH-QUALITY CUSTOMER SERVICE HAS BEEN RECOGNIZED in the academic and practitioner 
literatures as a fundamental component of company performance. Effective customer 
service operations can enhance customer loyalty [27], facilitate customer trust in 
e-vendors [57], and increase repurchase likelihood [55]. Given the prevalence of online 
communications, an increasing number of customer service interactions are conducted 
via electronic media [7]. For example, Sony provides in-house e-customer support via 
its Web site, through which customers can chat with service representatives, address 
technical problems, resolve commercial disputes, and receive product information.

Although many factors can affect the acceptance of e-customer services, trust is a 
central multifaceted concept in this context. In e-customer service interactions, us-
ers may form trust perceptions regarding the e-service, the service representative, or 
other involved parties. Thus, there are at least two trust relationships that need to be 
taken into account: (1) trust between users and the e-customer service and (2) inter-
personal trust between the involved parties. These trust relationships are believed to 
affect user decisions to use e-customer services for several reasons. First, because a 
service provider may engage in harmful opportunistic behaviors (e.g., refuse to give 
refunds), users need to trust the service provider in order to use its services. Second, 
based on the trust–transfer principle [59], users may also use trust in the human 
customer representative as a basis on which they form trust perceptions regarding 
the service provider that he or she represents. That is, users can “transfer” trust from 
the entity with which they interact directly (the customer support representative) to a 
lesser-known entity (the online merchant/e-customer service provider). Similarly, for 
cases in which users interact with one another directly (e.g., in eBay dispute cases), 
customers may use trust perceptions regarding the service provider as a basis on which 
they form trust in the other party.

Many studies have demonstrated the importance of trust in an online service pro-
vider as a predictor of behavioral outcomes (e.g., [29]), or the role of interpersonal 
trust assessments in e-collaboration (e.g., [51]). The results, however, have not been 
integrated to form a cohesive theory with regard to information systems (IS) that are 
the subject of trust assessments, and also intermediate trust between the involved 
parties. Contexts with both e-services and human representatives are becoming in-
creasingly common (e.g., online legal advice, online distance education) [62]. Thus, 
the above-mentioned theoretical integration is needed to advance our understanding 
of the nature and roles of various trust cognitions.

Because trust is an important concept in the e-customer service context, it is also 
useful to understand some of its key antecedents. Justice (i.e., a set of fairness percep-
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tions) has been established as key predictor of trust [18]. The association between 
these two concepts stems from the notion that individuals who receive fair treatment 
from a person, organization, or IS are more likely to trust this entity [12]. For this 
study, we suggest that customers who encounter a fair procedure as facilitated by the 
e-service, fair interpersonal treatment, and fair information regarding the process 
and outcome are likely to develop higher trust in the service provider and the human 
service representative. Customers who are treated fairly are also likely to develop 
higher behavioral intentions to reuse the e-customer service [37].

Given the lack of empirical research on the interplay between justice and trust and 
their effects on behavioral outcomes in the IS context, this study draws on multiple 
theories to examine a model that captures the roles of justice dimensions in predicting 
various cognitions of trust, which in turn, affect behavioral outcomes. The contributions 
of this study include (1) introducing a broader configuration of the justice concept to 
IS research, (2) understanding key antecedents of trust cognitions, and (3) validating 
a justice–trust technology acceptance model in the e-customer service context.

Conceptual Background

Forms of Trust in E-Customer Support Transactions

TRUST IS A COGNITION THAT SERVES THE BASIC NEED of individuals to predict, understand, 
and control their environment [30]. Most definitions of trust share the notion that the 
essence of trust is an expectation from trustees to behave in a certain way when there 
is some uncertainty regarding these actions [39]. Accordingly, trust is conceptualized 
as a cognition about the trustee that stems from the belief that the action of the trustee 
“may be relied upon, without explicit guarantee to achieve a goal in a risky situation” 
[24, pp. 126–127].

In e-customer service transactions, there are several potential trustees and corre-
sponding trust relations. First, the e-service can be the subject of trust because users 
may be concerned about the integrity, competence, and benevolence of the service 
provider. Second, e-customer services can use various communication facilities to 
mediate the interpersonal trust between all of the involved human parties. The humans 
in this context can include users (two in consumer-to-consumer [C2C] complaint 
cases) and service representatives.

Forms of Justice in E-Customer Support Transactions

Justice is a set of perceptions of fairness within an examined social system [18]. Many 
situations require individuals to form perceptions of justice as one compares the pro-
cesses and outcomes to acceptable norms. Justice is an important concept to investigate 
in managerial settings because it positively affects many desirable perceptions and 
behaviors (e.g., intention to stay with a company), and negatively affects undesirable 
behaviors (e.g., stealing from your employer) [16]. In the e-customer support context, 
it is expected that the process and outcome of the transaction, as facilitated by the 
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e-service and its representatives, form the basis for perceptions of justice. That is, 
users answer the question, “Was it fair?” along various justice dimensions.

The dimensionality of justice is a debatable issue in the current literature. While 
justice was initially conceptualized as having two dimensions (distributive and pro-
cedural), recent studies demonstrate that justice has four dimensions (distributive, 
procedural, informational, and interpersonal) [18]. The four justice dimensions can be 
important in the e-customer support context, and therefore are described below.

Distributive Justice

Distributive justice refers to the evaluation of the fairness of economic and socio-
emotional outcomes [21]. Distributive justice assessments are based on a comparison 
of one’s own outcome with those of others, rather than on the absolute value of the 
outcome [20]. Distributive justice is promoted when outcomes are coherent with 
implicit norms for distribution, such as equality or equity [17].

