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ABSTRACT Consumers are reluctant to engage in e-commerce, due in part, to a lack of trust in the e-
merchants, in the e-commerce technology and in the business process. Few prior studies investigating
consumers’ trust behaviour in relation to e-retailers have addressed different combinations of third-party
services and third-party platforms. However, the importance of both of these to the cross-border e-commerce
market is self-evident. This paper aims to explore the development of institutional trust in platforms based
on the level of the third-party services provided and ultimately, to develop a complete study of online
transaction intentions as driven by the platform institutions. An online survey was conducted to collect the
data, and 445 respondents completed and returned the questionnaire. Based on the structure of the data, partial
least squares structural equation modelling was used to assess the effects of specific factors on institutional
trust and on initial trust. Preliminary findings suggest that third-party logistics, payments and certification
significantly enhance consumers’ trust in an online platform system and in turn, their trust in the e-retailers.
Furthermore, the perceived usefulness of a platform and the trustworthiness of word-of-mouth comment
can both significantly influence online trust. The study builds an extended online trust model to explore in
greater detail. On the one hand, the model will enable platform management to understand users’ demands
for third-party services better and so improve the platform system. On the other hand, the model can help
e-retailers to form a comprehensive understanding of the third-party platform system, and it can guide them
in making use of a platform to improve their sales performance.

INDEX TERMS E-commerce, e-WOM, trust transfer theory, institution-based trust, online trust, SMEs,
third party.

I. INTRODUCTION
The worldwide impact of COVID-19 has created unprece-
dented challenges for business organisations in all sectors
and industries, forcing many business activities to move
online [1]. According to the eMarketer ‘‘Retail Ecommerce
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Sales Worldwide 2020-2025 Report’’, global e-retailing will
reach $6.5 trillion in 2023. The huge overseas e-commerce
consumption market provides the best opportunity for
Chinese brands to be sold overseas. The overseas to con-
sumer (2C) markets for domestic small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) are mainly concentrated in Europe and
America and in regions with high market maturity, high
consumption levels and developed economies. Here, there
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is a focus on mainstream e-commerce platforms, such as
Amazon and eBay. Based on the iResearch ‘‘2020-2021
Annual Report of China Cross-border B2C E-commerce
Exports Report’’, in 2020, Chinese cross-border exports and
Business-to-Consumer (B2C) e-commerce turnover in the
North American market will have reached 457.3 billion yuan,
with a year-on-year growth rate of more than 35%. Among
the more than 30,000 consumers interviewed by PayPal,
approximately 21% had shopped on Chinese e-commerce
sites. China has become an important global destination for
cross-border e-commerce shopping. It is anticipated that it
will continue to be in a period of rapid growth for cross-
border export e-commerce in the future as new emerging
markets, such as Brazil, India and Russia, expand. Today,
third-party cross-border e-commerce platforms of different
types and scales are developing rapidly. Various correspond-
ing aspects of development, such as merchant onboarding,
traffic attraction and the realization of successful transactions
are also in the pipeline. According to ebrun ‘‘2021 Cross-
border E-commerce Financial Services Report’’, more than
20% of Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies are sta-
tioned on Shopee and Lazada, two cross-border e-commerce
platforms designed for Southeast Asian markets.

There are two major e-commerce platform-building mod-
els: third-party-based and self-hosted. Although an increasing
number of sellers are adopting a multi-channel sales model
that combines third-party platforms with a self-owned web-
site, third-party platforms remain the obvious choice for most
SMEs during their transition period. For SMEs to conduct
overseas business while stationing on a third-party platform is
fully in linewith general developmental trends, and it matches
the characteristics of both enterprises and industries. First,
with their limited resources, it is unrealistic for most SMEs to
either build a self-operated platform or to expect huge traffic
within a short period. Second, in terms of risk resistance,
most startups lack dynamic counter-risk capabilities in the
face of the ever-changing market environment [2]. Finally,
from a marketing perspective, third-party platforms serve as
communication channels that can help SMEs improve their
brand reputation and customer trust [3]. To sum up, stationing
on third-party platforms during their early stages is the best
choice for SMEs wishing to develop cross-border business.

Today, the orderly development of cross-border
e-commerce ecology, as based on third-party platforms,
is continuously injecting new vitality into the development
of the global commodity economy. At the same time, this has
also driven the development of third-party service industries,
such as logistics and insurance. However, the cross-border
online shopping environment is riskier. Specifically, cross-
border transactions and deliveries are far more complex
and more risky than domestic e-marketplaces, or traditional
offline markets, due to the high information asymmetry
between the cross-border buyers and sellers, the poor enforce-
ment of national laws, and language and cultural barriers.
Currently, consumers are still unfamiliar with, or are sceptical
about, cross-border e-commerce, and a large number of

illegal operators are still misleading consumers through credit
fraud and speculation [4]. Trust has always been regarded
as the foundation of e-commerce. Consumers’ distrust of
merchants and platforms, their doubts about the safety of
the online shopping environment, and their concerns about
product quality and after-sales service can all hinder transac-
tions. Since May 2021, Amazon has changed its traditional
style of technical autonomy, requiring all third-party sellers
to comply with relevant laws, regulations and the rules of
Amazon’s marketplace, and in the name of creating a fair
and healthy business environment, it has cracked down on
platform operations. The accompanying store closure and
account closure penalties have affected a large number of
Chinese merchants. According to Amazon’s official caliber,
a total of about 600 Chinese brands and 3,000 accounts were
closed in this account ban. Under the third-party platform
pattern, the merchants themselves, online word-of-mouth
publishers, third-party organizations and the platforms them-
selves have all become important links in establishing an
online chain of trust for individual consumers. Amazon’s
‘ban tide’ is a big warning for the majority of small and
medium-sized e-commerce companies going abroad, and
this incident itself is a microcosm of e-commerce plat-
form managers beginning to pay attention to website trust
construction.

E-commerce trust, or online trust, has also been defined
as ‘technological trust’ or ‘institutional trust’ [5]. Scholars in
the fields of user behaviour and information technology have
gone to considerable lengths to understand how to enhance
trust in e-commerce. The former have focused on exploring
trust formation [6], while the latter have refined the tools
of technology, such as the blockchain. Sadly, even with the
most sophisticated algorithms and technologies, a trust crisis
is still lurking. It is therefore necessary to explore the causes
of trust at source. Most previous trust models have focused
on interpersonal trust, and scholars have subdivided interper-
sonal trust into threemajor dimensions: competence, integrity
and benevolence. However, such studies have several obvi-
ous limitations: first, the division into the three dimensions
of interpersonal trust is too subjective and one-sided to be
verifiable [7]. Second, previous trust models are inadequate
to cope with the dynamic evolutionary process of trust within
different trust environments [8], and the results for inter-
personal trust may be quite different in different contexts.
Last, the environment (e-commerce ecology, in this paper)
is dynamic, and iteration in business models and changes in
the participating subjects will both inject increasing numbers
of variables and uncertainties into the process of constructing
online trust. Realising this, scholars have integrated the vari-
able ‘word-of-mouth’ into the traditional trust framework and
have concluded that objective factors, such as the institutions’
and online reviews, can influence the establishment of subjec-
tive trust [9]. Although using word-of-mouth as an antecedent
variable when studying trust mechanisms has been a hot
topic in the WEB 2.0 era [10], today, under the third-party
platform model, word-of-mouth can no longer be used as a
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direct antecedent of trust. It has therefore become necessary
to backtrack to uncover additional potential variables.

In conjunction with the actual transaction processes occur-
ring on the third-party e-commerce platforms, we assume
that buyers will choose a third-party platform with relatively
well-developed systems, and that they will then combine their
initial perception of platform usage and online reviews to
select certain trustworthy suppliers for their final purchase.
But what kinds of systems or services do consumers value? To
what extent do online reviews and platform usage influence
their initial trust? These questions require in-depth explo-
ration. At present, the trust mechanism for e-commerce based
on third-party platforms still lacks empirically-based guide-
lines and solid theoretical support. In addition, both domestic
and foreign research lacks empirical evidence and analysis
regarding how the services offered by third-party e-commerce
platforms affect institutional trust. As yet, few scholars have
comprehensively combined multiple aspects, such as third-
party service systems, user-generated content and platform
usage perceptions, to study the trust issue within the third-
party platform model. In sum, starting with institutional trust
when exploring online trust is in line with real needs and
represents a breakthrough in online trust research.

Having combed through the extensive literature and gained
insights into actual online shopping situations, this study
argues that the trust model can be extended by integrating
variables from three directions: websites [11], suppliers [12]
and consumers [13]. Specifically, this paper takes its inspi-
ration from studies on user satisfaction [14], interpersonal
trust [15] and service-quality evaluation systems [16], [17].
It incorporates variables such as third-party service qual-
ity, perceived platform use and electronic word-of-mouth
(e-WOM) in constructing a more comprehensive trust model
through which to study the mechanism by which institutional
trust impacts initial trust and cross-border purchase intention.
This paper not only extends the online shopping trust model,
but it also provides the first breakdown of the dimensions of
institutional trust, as consistent with the current online shop-
ping context. It is important to note that, in this paper, ‘cross-
border’ refers specifically to Chinese enterprises exporting
their products overseas. This reflects the objective of the
paper and the considerable requirement for Chinese SMEs to
sell abroad. Due to the costs of a trial-and-error process, it is
necessary for SMEs to fully understand third-party platforms
before they decide where to station themselves. This paper
hopes to guide SMEs in leveraging the platforms’ services
and consumer e-WOM so that they can explore the overseas
markets more effectively.

In addition to filling an identified academic gap, this paper
offers the following practical guidance: (i) it provides theo-
retical guidance for third-party e-commerce platforms wish-
ing to optimize their platform architecture; (ii) it provides
theoretical guidance for cross-border e-commerce enterprises
choosing a third-party platform on which to be stationed;
(iii) it can reduce consumers’ cross-border shopping risks and
give them a better cross-border online shopping experience;

and (iv) it will help to alleviate the current cross-border e-
commerce trust crisis.

II. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
A. TRUST IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT
The natural information asymmetry and spatial separation
qualities of online transactions make end-users bear many
risks and uncertainties, such as personal information leak-
age, low product quality, non-receipt of goods, and Internet
fraud. However, studies have found that many people are still
willing to spend time and money in online transactions [18].
One important reason for this is that end users trust online
merchants and trust can help users cope with the many uncer-
tainties in the online transaction environment in the environ-
ment [19] for example, trust can overcome barriers such as
the invisibility of online shopping [20]. Therefore, gaining
consumers’ trust is considered one of the most critical chal-
lenges in online marketing [21]. Although many researchers
view trust as a key factor in the success of online transactions,
research on online trust has so far been very scattered and
spread across different disciplines such as sociology and psy-
chology. To investigate how trust affects users in online envi-
ronments, previous scholars have developed various models
of online trust. In some online trust models, scholars have
analysed the impact of internal and external factors on trust
beliefs. Scholars argue that third-party trust is particularly
important in online environments, where unfamiliar parties
are willing to trust each other because of the contribution of
a reliable third party. Scholars have categorized 12 factors,
such as third parties and website providers, as internal factors
and proposed a framework containing various sources of trust
beliefs to present a multifaceted structure that influences
end users’ willingness to visit websites [18]. Third parties
in this study are presented only as trust seals, experts, and
peers, whereas in today’s more complex online transaction
environment where outsourcing is prevalent, third parties
can be various service providers such as logistics, payment,
insurance, etc. Therefore, this paper argues that there is a
need to redefine the scope of third parties. Moreover, the
relationship between third parties andwebsite providers is not
addressed in the framework proposed by this scholar, while
some scholars have found that the importance of trust is not
only reflected in both the trustor and the backer, but also
applies to the scenario of third party usage [22], [23]. It is
then a question worth exploring whether and how third parties
in online transactions can influence the trust relationship
between buyers and sellers.