Perceptions of outcome fairness are developed differently in dissimilar scenarios 
and are based on three principles [22, 58]. The equity principle posits that outcomes 
should be distributed based on individuals’ contributions [1]. Thus, individuals who 
contribute more should receive a larger reward. The second principle promotes equal-
ity of distributions [22]. In certain scenarios, outcomes should be distributed equally 
between all members of the social group. The third allocation principle argues that 
distribution should be positively biased towards those with the greatest need [58]. 
Applying these principles, it has been demonstrated that distributive justice influences 
various behaviors across many contexts (e.g., postcomplaint behavior [11]).

Procedural Justice

Procedural justice refers to perceptions of fairness with regard to processes and 
procedures used to make decisions concerning outcomes [14]. This type of justice is 
fostered when the procedures used to arrive at the outcome match accepted norms. Just 
decision processes should (1) be consistent across individuals and over time, (2) omit 
self-interest of the decision maker, (3) use accurate information for decision making, 
(4) enable correcting wrong decisions, (5) represent the needs and values of all parties, 
and (6) meet the ethical and moral vales of the social system [46]. In addition, the 
ability to voice one’s opinions through the decision process and potentially influence 
the outcome is argued to have a strong effect on perceptions of procedural justice [47]. 
Research on procedural justice has been conducted across a broad range of contexts 
(e.g., allocation of IS resources [40]). These studies demonstrate the viability of this 
construct in explaining attitudinal and behavioral outcomes in many situations.

Informational and Interpersonal Justice

A third type of justice—interactional justice—refers to the interpersonal treatment 
individuals receive throughout a process [9]. Four criteria underlie an individual’s 
perception of interactional justice—justification for decisions, truthfulness, respect, 
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and propriety (i.e., use of proper language and style). Thus, interactional justice is 
promoted by using clear rationales for decisions, the respectful treatment of individu-
als, integrity, and sensitivity to others [17]. Interactional justice is important because 
fairer treatment may lead to an improved acceptance of unfavorable outcomes [45]. 
Hence, the predictive validity of interactional justice has been demonstrated across 
various situations.

Interactional justice, however, is argued to encapsulate two distinct concepts—
interpersonal justice and informational justice. Interpersonal justice captures the 
degree to which people are treated with politeness, dignity, and respect by decision 
makers, whereas informational justice concerns the explanations provided to convey 
the reasoning behind processes and outcomes [33]. These explanations can enhance 
perceptions of justice when they are based on legitimate reasoning [25] and when they 
form beliefs of a lack of hidden motives [10].

Research Model

THE PROPOSED THEORETICAL MODEL OF user adoption of e-customer services draws on 
findings from trust, technology adoption, and justice research. The purpose of this 
model (see Figure 1) is to explain individual adoption of e-customer services.

Trust Hypotheses

Trust in Web-based services can help consumers overcome perceptions of risk and 
uncertainty. This cognition is especially important when interacting with a relatively 
unknown Web site with which users do not have meaningful relationships. Accordingly, 
trust in an e-vendor has been shown to affect the intended use of the e-vendor [31] and 
other trust-related behaviors [50]. Therefore, the following hypothesis is suggested:

Hypothesis 1: Trust in the e-customer service provider will have a positive direct 
effect on users’ behavioral intentions to reuse the e-customer service.

Trust–transfer is a cognitive process in which trust in an unknown entity is built 
through trust cognitions regarding known entities [59]. Based on the trust–transfer 
principle, it is believed that trust in the service representative can be used as the basis 
on which individuals form trust in the e-service provider he or she represents. That is, 
a trustworthy service representative can strengthen users’ trust cognitions attributed 
to the service provider. This notion has received empirical support. For example, in 
offline transactions, it has been shown that perceptions regarding a salesperson form 
the basis for perceptions about the company [23]. Hence, the following hypothesis 
is suggested:

Hypothesis 2a: Users’ trust in the human service representative will have a posi-
tive direct effect on users’ trust in the e-customer service provider.

Recall that e-customer services can cater to C2C complaint cases, in which other 
parties are involved, in typically one-time transactions. The other party is usually 
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anonymous, but has to be affiliated with the e-service provider to use its services. It 
is reasonable to assume that this affiliation helps facilitating trust in the other party, 
especially when other trust-building cues are not readily available. That is, trust in 
the service provider might induce more trust in the other party through trust transfer. 
This notion has received some support in the literature. For example, it has been dem-
onstrated that trust in an e-intermediary can be used as the basis on which users form 
trust in the community of users [52]. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2b: Users’ trust in the e-customer service provider will have a positive 
direct effect on users’ trust in the other party.

Justice Effects on Behavioral Intentions

Fairness may be attributed to Web-based services because justice judgments are re-
sponses to events (stimuli) in a social context [34]. In the case of e-customer services, 
online media can define the resolution procedure, and affect the complaint-handling 
outcome. Thus, e-customer services provide various justice-relevant stimuli that 

Figure 1. Standardized Parameter Estimates for the Full Justice–Trust Model of User 
Adoption of E-Customer Services (Using Dataset 1).
Note: SMC = squared multiple correlation. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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are used by individuals to form justice judgments about the e-customer service and 
interactions.

According to the fairness paradigm, various perceptions and behaviors are partially 
guided by beliefs regarding the justice associated with processes and outcomes, es-
pecially in decision-making and conflict contexts. Hence, the concept of justice has 
been widely and successfully employed to explain individual reactions to a variety of 
conflict situations [11]. Because e-customer support transactions provide many justice 
stimuli in a conflict situation, it is reasonable to believe that justice perceptions will 
exert a direct effect on a user’s intention to reuse an e-service. Furthermore, because 
users expect fair treatment from the e-customer service and its representatives, an 
unfair treatment may be perceived as a psychological contract violation [56]. Such 
violations can affect future transaction intentions [53].