B. TRUST IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT
Trust transfer theory states that if a person or entity is asso-
ciated with another person or entity, people’s trust in the first
person or entity will transfer to trust in the other person and
entity [24]. The cognitive process of trust transfer is based on
the understanding of the relationship between the trustee and
the trusted third party [25]. The economist Spence [26] first
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proposed signal theory in 1974 for the study of employment
relationships in the labour market. Signal theory is suitable
for solving adverse selection problems arising from signal
asymmetry and is useful for describing the behaviour of
two parties (individuals or organizations) when they are in
a situation of asymmetric information [27]. Studies have
indicated that signals can bridge information asymmetries
in markets [28]. In an environment where there is an infor-
mation imbalance between buyers and sellers, the use of
additional information by sellers can help influence buyers’
purchase intentions. Increasingly, scholars are focusing on
how extrinsic cues affect perceived risk, product perceptions,
and behavioural intentions, and guarantee and price are the
most frequently investigated cues; however, these relation-
ships are typically not empirically investigated [29].

Based on these two theories, this paper argues that in
a cross-border online trading environment with informa-
tion imbalance, users build trust and purchase behaviour
in the online trading environment based on the soundness
of the platform system, the orientation of word-of-mouth,
and the sense of experience with various third-party ser-
vices. Moreover, trust building is a complex process, and
there should be unused signals at different stages in play.
Therefore, this paper argues that the trust mechanism of
end-users towards individual sellers when conducting cross-
border online transactions is complex. However, previous
studies have not addressed this issue [30]. Although online
trust research has combined and built on models and theories
of interpersonal, fast and impersonal trust [31], the transfer
mechanism between impersonal and interpersonal trust has
not received extensive attention. To understand the relation-
ship between impersonal trust and personal trust in online
transaction environment, it is necessary to construct an online
trust transfermodel based on third-party service system. First,
based on trust transfer theory, this paper treats institutional
trust as a kind of impersonal trust, initial trust as interpersonal
trust, and takes third-party service perception as information
in the formation stage of institutional trust, and takes factors
such as platform system andword-of-mouth as signals for ini-
tial trust formation. Secondly, this paper incorporates usage
perceptions such as ease of use to gain insight into users’ trust
behaviour based on the technology acceptance model (TAM)
model. Next, a two-stage online trust model based on trust
transfer theory is finally developed to deeply analyse the trust
relationships among various third parties, platform/website
parties, retailers, and end users.

III. RESEARCH HYPOTHESIZE AND CONCEPTUAL MODEL
A. INSTITUTION-BASED TRUST
Earlier, Zucker [32] proposed process-based trust, feature-
based trust and institution-based trust as the three core fac-
tors of trust building. Later, McKnight, et al. [33] proposed
institutional trust, interpersonal trust and trust propensity
as the three antecedents of initial trust. Other scholars,
such as Castelfranchi and Falcone [34], have categorized

interpersonal trust as institutional trust. According to Zucker
[32], institution-based trust is based on individual- or
firm-specific attributes or intermediary mechanisms. den
Butter, et al. [35] state that the establishment of institutional
trust relies greatly on professional certification, a service
economy, regulation and legislation. These models provide
a sound theoretical foundation for e-commerce trust-related
research. Novita and Budiarti [36] argue that if individuals
believe that the internet does not provide sufficient control,
with technological and legal protection, their institutional
trust in the internet as a shopping channel will be weak.
McKnight and Chervany [19] propose two dimensions to
institutional trust: structural assurance and situational nor-
mality. According to their research, structural assurance is
the belief that success is possible when contextual conditions,
such as regulations and safeguards, are present in the context.
As a cross-border e-commerce website, the platform should
have its own rules and regulations. Structural assurance helps
promote trust, and Kaushik, et al. [37] suggest that platform
managers should clearly define the rules and norms on their
websites and educate merchants concerning their platforms.
Anisah and Suhendra [38] contend that situational normality
requires the marketplace to provide a normal trading sit-
uation; for example, having a technical infrastructure that
can ensure secure information communication is a typical
example of situational normality for an e-commerce system.

Previous scholars have mostly followed the definition
of structure guarantee and situational norms provided by
McKnight and colleagues in their studies on institutional
trust’s effect on e-commerce transaction intention, but no
scholars in recent years have related these concepts to the
concrete embodiment of online shopping. The reality is
that e-commerce technology is constantly upgrading, and
consumer demands are constantly increasing. The current
transaction situation and the contextual structure of cross-
border e-commerce are undoubtedly the richer for these
changes. Browsing through cross-border e-commerce web-
sites, whether at home or abroad, it becomes clear that the
services consumers expect have expanded from payments to
recommendations, insurance and other, increasingly diverse,
services. Therefore, a major intention of this paper is to
redefine traditional concepts of situational norms and struc-
tural guarantees in line with current normal online shopping
parameters. Accordingly, in order to discuss the causes of
institutional trust more effectively, this paper divides the insti-
tutional system of e-commerce platforms into five categories:
logistics, payment, insurance, certification and recommen-
dations. The traditional concepts of situational norms and
structural assurance are redefined in relation to the current,
normal online shopping mode, which has not been done in
previous studies.

In the e-commerce environment, verification information
provided by the seller will attract a high level of attention
from the buyer. If a platform can adopt effective security mea-
sures, it will enhance buyers’ trust in it. A study by Zhen and
Hao [39], working in the context of ridesharing, identified the
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transfer mechanism between institution-based trust and inter-
personal trust. In this context, legally binding institutional
mechanisms, regarding payment security and driver certifi-
cation, were also beneficial in promoting trust. In the inter-
net environment, where integrity is seriously lacking, digital
seal technology, as an example of technology-driven credit
construction, can effectively improve economic transactions
and security [40], [41]. The certification mechanism serves
as a regulatory tool to help protect user privacy and thus
stimulate the market [42]. Safety concerns in online shopping
can cause consumer fears, and scholars have responded to
this dilemma by proposing third-party certification (3PC)
programmes as a key strategy for increasing consumer trust
in online channels [43].

Third-party logistics (3PL) refers to the outsourcing of
a company’s own logistics activities to specialized logistics
service companies so that it can focus on its own industry.
Trust between 3PL providers and users has proved to be a key
factor enabling enterprises to expand their businesses. It has
been empirically proven that, among other qualities, logistics
responsiveness promotes user trust in a company [44], [45].
The Chinese e-commerce marketplace has been creative in
issuing a new type of insurance, return freight insurance,
as third-party insurance, which not only effectively reduces
transaction disputes but also provides incentives for mer-
chants to operate in good faith [46].

Based on trust transfer theory, Lu, et al. [47] developed an
online trust model in the third-party mobile payment environ-
ment and found that customers’ trust in a third-party payment
(3PP) service affected their initial trust in the mobile payment
service supplier. Various other scholars have also constructed
trust models for third-party mobile payment platforms, based
on theories such as trust and innovation diffusion, and all
of these have shown that perceptions of quality, such as the
security of 3PP, can enhance customers’ trust [48].

McKnight, et al. [33] comment that payment intermedi-
aries and insurance providers can serve as mechanisms for
enhancing system trust. In addition, case studies confirm that
third-party insurance (3PI) can enhance consumers’ online
trust. For example, a German e-commerce company col-
laborated with an insurance company to provide third-party
insurance services to its customers, which resulted in the
company receiving the ‘Trusted Shop’ seal, thereby increas-
ing its consumer trust.

In terms of third-party recommendation (3PR) services,
recommendations and referrals are some of the methods used
to assess, develop and ensure trust [49]. When enjoying a
third-party recommendation service, individual consumers
rarely understand how the recommendation system makes
decisions. Therefore, algorithmic services of recommenda-
tion systems need to be user-centred algorithmic services that
require understanding the cognitive processes of users [50].
Scholars believe that interpretability is crucial in the process
of building user confidence in AI [51]. It can be argued that
when AI systems provide recommendation services to users,
information about the quality of third-party recommendation

services such as interpretability and transparency of users’
perceptions can help to enhance their trust in the platform.

In brief, previous studies have shown that the credibil-
ity of a third-party organization (TPO) is closely related to
users’ attitudes of trust towards e-retailers. Findings have
also revealed that TPO credibility is positively correlated
with online users’ evaluation of assurance structures [52].
This paper argues that structural assurance and situational
regulation require e-commerce platforms to have a com-
prehensive set of regulations and business processes, in the
course of which, a wide range of trusted third-party services
will be developed. The presence of reliable, professional and
trusted third-party services will make customers realise that
they are in a safe and secure transaction environment, thus
contributing to the formation of institution-based trust. Thus,
we hypothesize:
H1: Perceived 3PL quality positively affects institution-

based trust.
H2: Perceived 3PP quality positively affects institution-

based trust.
H3: Perceived 3PI quality positively affects institution-

based trust.
H4: Perceived 3PC quality positively affects institution-

based trust.
H5: Perceived 3PR quality positively affects institution-

based trust.
Institutional factors can positively influence online trust

and post-trust behaviour [53]. A study by Leonard and Jones
[54] shows that institutional trust can effectively enhance con-
sumers’ trust in e-commerce platforms and sellers and ensure
smooth e-commerce transactions. Moreover, consumers will
tend to screen trusted e-retailers based on their perceptions
and knowledge of the overall service system [55]. Trust plays
a key role in a business being mutually beneficial, with the
precondition that trust has already been established in the
authorised institution [56]. This paper argues that institution-
based trust implies that users have confidence in the transac-
tion environment of the platform, and this is the threshold for
forming initial trust in online shopping. Many studies have
concluded that institution-based trust has a significant and
positive effect on consumers’ purchase intentions [57]. The
literature also shows that initial trust plays a partial mediating
role in the influence of institutional trust on purchase inten-
tion [58]. Thus, we hypothesize:
H6a: Institution-based trust can positively influence con-

sumers’ initial trust in merchants.
H6b: Consumers’ initial trust in merchants positively

affects their purchase intentions.

B. SOURCE CREDIBILITY THEORY & E-WOM
The e-WOMrefers to any positive or negative statement about
a product or company made by a potential, actual or former
customer via the internet [59], usually done with the help of
electronic media, such as online reviews, blog posts, videos
or images [60]. e-WOM enables consumers to better evaluate
products and identify inaccurate information, in addition to
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assisting management in improving their products and ser-
vices. e-WOM is a hot topic in the field of marketing and con-
sumer behaviour, and numerous studies have confirmed that
it significantly influences consumers’ purchasing behaviour.
Online reviews are a major branch of e-WOM, and in this
paper, e-WOM mainly refers to online reviews.

Previous word-of-mouth-related studies were mainly
devoted to studying the antecedents of word-of-mouth moti-
vation, which provided theoretical support for merchants’
word-of-mouth marketing strategies. Nowadays, the content
characteristics of e-WOM, such as text length, have been
used as antecedent variables to study their effects on con-
sumer behaviour. Research into the differences in the effect of
positive and negative word-of-mouth on consumers’ product
attitudes and purchase behaviours has become another hot
research topic in recent years. Several studies have shown that
positive e-WOM-related visual cues have a positive impact on
online impulse purchase intention [61]. By combing through
the literature, it is easy to see that previous innovations
in e-WOM research mainly considered product categories
and consumer involvement. For instance, Lohan, et al. [62]
demonstrated the moderating role of product category on the
effect of negative e-WOM on consumers’ initial trust and
purchase decisions. In addition, the impact of negative e-
WOM on consumers’ brand attitudes is greater when the
involvement of the consumers is of a high level. In summary,
current research is basically still investigating the mechanism
of word-of-mouth as an antecedent to influencing consumer
behaviour, with only a few scholars examining the role of
e-WOM as a mediating variable in the transfer of trust in
e-commerce under the third-party platform model.