To capture a wide range of relevant justice perceptions, this study employs the four-
dimensional view of justice [17]. All four dimensions are projected to affect usage 
intentions. A fairer outcome, a fairer procedure, and a fairer interpersonal treatment 
should lead to a stronger intention to reuse the service. Unfair outcomes, procedures, 
and treatment violate the norms, and infringe the implied understanding between 
users and e-service providers. These expected effects have received some empiri-
cal support. For example, intentions to reuse an auction service have been shown to 
be directly affected by all four justice dimensions [37]. Accordingly, the following 
hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 3a: Procedural justice will have a positive direct effect on users’ 
behavioral intentions to reuse an e-customer service.

Hypothesis 3b: Distributive justice will have a positive direct effect on users’ 
behavioral intentions to reuse an e-customer service.

Hypothesis 3c: Interpersonal justice will have a positive direct effect on users’ 
behavioral intentions to reuse an e-customer service.

Hypothesis 3d: Informational justice will have a positive direct effect on users’ 
behavioral intentions to reuse an e-customer service.

Justice Effects on Trust

Justice perceptions can be used as the basis on which users form trust cognitions. 
Fair treatment may signal the trustworthiness of an entity by strengthening individu-
als’ beliefs in the integrity and benevolence of the trustee. In contrast, injustice may 
signal that the potential trustee is malevolent or has a hidden agenda. Furthermore, 
unfair treatment may be perceived as a violation of the psychosocial contract between 
users and the e-service provider. This violation can diminish one’s beliefs that the 
service provider and its representatives will behave as expected, are well-meaning, 
and have the expected integrity. Such violations may affect users’ trust in the service 
provider [53].

Trust can be affected by all justice dimensions. A fair outcome, procedure, and 
interpersonal treatment can be perceived as a fulfillment of the psychological con-
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tract between users and the e-service provider, and signal the trustworthiness of the 
involved entities. Indeed, it has been shown, mostly in organizational contexts, that 
trust is affected by procedural justice [43], distributive justice [2], and interactional 
justice [6]. The prevalent view in the literature is that procedural justice perceptions 
affect individuals’ evaluation of the overall social system involved in the decision 
process, whereas distributive justice perceptions typically influence person-referenced 
outcomes [16, 18]. Similarly, informational and interpersonal justice perceptions are 
argued to be better predictors of agent-referenced outcomes than of social system–ref-
erenced outcomes [18]. Accordingly, the latter three perceptions are mostly attributed 
to specific sources of information or interpersonal treatment, such as a salesperson or 
a manager. In contrast, procedural justice is mostly attributed to the overall system 
(e.g., a company).

Several justice–trust relationships can be hypothesized based on the above-mentioned 
attribution schema. First, procedural justice is believed to influence trust in the 
e-customer service, as the latter encapsulates the overall social system involved in the 
complaint resolution process. Second, the service representative is the main source for 
interpersonal treatment, information on the process and decisions, and the outcome. 
Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 4a: Procedural justice will have a positive direct effect on trust in an 
e-customer service.

Hypothesis 4b: Distributive justice will have a positive direct effect on trust in 
the service representative.

Hypothesis 4c: Interpersonal justice will have a positive direct effect on trust in 
the service representative.

Hypothesis 4d: Informational justice will have a positive direct effect on trust in 
the service representative.

Research Design

DATA FOR THIS STUDY WERE COLLECTED THROUGH an online questionnaire administered in 
the context of an e-customer service experiment in which justice and user reputation 
were manipulated.

The Information Technology Artifact

An external e-service catering to C2C marketplace complaints was chosen for this 
study for several reasons. First, the issue of trust is important in C2C marketplaces 
[52]. Second, trust in an unknown service would be based on the current experience 
of users and the manipulations, rather than on previously established relationships 
or reputation. Finally, this type of service is becoming increasingly common. For 
example, SquareTrade (www.squaretrade.com) has provided e-customer services for 
millions of eBay users.
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Accordingly, a Web site providing instant messaging–based e-customer service was 
created. This service enabled two disputants to interact with one another and with a 
mediator (i.e., a neutral professional that assists the parties to reach a resolution) in a 
set of private chat rooms. The Web site (“e-Mediate”) content and structure followed 
that of existing service providers to increase realism and external validity (see sample 
screenshots in Appendix A).

The Survey Instrument

The four dimensions of justice were measured using an adaptation of Colquitt’s scale 
[17]. For capturing dyadic trust between a user and the service representative and 
between the users themselves, this study used the McAllister et al. [49] interpersonal 
trust scale. The Koufaris and Hampton-Sosa [44] scale was utilized for capturing trust 
in the e-customer service. For capturing behavioral intention to reuse an IS, the three 
behavioral intention indicators from Chau and Hu [15] were merged with the two items 
used by Venkatesh and Davis [63]. The survey also captured users’ gender, age, and 
e-customer service self-efficacy (CSE). The latter concept was measured using the 
scale by Compeau and Higgins [19]. In addition, users were asked to self-report their 
frequency of using instant messaging and their e-auction experience for descriptive 
purposes (see Appendix B for the survey).

Experimental Task and Manipulations

SquareTrade was asked to provide three prototypical eBay complaint cases. A panel 
of five Internet users was consulted with regard to the understandability, interesting-
ness, resolution difficulty, and potential fairness issues of these cases. Based on their 
comments, a case in which a buyer purchased a small tuba on eBay and received a 
baritone instead was selected and operationalized (see Appendix C for a detailed case 
description).