A search of both national and international literature shows
that, in most studies, e-WOM is perceived as an antecedent
variable of initial trust, while few studies have explored the
relationship between institutional trust and e-WOM. In com-
plex trust models involving third parties, whether and to
what extent word-of-mouth can transmit trust among differ-
ent trustees is a new question to be addressed. The infor-
mation adoption model (IAM) clarifies that information is
adopted because it is credible, and the direct factors for
perceived credibility are credible information content and
credible information sources [63]. Based on IAM theory,
many scholars have studied the e-WOM effect in terms of
both content expertise and source credibility. Source credi-
bility theory suggests that credible information sources make
information more persuasive. Scholars such as Hovland and
Lumsdaine [64] believe that source credibility has the greatest
impact on the receiver and can change their attitude. Overall,
a vast number of studies have concluded that the channel
and the source of information released can significantly influ-
ence purchase decisions, especially for new consumers [65].
The literature states that reviewer expertise, review quality
and review quantity can all positively influence consumers’
purchase intentions [66], [67], [68]. A study by Bhayani
[69] found that consumers’ purchase intentions for high-risk
products are more dependent on the expertise and credibility

of e-WOM. Combining the IAM theory with e-WOM-related
studies, this paper introduces the construct of perceived e-
WOM credibility, which combines the credibility of both
source and content. This paper argues that institution-based
trust can serve as a strong basis for word-of-mouth credi-
bility. Specifically, cross-border online shopping has higher
risks compared to traditional online shopping, and the online
shopping population is dominated by new customers. In this
special situation, a reliable set of institutions can endorse the
quality of reviews and thus influence purchasing behaviour.
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:
H7a: Institution-based trust in the platform positively

influences perceived e-WOM credibility.
H7b: Perceived e-WOM credibility positively influences

initial trust in merchants.

C. PERCEIVED EASE OF USE AND PERCEIVED
USEFULNESS
As the literature shows, the TAM has been utilized in a wide
range of different technologies, and different aspects have
been tested in different sectors, such as mobile e-banking
[70], e-marketin [71]. In the initial TAM,Davis [72] proposed
that attitudes towards using technology are determined by two
constructs: perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of
use (PEOU). Understanding the antecedents of PEOU and PU
is even more important in practice, and several systems, rep-
resenting multimillion-dollar investments, have been rejected
due to poor user interfaces [73]. In the TAM structure, the
presence of external impacts on PEOU and PU makes it pos-
sible to augment the number of determinants [74]. Accord-
ingly, TAM offers several acceptable determinants for the
development of models that are capable of better prediction
of user behaviour in various application domains [75]. The
use of information technology is essentially relationship-
building behaviour, whereas trust is at the core of all forms
of relationship [76]. Hence, trust naturally becomes the most
widely used variable in the extended TAM model. Studies
reported in the literature, such as those of Zhao, et al. [77],
indicate that trust is now deemed an independent variable,
on a par with PEOU and PU. However, the limitation of these
models is that it is not possible to know whether trust plays
a role in PEOU or PU in influencing attitudes towards IT
use [78]. Previous studies, particularly those applying TAM,
acknowledge that trust is an antecedent of PEOU and PU [79],
[80], [81]. It becomes evident that the position of trust in TAM
is disputed by various scholars. Furthermore, we have been
unable to find a TAMmodel that includes both types of trust.
Since this paper focuses on the effect of platform institutional
trust on initial trust, it is necessary to include both institutional
trust and initial trust within an extended TAM. Schoorman,
et al. [82] argue that trust aids transactions and makes them
effortless by reducing the effort required for consumers to
understand, monitor and control the status of the transaction.
Therefore, the multidimensional institutional trust referred
to in this paper releases consumers from the considerable
effort needed to study the operations and regulations affecting
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FIGURE 1. Research model and hypotheses.

cross-border transactions. At the same time, it stimulates the
users’ perceptions of the quality of the platform and aids
cross-border transactions. The hypothesis investigating this
is expressed as follows:
H8a: Institution-based trust positively affects the per-

ceived ease of use of the platform.
H8b: Institution-based trust positively affects the per-

ceived usefulness of the platform.
‘Perceived ease of use refers to the degree to which the

prospective user expects the target system to be free of
effort’ [74]. In this paper, PEOU refers to how easy it is for
consumers to make cross-border online purchases on third-
party e-commerce platforms. The ‘Amazon’s choice’ logo,
for example, makes it easy for users to search for highly rated
products. PU is the subjective perception of users that the
use of a certain technology will enhance their productivity
and future work performance [83]. In the context of this
study, perceived usefulness means that users will choose to
accept a third-party e-commerce platform if they believe that
its service system can meet their cross-border shopping and
online risk-avoidance needs. In the current consumer-driven
cross-border e-commerce market, consumers’ perceptions of
system quality is the key to successful transactions. In an
empirical study of user behaviour on mobile payment plat-
forms, Yang Xuan [84] found that consumers’ perceptions
of the value of e-commerce platforms and of merchants,
as seen in relation to their own perceptions of usefulness and
ease of use, profoundly affected their trust in the platforms
and the merchants. Numerous e-commerce studies show that
the characteristics and trust that consumers perceive are not
separate. Both PU and PEOU have a positive impact on
trust [85]. In view of this, the following hypotheses are
proposed
H9a: The PEOU of the platform positively affects initial

trust in the merchant.
H9b: The PU of the platform positively affects initial trust

in the merchant.

Based on previous research, we thus develop 13 hypothe-
ses, as illustrated in Figure 1.

IV. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
A. MEASURES
The study used a questionnaire to collect data. This was
structured in two parts: (i) questions on the respondents’
demographic characteristics; and (ii) the measurement of
terms relating to each construct in the research model. Our
preliminary questionnaire was based on an extensive review
of the existing literature. We then conducted interviews with
six experts in the fields of user behaviour and e-commerce
and conducted a small-scale preliminary test. Combining the
test data and the experts’ feedback, we made corrections
to the questionnaire to ensure that its content validity was
as good as possible. The final questionnaire had a total of
31 measurement items. All items were measured using a
seven-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to
‘strongly agree,’ as detailed in the Appendix. The design of
the measurement items is described below.

Institution-based trust was measured by three items that
reflect customers’ trust in a platform and include legal protec-
tion, usage habits and technical safeguards. These measures
were adapted from McKnight and Chervany [19].

Items investigating perceptions of 3PP quality were
adapted from Ba and Pavlou [86] and reflect users’ per-
ceptions of the use of third-party payments on three key
metrics: payment security, convenience and usefulness. The
three items measuring perceived 3PC quality were adapted
from a study by Warkentin, et al. [87].

We developed the three items for measuring perceived 3PL
quality by referring to a study by Zeithaml, et al. [88]. The
three items measuring perceived 3PR quality were adapted
from Xiao and Benbasat [89], and we adapted three items
measuring perceived 3PI quality from Gefen, et al. [90].

The measure of trust was adapted from a study by
Mayer, et al. [91], in which trust wasmeasured by three items:

VOLUME 10, 2022 127155



C. Cao, S. Huang: How Can SMEs Boost Trust Through Third-Party Means?

competence, integrity and benevolence. Although these three
dimensions are conceptually distinct, they may be so inter-
twined that they are inseparable in practice [92]. Therefore,
in this study, we consider trust to be a unidimensional
construct. This approach is consistent with Corsten and
Kumar [93].

The measure of purchase intention was adapted from
Venkatesh and Davis [94]. The respondents were asked to
indicate the extent to which they would be willing to deal with
SMEs on third-party cross-border e-commerce platforms in
the future, and whether they would be willing to recommend
the supplier to others.

The measures of the perceived ease of use and perceived
usefulness of the platform were adapted from Davis [83],
and they reflected consumers’ evaluation of the platform’s
product variety, quality and operability.

The perceived credibility of e-WOM was measured using
three items that asked buyers about the perceived reasonable-
ness, persuasiveness and accuracy of the reviews they saw.
Similar measures were used by Cheung, et al. [95].

B. DATA COLLECTION
This paper mainly studied the mechanism by which multi-
dimensional institutional trust influences online trust and pur-
chase intention when consumers conduct cross-border online
shopping on third-party e-commerce platforms. Respondents
were therefore required to have sufficient familiarity with
mainstream third-party cross-border e-commerce platforms,
such as Amazon and AliExpress, and to have had at least
one cross-border online shopping experience. According to
the data, Chinese merchants accounted for 31% of the U.S.
Amazon station; they accounted for 58% of the Canadian
Amazon station, and for 51% of the Spanish Amazon station.
It can be said that Chinese merchants comprise about 40%
of the global Amazon store. Because the system design of
Amazon.com is relatively good, to ensure that the survey
respondents were representative and could understand the
questions asked in the questionnaire correctly, they were
required to have had at least one online shopping experience
on Amazon. With this connection to Amazon, the survey
was conducted with the help of the questionnaire distribution
channel, provided by Amazon, which randomly distributes
online questionnaires to buyers. The questionnaire was car-
ried out using an electronic questionnaire with simple ran-
dom sampling. This is for personal safety for COVID-19,
but also to get a larger, more representative sample. First,
we conducted a pilot test. We recruited 20 volunteers who
met the requirements to fill out the questionnaire. Then,
according to the 20 valid questionnaires collected and the
problems encountered in the pilot test, the research team
revised and improved the questionnaire and invited experts to
review it.

In addition, it was necessary to ensure the ethical, privacy
and confidentiality aspects of the questionnaire. The ques-
tionnaire complied with the following regulations:

• The principle of voluntary participation.
• Anonymous recording of relevant information.
• No personally identifiable information was collected,
and a strict data protection and storage policy was
adopted.

• Termination or withdrawal was possible at any time.
• The purpose of the study was disclosed in advance so
that it was open and transparent to the subjects.

• Neither the subjects nor the researchers had any vested
interest.

• No data were recorded before the questionnaire was
submitted.

• Information related to the study was stored on one com-
puter only with the hard disc encrypted, and access was
granted only to authorised personnel associated with the
study.

Following the online distribution of the survey, 571 com-
pleted questionnaires were received within one month.
Of these, 126 questionable or invalid responses (e.g. dupli-
cate IP addresses or unreasonable survey completion times)
were removed. Ultimately, we obtained 445 valid responses
for quantitative data analysis, with a data validity rate of
77.9%. Table 1 shows the demographic information for the
dataset. The sample consisted of 189 (42.47%)males and 256
(57.53%) females. A large majority of the respondents were
between 18 and 40 years old (82.69%), and 86.29% had an
undergraduate education or higher. Nearly 80% of respon-
dents did cross-border online shopping more than twice a
month. The results were consistent with our expectations:
the majority of consumers involved in cross-border online
shopping are relatively young and have a good educational
background, which helps them learn and understand how to
use e-commerce platforms effectively.

C. ANALYTICAL METHODS
The structural equation model (SEM) is a combination of a
structural model and a measurement model, which together,
include a latent variable and indicators for all relevant rela-
tionships. As a complex statistical analysis technique, SEM
requires certain software tools to achieve parameter estima-
tion and data analysis. However, software packages that anal-
yse based on covariance matrices, such as LISREL, AMOS
and EQS, can typically handle only reflectivemodels. In addi-
tion, those software packages use methods such as maximum
likelihood estimation and generalized least squares, which
have strict assumptions regarding the distribution of the data
and generally require that the variables obey a normal distri-
bution. The variables mentioned in this paper, such as per-
ceived usefulness, involve subjective quality criteria, which
measure users’ subjective evaluations of products or services.
Such perceptual data are often non-normal with a right-
skewed distribution, sometimes with double or even triple
peaks, so it is difficult to satisfy these statistical assumptions.