A 2 × 3 factorial design was implemented, with two levels of reputation of the 
other party (low, high), and three levels of fairness of the service (fair, biased to-
ward the complainer, and biased toward the respondent). The operationalization 
of the reputation of the other party manipulation was carried out by adding initial 
reputation information to the case descriptions, such that half of the cases presented 
the other party as having a low rating on eBay, and the other half presented the 
other party as having a high rating. Reputation was manipulated because it can be 
a strong predictor of interpersonal trust [60]. Procedural and interpersonal justice 
perceptions were manipulated through the instructions provided for the mediators 
in the training session. Some mediators were asked to be fair, some to be biased 
toward the seller, and some to be biased toward the buyer. The mediator training 
also provided prospective mediators with prototypical sentences they could use 
for being fair or biased. For example, biased mediators would state explicitly that 
they strongly believe the buyer/seller is right and they would stick to this argument 
throughout the complaint resolution process.
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To examine the impact of the “reputation” manipulation on interpersonal trust cogni-
tions, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted. The mean trust in the 
other party in the low-reputation treatment group (3.74) was significantly lower (p < 
0.0001) than the mean in the high-reputation condition (4.97). To assess the influence 
of the “fairness” manipulation, the data were first split into two groups based on role 
(complainant and respondent), because the fairness treatments should have different 
effects on complainants and respondents. ANOVA procedures revealed that complain-
ants reported the highest levels of procedural and interpersonal justice in the “biased 
toward the complainant” condition, followed by lower levels of justice in the “fair” 
condition. The lowest levels of justice were reported by buyers in the “biased toward 
the respondent” condition (p < 0.05 and 0.001 for procedural and interpersonal justice, 
respectively). The exact opposite pattern was reported by respondents (e.g., the highest 
levels of justice in the “biased toward the respondent” condition) (p < 0.01 for both 
comparisons). Overall, the reputation and fairness manipulations were successful.

Procedures

Eight mediators were hired and received training in offline and online mediation. 
Students in an introductory IS course signed up for 20-minute sessions that were 
randomly assigned to experimental conditions. These sessions ran over a period of 
two weeks. Each online session was associated with two pseudonyms that the sub-
jects used as their online identities. The role descriptions (complainer or respondent) 
were provided to the relevant individuals before the beginning of the experiment. The 
outcome of each session ranged from no agreement to agreements that involved full 
or partial refunds, apologies, and so on. After completing the experiment, subjects 
were invited to voluntarily complete the survey. A draw for small monetary prizes 
was used to motivate the students.

Population

The experiment involved 510 individuals, but only 395 subjects submitted a survey 
(total response rate of 78 percent). From these responses, 380 were usable (net response 
rate of 75 percent). A full factorial multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 
model, comparing means across role, submission time, and their interaction, resulted 
in corresponding p-values for Wilks’s lambdas of 0.40, 0.65, and 0.54, respectively. 
Thus, it was reasonable to aggregate data across roles and submission periods.

The sample included 150 women (40 percent) and 229 men (60 percent). It consisted 
of 47 percent complainants and 53 percent respondents. Most subjects (81 percent) 
managed to reach a settlement. The majority of participants (93 percent) belonged to 
the young adult segment (18–26), with an average age of 21. Many participants had 
used e-auctions before (60 percent), with an average of three times, and use instant 
messaging (IM) applications on a daily basis (83 percent). The majority of participants 
were fairly confident in their ability to utilize a new e-customer service for resolving 
a similar complaint (mean CSE = 7.96). An initial assessment of the potential control 



PREDICTING USER ACCEPTANCE OF E-CUSTOMER SERVICES     133

variables (age, gender, and CSE) revealed that age and gender were not correlated with 
behavioral intentions. Thus, CSE was the only control variable used in the subsequent 
structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis.

Data Analysis and Results

SEVERAL STEPS WERE TAKEN PRIOR TO TESTING the structural model. First, the measures’ 
reliabilities and descriptive statistics were calculated for the whole sample (N = 380). 
These indicators are outlined in Table 1. All constructs have Cronbach’s alphas that 
exceed the commonly used threshold of 0.8 and item-to-total correlations statistics 
that exceed the recommended cutoff point of 0.35 [26].

Second, the dyadic nature of the data set was examined. Recall that data for this study 
were collected from individual users who were nested within dyads (complainants and 
respondents). However, the hypotheses in this study deal only with individual-level 
effects. Given the social interaction between parties, and their exposure to similar treat-
ments, there is some risk that responses from buyers may be correlated with responses 
from the matching sellers. For example, the exposure to similar justice treatment may 
yield intraclass correlations between the justice evaluations of matching buyers and 
sellers. Thus, the dyadic affiliation of individuals poses a threat to the observation-
independence assumption taken by SEM techniques. This can inflate the significance 
tests and threaten the validity of the findings [42]. For assessing intraclass correlations, 
matching records were identified based on user IDs. Some responses (110) did not 
have a matching response and were removed from this analysis. The rest (270) were 
matched (i.e., both complainer and respondent from the same case completed the 
survey), and a corresponding data set of 135 dyadic responses was created.

The observed correlational pattern between dyad members revealed significant 
correlations between (1) procedural justice of sellers and buyers (r = 0.17, p < 0.05), 
(2) distributive justice of sellers and buyers (r = 0.31, p < 0.001), (3) trust in the 
e-service provider as reported by sellers and buyers (r = 0.27, p < 0.01), and (4) trust 
in the other party as reported by sellers and buyers (r = 0.37, p < 0.01). Such interde-
pendency may be explained by the fact that distributive justice of buyers and sellers 
was affected by the outcome of the interaction. The largest correlation between buyers 
and seller is with regards to trust in one another. Because both parties were exposed 
to similar reputation manipulations (either low or high), they report a similar level 
of trust in one another.