Partial least squares (PLS) can estimate complex causal
relationships between all potential variables, and it can also
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TABLE 1. Sample demographics (N = 445).

handle both a reflective measurement (RM) model and a
formative measurement (FM) model [96]. It is worth men-
tioning that PLS-SEM can maximize the predictive validity
even when the measured data deviate from a normal dis-
tribution, which is especially necessary when the model is
complex [97]. Unlike covariance-based structural equation
modelling (CB-SEM), PLS-SEM uses a component-based
analysis approach, which has minimal constraints on the vari-
ables and can be applied flexibly to more general situations,
especially when there is severe multicollinearity among the
explanatory variables [98]. In addition, PLS has the advan-
tages of retaining all explanatory variables or sample points,
simplicity and robustness, ease of qualitative analysis and
higher predictive accuracy [99]. In summary, PLS-SEM was
deemed the best fit for this study.

In performing the data analysis, we conducted the follow-
ing three steps: First, a preliminary test was performed to
remove the measurement items in each construct that failed
to explain sufficient variance. Second, confirmatory factor
analysis was performed to check the model fit, common
method bias, as well as the reliability and validity of the
model. Third, SEM was performed using Smart PLS 3.3.9 to
test the hypotheses.

V. DATA ANALYSIS
A. ANALYSIS OF MEASUREMENT MODEL
The measurement models in this study are reflective.
In reflective measurement models, the internal consistency
is of great significance because the items of a reflective
measurement scale are reflections of the same construct and

need to be correlated with each other [100]. We conducted
construct reliability and validity analyses for all the reflective
measurement models. To predict the internal consistency of
the reliability, we calculated factor loading scores for each
measure of each construct. The results indicated that all con-
structs had a reasonably acceptable factor loading value, rang-
ing between 0.82 and 0.95. Composite reliability (CR) and
Cronbach’s alpha value are two significant measures of inter-
nal consistency reliability. Compared to Cronbach’s alpha,
composite reliability weights the items based on the individ-
ual loadings of the construct indicators and thus provides a
more accurate measure of model reliability [101]. Generally,
a higher CR value indicates a higher level of reliability. Fur-
thermore, it is accepted that a structure is internally consistent
when the Cronbach’s alpha is above 0.7 [102]. As tested by
Smart PLS software, the Cronbach’s alpha values for all latent
variables in the proposed model were higher than 0.7, and the
CR values corresponding to all latent variables were higher
than 0.8. Additionally, the average variance extracted (AVE)
denotes the variance extracted from the indicators, including
the covariance absorbed by the latent variables, and here,
a value greater than 0.5 is considered a good measure of fit
[103]. The results show that the AVE values were above 0.7.
It is necessary to mention that none of the questions were
excluded from the scale because of inappropriate data and
the inability to explain the associated variable variance. The
full results of the validity and reliability of all constructs are
presented in Table 2.

TABLE 2. Validity and reliability of latent constructs.

In addition, the Fornell-Larcker criterion was used to esti-
mate the discriminant validity, which is presented in Table 3.
The core of Fornell’s method is to compare the square
root of the AVE of each construct with the shared variance
between the constructs, and when the square root of the AVE
is greater than the shared variance between the constructs, the
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TABLE 3. Discriminant validity.

constructs can be considered to have discriminant validity in
relation to each other [104]. The bold numbers in Table 3 are
the square roots of AVE, which are significantly higher than
the estimated correlation values, proving the discriminative
validity of the constructs involved in the measurement model
used. To strengthen the accuracy of the assessment results,
we used another method to evaluate the discriminant validity
of the reflective measurement model, which entailed assess-
ing the cross-loading values of all indicators. The criterion
for testing discriminant validity is that the indicators of
the reflective measurement model should have their highest
loadings on the corresponding latent constructs relative to
the other constructs in the structural model involved [105].
Table 4 provides a complete list of cross-loading values for
all indicators involved in the constructs of the reflective mea-
surementmodel. The data in Table 4 show that the items of the
reflective measurement model have much higher loadings on
their respective latent constructs than on any other construct.
Accordingly, these findings meet the cross-loading assess-
ment criteria and provide another strong validation that the
measurement model in this paper has satisfactory discrimi-
nant validity.

B. ANALYSIS OF THE STRUCTURAL MODEL
The structural model was estimated for the general explana-
tory power of constructs through the coefficient of determi-
nation, R2. Stone-Geisser’s Q2 and path coefficient β-values
were used to access the predictive relevance. The outcomes
of the structural model are presented in Figure 2. Chin [106]
states that when R2 > 0.67, > 0.33 and > 0.19, it indicates
that the degree of explained variance and predictive power
are excellent, moderate and barely acceptable, respectively.
According to the above criteria, the outcomes indicate that the
proposed model has 67.1% explanatory power for purchase
intention with R2 = 0.671, and Q2 of 0.538, thus having

excellent predictive power. Furthermore, the bootstrapping
technique of PLS enables analysis of the significance of
the relationships between variables. In most circumstances,
researchers choose a significance level of 5%, which means
that the p-value must be below 0.05 to ensure that the rela-
tionship between the two variables is significant [107].

It was found that the relationship between perceived 3PL
quality and institution-based trust (β = 0.833; t-value =
18.540; p = 0.000) was positive and significant, provid-
ing support for H1. Similarly, H2, which is the relation-
ship between perceived 3PP quality and institution-based
trust (β = 0.194; t-value = 4.280; p = 0.000), was also
supported. Likewise, the proposed relationship between per-
ceived 3PC quality and institution-based trust (β = 0.192;
t-value = 5.881; p = 0.000) was also significant; thus, H4
was supported. However, the relationship between perceived
3PI quality and institutional-based trust was not significant
(β = 0.070; t-value = 1.390; p = 0.164), while perceived
3PR quality negatively affected institution-based trust (β =
0.002; t-value = 0.040; p = 0.968), thus, hypotheses H3 and
H5 were not supported. In addition, the relationships between
institution-based trust and perceived credibility of e-WOM
(β = 0.212; t-value = 3.417; p = 0.001), perceived ease
of use of the platform (β = 0.610; t-value = 16.681; p =
0.000) and initial trust (β = 0.639; t-value = 14.013; p =
0.000) were all positive and significant, with these findings
providing support for H6a, H7a and H8a. In contrast, the
β-value between institution-based trust and perceived use-
fulness of the platform was −0.063, indicating a negative
relationship, and so hypothesis H8b did not hold. Moreover,
the relationship between perceived credibility of e-WOM
and initial trust (β = 0.073; t-value = 2.334; p = 0.020)
was positive and significant, as was the relationship between
perceived usefulness of the platform and initial trust (β =
0.430; t-value = 11.652; p = 0.000), so the hypotheses
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TABLE 4. Cross loadings among reflective measurement scale items.