To avoid biases due to the dyadic nature of the data, the data were split randomly. 
For this, either the buyer or the seller from each dyad was drawn and recorded into 
one of two random data sets. In addition, responses with no matching partner were 
evenly distributed between these two data sets. This process yielded two random 
data sets of 190 responses each. The records in each data set are independent from 
one another because they pertain to different dyads. The random-split approach is 
advantageous because it avoids the potential risk associated with using dyadic data 
and at the same time provides an opportunity for model respecification using one data 
set, and testing the respecified model using the second data set. MANOVA applied to 
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both data sets revealed that there are no omnibus differences between them (p-value 
for Wilks’s lambda = 0.907). Thus, the data sets can be used interchangeably in the 
subsequent analyses.

Model Estimation

The research model was tested using the SEM facilities of AMOS [4]. As the first 
step of the Anderson and Gerbing [3] procedure, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
model was specified and estimated using the first data set. This model included nine 
latent variables that were allowed to freely correlate with one another. The fit sta-
tistics for this model were acceptable (see Table 2) and satisfied Hu and Bentler’s 
[36] combined rule for good model fit (i.e., root mean square error of approximation 
[RMSEA] < 0.06 and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) < 0.08). Fur-
thermore, condition-9 tests [41, pp. 28–29] indicate that all loadings are significant 
at the 0.001 level. Because the CFA model has a satisfactory fit, a structural model 
was specified based on the suggested hypotheses. The fit statistics for this structural 
model were adequate (see Table 2). The model, path coefficients, and significance 
levels are depicted in Figure 1.

Several observations can be made based on the findings. First, H1 posited that trust 
in the e-customer service provider positively affects user intention to reuse it. This 
hypothesis was supported (β = 0.612, p < 0.001). Second, H2a posited that trust in the 
service representative will help users form trust perceptions regarding the e-customer 
service provider. In addition, H2b posited that trust in the service provider will be used 
as the basis on which users form trust regarding the other party in future complaint cases. 
These trust–transfer hypotheses were supported. Trust in the e-customer service provider 
is predicted by trust in the service representative (β = 0.337, p < 0.001), and predicts 
trust in the other party (β = 0.590, p < 0.001). Third, while it was hypothesized that all 
four dimensions of justice directly affect users’ intentions to reutilize an e-customer 
service, it was found that only informational justice directly affects this behavioral 
intention (β = 0.372, p < 0.01). Fourth, the hypothesized effects of justice perceptions 
on trust perceptions were partially supported. Procedural justice influenced trust in the 
e-customer service provider (β = 0.313, p < 0.01). Thus, H4a is supported. Furthermore, 
while distributive justice and informational justice predicted user trust in the service 
representative (β = 0.299, p < 0.01 and β = 0.647, p < 0.001, respectively), interpersonal 
justice failed to do so. Thus, H4b and H4d are supported, but H4c is not.

Respecified Model Estimation

Figure 1 demonstrates that two constructs do not predict other factors in this model. 
First, e-customer service–specific CSE did not affect behavioral intentions. That is, when 
other variables are included as predictors of behavioral intentions, the variance of CSE 
is captured by them, and has no effect on the outcome variable. Second, interpersonal 
justice failed to predict trust in the service representative as well as behavioral intentions. 
This may be a result of the low variance of this variable as demonstrated in Table 1.
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The fact that two exogenous variables do not predict endogenous variables makes 
this model nonparsimonious. To improve the parsimony of the model, these two con-
structs were removed. While this step reduces the degrees of freedom in the model, it 
creates a more concise depiction of the way users make the investigated usage deci-
sion. The estimation process followed a similar approach to the one used for the full 
model. First, a CFA model was specified and estimated using “Dataset 1.” This time, 
the CFA model included only seven latent variables. The fit statistics for this model 
were satisfactory (see Table 2), and all condition-9 tests were significant. For the 
second step, a structural model was specified based on a parsimonious version of the 
research model. The fit statistics for this structural model are presented in comparison 
to those of the full structural model in Table 2.

As can be seen, the parsimonious model fits the data well, although it should be noted 
that both the full and the parsimonious models present acceptable fit. The RMSEA 
of the full model is slightly lower, but this difference is not significant, because the 
confidence intervals of the RMSEA overlap. However, other fit indices (e.g., incre-
mental fit index [IFI], Tucker–Lewis index [TLI], confirmatory fit index [CFI], and 
SRMR) favor the parsimonious model. Thus, based on parsimony considerations, the 
trimmed model is selected for further analysis. Parameter estimates in the parsimoni-
ous model (using Dataset 1) are depicted in Figure 2 (coefficients on the bottom, not 
in parentheses).

To validate the respecified model (i.e., the parsimonious model), it was also estimated 
with the holdout sample (Dataset 2). Again, this assessment followed the two-step 
approach. First, a CFA model including the seven latent variables of the respecified 
model was estimated using “Dataset 2.” The fit statistics for this model were adequate 
and similar to these obtained in the CFA using Dataset 1 (see Table 2). This increases 
the confidence in the validity of the model and its associated measures. In the second 
step, the structural model was estimated using Dataset 2. The fit indices generated in 
this analysis were satisfactory and very similar to these of the structural parsimonious 
model estimated with Dataset 1 (see Table 2). The structural coefficients are depicted 
in Figure 2 (above the Dataset 1 coefficients, in parentheses).

To further establish the validity of the proposed parsimonious model, its omnibus 
invariance across the two samples was tested using the multigroup analysis facilities 
of AMOS. For this, a set of models constraining one set of parameters at a time to 
be equal across the samples was constructed, following the guidelines provided by 
Byrne [13].1 The findings, as shown in Table 3, suggest that there are no omnibus 
differences between the models, because adding equality constraints did not signifi-
cantly worsen the fit.

Discussion and Conclusions

Discussion

TRUST IN THE E-SERVICE PROVIDER IS A FOCAL CONCEPT in the e-customer service context. 
It is built in part through fairness assessments, and interpersonal trust cognitions. In 
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turn, it meaningfully affects user intentions to reuse these services and trust in the 
other parties to future complaint cases. Fairness is also important in this context, 
because it affects trust cognitions and user intentions to reuse an e-customer service. 
Trust fully mediates the effect of procedural and distributive fairness assessment on 
behavioral outcomes, and partially mediates the effect of informational justice on 
behavioral outcomes.

The findings of this study provide strong support for the effect of trust on user ac-
ceptance of e-customer services. Thus, e-customer service users who had developed 
higher trust in the service provider, for a variety of reasons (e.g., propensity to trust, 
positive online shopping experience, justice perceptions, etc.), presented significantly 
higher behavioral intentions to reuse the service than users with lower trust in the 
service provider. This finding is in line with studies that report similar magnitudes of 
correlations between trust and behavioral intentions to reuse an e-service [8, 31].

The study also supports the trust–transfer hypotheses. First, users who interact with 
service representatives via online media use their interpersonal trust assessments 
regarding these individuals to form trust perceptions regarding the intermediary (i.e., 
the e-service) with which they are associated. Second, in complaint cases in which 
two parties are involved, users build trust in the other party, in part, through his or her 
association with a trusted service provider.

Figure 2. Standardized Parameter Estimates for the Parsimonious Structural Model Using 
Dataset 1 and Dataset 2 (shown in parentheses)
Notes: SMC = squared multiple correlation. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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This study also demonstrates that fair procedural treatment leads individuals to 
develop higher trust cognitions regarding the e-customer service provider. The ability 
of e-customer service providers to demonstrate procedural fairness (e.g., letting indi-
viduals express themselves and influence the outcome) can help them gain customers’ 
trust. The effect of procedural justice observed in this study is somewhat greater than 
that observed in previous studies (see [16]). This suggests that e-customer service us-
ers rely strongly on judgments regarding procedures when forming trust perceptions 
toward the service provider, because other sources of trust are not readily available 
(e.g., information on the reputation of the service provider). Thus, the key sources for 
building trust in the service provider were the system (i.e., the Web site) [54] and the 
process. Future investigation may test similar propositions with regard to the influ-
ences of the availability of trust sources on the strength of the justice–trust effects on 
e-customer service acceptance.

Furthermore, the findings suggest that interpersonal trust in a human service repre-
sentative interacting via online media is formed through distributive and informational 
justice assessments. Individuals who believed their outcome was justified, aligned 
with their expectation, and reflective of their effort developed higher trust in the ser-
vice representatives. Also, individuals who believed that the service representative 
was candid in communicating with them, satisfactorily explained the process, and 
communicated with them in a timely manner developed higher trust in him or her. 
The magnitude of these relationships is, again, somewhat higher than what has been 
observed in previous investigations (see [18]). This may be explained through the 
above-mentioned trust-sourcing proposition (i.e., the reliance on fairness is higher 
when other sources of trust are not readily available).

The findings across the two data sets suggest that procedural and distributive justice 
dimensions do not directly affect user intentions to reuse e-customer services. Rather, 
the effect of these assessments on behaviors is fully mediated through trust. It should 
be noted that prior studies on the effects of justice on behavioral outcomes and studies 
on the effects of trust on behavioral outcomes were mostly done in isolation. Thus, the 
inclusion of both factors concurrently in this study, as predictors of behavioral inten-
tions to reuse an e-service, is unique. Previous studies that included trust as a mediator 
of the effect of justice on behaviors focused on work behavior outcomes [5]. Because 
our focus is on different contextual and behavioral outcomes, a direct comparison of our 
findings with those of the above-mentioned study may be inappropriate. Nevertheless, 
the above-mentioned study indicates that trust has the potential to fully and partially 
mediate the effects of justice assessments on behavioral outcomes. Our findings concur 
with this notion, and indicate that the previously observed direct effects of justice on 
behaviors, in some contexts, may in fact be mediated through trust.

Alternatively, it could be argued that in the previously studied contexts, justice 
directly affects behaviors, but in the e-customer service context, this effect is me-
diated through trust. This proposition has received some support in the customer 
service literature. Previous studies in service contexts found that procedural justice 
is unimportant compared to other justice dimensions [11, 37]. These studies indicate 
that interactional justice (specifically, the informational component) is more salient 
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in forming repatronage decisions in such contexts. In the retail context, it has been 
found that distributive justice has no direct effect on repatronage decision, but rather 
a fully mediated effect through satisfaction [61]. In these cases, individuals care less 
about the process and outcome, and emphasize interactional treatment, which includes 
receiving fair information on the process and outcome.

The findings also suggest that interpersonal justice predicts neither trust in the service 
representative nor behavioral intentions. Inferences based on this finding are hard to 
make. On one hand, the nonsignificant effect may suggest that the e-customer services 
context may diverge from other contexts. Indeed, it has been proposed that in short 
service encounters, when the depth of the relationship with the service provider is shal-
low, distributive justice assessments are more important than interpersonal treatment 
[35]. On the other hand, the nonsignificant effect of interpersonal justice may stem 
from the low variation in the construct (see Table 1). That is, the manipulations used 
in this study failed to create enough variation to capture the effects of interpersonal 
justice, even though these effects may exist. The insufficient variation in interpersonal 
justice may be an example of what Johns calls “methodological constraint” of the type 
“restricted variance within units” [38]. This methodological constraint may be difficult 
to overcome in an experimental setting under typical ethical norms. This, again, is a 
challenge warranting future research.

Finally, this study suggests that informational justice is a strong direct predictor of 
behavioral intentions. This finding is congruent with other studies on the effects of 
perceived informational justice, previously included in the concept of interactional 
justice, on customer outcomes such as repatronage behavior [11, 37].

Implications

This study makes several theoretical contributions. First, it validates a justice–trust 
adoption model that explains a major portion of the variation in user intention to 
reuse an e-customer service. This model extends the technology adoption literature 
by building on the fairness paradigm and conceptualizing justice, trust in an IS, and 
interpersonal trust in a human service representative as predictors of user behaviors.

Second, the four-dimensional justice construct, from the applied psychology lit-
erature, was incorporated as a predictor of trust assessments. This is an important 
contribution for two reasons. First, it enables us to better understand trust formation 
processes in computerized environments. Second, the fairness of IS has been thus far 
overlooked. It is believed that fairness perceptions attributed to Internet services and 
IS can explain various user interactions with these services or systems, especially in 
decision-making contexts. Even though similar effects have been extensively stud-
ied in the offline world, the effects of fairness on computer user behaviors are still 
unexplained. That is, the inclusion of the four-dimensional justice construct in this 
study can guide future research in the human–computer interaction discipline. For 
example, one may argue that fairness perceptions are instrumental in determining user 
adoption of decision support systems, intelligent agents, online voting applications, 
Web-based exams, and so on.
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Third, based on the trust–transfer principle, this study validated an interpersonal 
trust antecedent of trust in an e-service and an interpersonal trust outcome of trust in 
an e-service. First, the service representative is not external to the e-service and can 
affect user interaction with it, and especially trust formation. In addition, trust in an 
e-service can be used as the basis on which users build trust in other affiliated users. 
At the same time, the factors capturing trust in the other involved parties are distinct 
from the trust in the Web service provider. This structural separation between these 
trust components was validated, and may be used in future studies as well. Many other 
Web-based services use human service representatives (e.g., online distance education) 
or allow users to interact with one another (e.g., e-auction Web sites). Thus, when 
studying such applications, researchers may build on the trust–transfer relationships 
that were validated in this study.

This study also makes some practical contributions. First, it suggests that procedural, 
distributive, and informational justice factors affect (either directly or indirectly) user 
acceptance of e-customer services. Thus, service providers and their service represen-
tatives should improve user perceptions of fairness. Several measures can be taken to 
this end. For example, to enhance informational justice perceptions, service providers 
need to provide information-rich explanations about what might happen and why. 
Such information may be provided via two channels—the Web site and the service 
representative. The Web site may contain a lot of information, but it is typically static, 
and some of it may not be relevant for all users. In contrast, the service representa-
tives can provide timely and relevant information, and they may reinforce some of the 
information provided on the Web site. Thus, e-service providers need to balance these 
two information channels to ensure that users receive timely, instrumental, tailored, 
and relevant descriptions about the process and the outcome. Another example would 
be the use of richer media (e.g., videoconferencing) to facilitate better expressiveness 
and, ultimately, higher procedural justice assessments.

Second, this study revealed two relevant trust cognitions that may be augmented 
by service providers. Interpersonal trust can be amplified using various factors, such 
as past interactions (experience) and the reputation, ability, integrity, openness, and 
benevolence of the service representative [48]. Thus, e-customer service providers 
need to ensure their services facilitate the exchange of relevant information concerning 
these factors, such that interpersonal trust may be built between users and service rep-
resentatives. With regard to enhancing trust in the service provider, the provider needs 
to ensure fair processes and high interpersonal trust in the service representative.

Limitations and Additional Research

Several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. First, the sampling approach 
taken in this investigation imposed a methodological constraint [38] on the variance 
of certain variables, such as age and culture, and limited the external validity. Thus, 
future investigations should use both field studies and experiments to test the proposed 
model with different systems, dealing with different types of customer complaints, and 
catering to different market segments. Second, while the replication of a respecified 



PREDICTING USER ACCEPTANCE OF E-CUSTOMER SERVICES     143

model with an independent sample is widely recognized as an appropriate strategy 
[41, p. 21], the empirically driven modifications may have capitalized on chance, and 
thus may benefit from further investigation. Third, consistent with Mayer’s notion of 
trust [48], we examined overall trust cognitions that can be based on various beliefs 
regarding the trustees. While the formation of trust according to this conceptualiza-
tion is dynamic (i.e., is based on experience with the e-service), we examined it in 
a cross-sectional experiment. Even though this is a common practice in IS research 
[28, 31], there is room for further research using longitudinal studies [32], in which 
postuse justice perceptions at t = 1 are used as the basis upon which pre-reuse trust 
is assessed at t = 2. Last, it should be noted that other variables, such as satisfaction, 
may also mediate the relationship between justice and behavioral intentions (e.g., 
[61]). Thus, future investigations can extend the justice–trust model presented here 
to include additional relevant constructs.

Conclusion

The justice–trust framework was validated with two independent data sets and was 
found to be invariant across samples. Thus, the proposed model is a parsimonious 
and accurate depiction of the way users develop behavioral intentions to reuse an 
e-customer service through trust and justice assessments. According to this model, trust 
in an e-service provider is formed through procedural fairness and interpersonal trust 
in the service representative. In turn, this trust cognition positively affects behavioral 
intentions to reuse the service in the future, and trust in the other party to a complaint 
case. The fairness of an online service representative helps individuals to form trust in 
the service he or she represents. Ultimately, trust in the e-service provider and justice 
assessments predict a major portion of the variation in user intentions to reuse an 
e-customer service. In conclusion, it is hoped that these findings will serve as a catalyst 
for action. Researchers, as well as e-customer service providers, online merchants, and 
trade commissions, should further examine the concepts of trust and justice in order 
to promote confidence in online marketplaces and advance e-commerce.

NOTE

1. First, an unconstrained model for both samples was estimated. Second, a model imposing 
equality of measurement weights was estimated. Finally, a model constraining the measure-
ment weights and structural weights to be equal across samples was estimated. Each model was 
compared to the previous model to see if it significantly worsens the fit through a chi-square 
difference test.
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Appendix A

Sample Screenshots
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Appendix B

The Measurement Instrument

Procedural Justice (seven-point Likert scale: “to a small extent”/“to a large extent”)

PJ1 Have you been able to express your views and feelings during those proce-
dures? 

PJ2 Have you had influence over the outcome arrived at by those procedures?
PJ3 Have those procedures been applied consistently?
PJ4 Have those procedures been free of bias?
PJ5 Have those procedures been based on accurate information?
PJ6 Have you been able to appeal the outcome arrived at by those procedures?
PJ7 Have those procedures upheld ethical and moral standards?

Distributive Justice (seven-point Likert scale: “to a small extent”/“to a large 
extent”)

DJ1 Does your outcome reflect the effort you put into resolving the complaint?
DJ2 Is your outcome appropriate for the process you have completed?
DJ3 Is your outcome similar to your expectations of it?
DJ4 Is your outcome justified, given the case details?

Interpersonal Justice (seven-point Likert scale: “to a small extent”/“to a large 
extent”)

IPJ1 The service representative treated you in a polite manner?
IPJ2 The service representative treated you with dignity?
IPJ3 The service representative treated you with respect?
IPJ4 The service representative refrained from improper remarks or comments? 

Informational Justice (seven-item Likert scale: “to a small extent”/“to a large 
extent”)

InfJ1 Has the service representative been candid in communications with you?
InfJ2 Has the service representative explained the procedure thoroughly?
InfJ3 Were the service representative explanations regarding the procedure rea-

sonable?
InfJ4 Has the service representative communicated details in a timely manner? 
InfJ5 Has the service representative seemed to tailor communications to indi-

viduals’ specific needs? 
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Trust in the Service Provider (seven-item Likert scale: “strongly disagree”/
“strongly agree”)

TSP1 e-Mediate is trustworthy.
TSP2 I trust e-Mediate keeps my best interests in mind. 
TSP3 e-Mediate will keep promises it makes to me.
TSP4 I believe in the information e-Mediate provides me.
TSP5 e-Mediate wants to be known as one that keeps promises and commit-

ments.

Trust in the Service Representative (seven-item Likert scale: “strongly disagree”/
“strongly agree”)

TSR1 I can count on the service representative. 
TSR2 I can use the service representative’s word as the basis for my decisions.
TSR3 The service representative can be counted on to come through when needed 

in a dispute.
TSR4 When I undergo a complaint resolution, I know I can count on this service 

representative for support.

Trust in the Other Party (seven-item Likert scale: “strongly disagree”/“strongly 
agree”)

TOP1 I can count on the other party. 
TOP2 I can trust the other party’s word throughout the complaint handling pro-

cess.
TOP3 The other party can be trusted.
TOP4 When I undergo a complaint resolution with this other party, I know I can 

count on this person for cooperation.

Behavioral Intention to Reuse the E-Customer Services of e-Mediate (seven-item 
Likert scale: “unlikely”/“likely”)

BI1 Assuming I had another online complaint, similar to this one, I intend to 
use e-Mediate.

BI2 Given that I had another online complaint, similar to this one, I predict that 
I would use e-Mediate’s services.

BI3 I intend to use e-Mediate for online complaint resolution as often as 
needed.

BI4 Whenever possible, I intend to use e-Mediate services for online complaint 
resolution.

BI5 To the extent possible, I would use e-Mediate for online complaint resolu-
tion.
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E-Customer Service–Specific Computer Self-Efficacy (ten-item Likert scale: “not 
at all confident”/“totally confident”)

CSE1 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if there was no one around to tell me what to do.

CSE2 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if I had never used a Web site like it before.

CSE3 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if I had only the Web site manuals for reference.

CSE4 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if I had seen someone else trying it before trying it myself.

CSE5 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if I could call someone for help if I got stuck.

CSE6 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if someone else helped me get started.

CSE7 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if I had a lot of time to complete the assignment for which the 
Web site was provided. 

CSE8 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if I had just the built-in help facility for assistance.

CSE9 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if someone showed me how to do it first.

CSE10 I could resolve a similar complaint case using the new e-customer service 
Web site, if I had used similar Web sites before this one to do the same as-
signment.

Appendix C

The Complaint Case 

Complainant (Buyer)

“You are Jo. You played the tuba as a senior in high school, three years ago. When 
you decided to resume this old hobby, you searched eBay to find an instrument. You 
bid $510 on a tuba and won—only to find out that it was actually a baritone (i.e., a 
smaller, related musical instrument with a different tonal range). The seller already 
received your payment. You immediately e-mailed him or her, requesting a full refund. 
He or she replied that the ad specifically said that he or she was selling a small tuba, 
and as such, refused to refund you. You decided to try to resolve the complaint via 
e-Mediate, an e-customer support service.”

Respondent (Seller)

“You are Chris. A month ago you decided to sell a small tuba on eBay. Your asking 
price was $150. Therefore, you were really happy to find out that someone had bid 
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$510 for it. You received the payment after two days and shipped the instrument. The 
next day, the buyer e-mailed you to say that you sent him or her a baritone (i.e., a 
smaller, related musical instrument with a different tonal range), and he or she wants 
his or her money back. The ad you put online clearly says ‘small tuba.’ Therefore, you 
refuse to refund the buyer. Nevertheless, you decided to try to resolve the complaint 
via e-Mediate, an e-customer support service.”