H7b and H9b were supported. However, H9a did not validate
because perceived platform ease of use only insignificantly
positively affected initial trust (β = 0.076; t-value = 1.788;
p = 0.074). Finally, the relationship between initial trust and
purchase intention (β = 0.819; t-value= 41.721; p = 0.000)
was positive and significant, and so H6a was supported. The
detailed test results for the proposed hypotheses are shown in
Table 5.

C. GOODNESS OF FIT
PLS-SEM did not yield overall goodness of fit (GoF) indices,
and so the R2 value was regarded as the primary method
for assessing the explanatory power of the model [108].

However, Tenenhaus, et al. [109] propose a calculation
method for GoF index that can be applied to the PLS-SEM to
estimate model fit. This is a method that measures the GoF
by using the geometric mean of the average communality
score (AVE value) and the average R2 value (for endogenous
structures), calculated by the following formulation:

GoF =
√
AVE × R2 [109].

Wetzels, et al. [110] validated this method and specified
indicators to assess the results of the GoF analysis: GoF >
0.36, GoF> 0.25, andGoF> 0.1 indicate excellent, moderate
and barely acceptable model fit, respectively. Based on the
contributions of the scholars mentioned above, we calculated
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FIGURE 2. Outcomes of structural model.

TABLE 5. Hypothesis assessment.

the GoF indices of the models involved in this study, and the
GoF index value for the aforementioned conceptual model
was calculated as 0.571, indicating an extremely well-fitting
model.

On the basis of the results of the above comprehensive
analysis, both the measurement model and the structural
model were validated. Moreover, these results revealed that
the theoretical model has outstanding explanatory power and
predictive relevance.

VI. DISCUSSION
A. KEY FINDINGS
Among the several possible antecedents of institution-based
trust, the positive relationship between perceived 3PL qual-
ity and institution-based trust indicates that the results of
this study are consistent with related empirical studies by
Lai, et al. [111], which examined the relationship between

3PL and online trust. This result also reinforces the finding
of Kaynak and Avci [112] that the adoption of a reliable 3PL
service provider can enhance institutional trust. When they
are able to enjoy high-quality 3PL services, users’ institution-
based trust can increase significantly. This implies that logis-
tics, as a major infrastructure in e-commerce, plays a crucial
role in the development of e-commerce platforms. In addi-
tion, there are ways that platform administrators can improve
the quality of their logistics, such as by cooperating with
reliable 3PL service providers.

The results also indicated that perceived 3PP quality con-
tributes to building institution-based trust. Whether a third-
party payment institution is protected by financial regulators
or has obtained a banking licence, it reflects the level of com-
pliance of the institution. The more compliant a third-party
payment institution is, the more transparent and convenient
its business status and payment process will be, thus giving its
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consumers a better cross-border payment experience. These
findings are consistent with previous studies that claim that a
robust third-party payment system can strengthen consumers’
trust in online shopping platforms [113]. The importance
consumers place on a stable, error-free transaction experi-
ence makes the reliability of the payment service the most
important factor of all dimensions of consumer perceptions
of service quality [114]. This study is also in line with prior
literature that found a positive relationship between third-
party payment systems and platform user satisfaction [115].
Since e-commerce platforms can influence consumers’ adop-
tion preferences through the perceived value of third-party
mobile payment platforms, especially for small and medium-
sized platforms, efforts should bemade to improve the quality
of third-party payment systems to enhance users’ confidence
in cross-border online shopping.

The positive relationship between perceived 3PC qual-
ity and institution-based trust supports a study by Cheng,
et al. [116], which found that less-transparent firms would
benefit more from third-party authority certification com-
pared to more transparent firms. Furthermore, the results
of this study support the findings of Lobbers and Benlian
[117], who found a positive correlation between third-party
certification and institutional trust in the context of SMEs.
Due to the growing consciousness of quality and ecolog-
ical issues, product certification is of increasing relevance
in consumer decision-making [118]. Platforms thus need to
resort to reliable third-party certification bodies to establish
an authoritative institution, especially during the initial stages
of development.

However, this study did not find that perceived 3PI qual-
ity contributed to building institutional-based trust. It has
been found that people’s perceptions of the insurance busi-
ness are a reflection of social and economic factors [119].
Thus, it appears that consumers’ perceptions of third-party
insurance services will vary across regime systems. In addi-
tion, our findings showed that perceived 3PR quality harms
institutional trust. According to previous studies, overly
accurate recommendations can raise concerns about pri-
vacy breaches [120]. Therefore, third-party platforms should
improve the algorithms of their recommendation systems by
incorporating consumer psychology.

There was a positive relationship between institutional-
based trust and the perceived ease of use of the platform. This
implies that users will perceive a set of interactions performed
on a trusted platform to also be more convenient. This agrees
with Mensah [121], who claims that trust in the internet is
an influential predictor of both intention to use and perceived
ease of use. An easy-to-use platform simplifies the shopping
threshold for users in the face of complicated cross-border
online shopping operations, but this must be based on the
credibility and authority of the platform itself.

The results of this study also show that institution-based
trust has a significant and positive effect on the perceived
credibility of word-of-mouth. This implies that a trustworthy
platform leads to the word-of-mouth of the suppliers on the

platform being more convincing. This finding is strongly sup-
ported by previous studies showing that e-trust can effectively
enhance the perceived credibility of information quality and
e-loyalty [122].

The study showed a significant positive relationship
between perceived usefulness and initial trust. However, this
relationship did not hold between perceived ease of use
and initial trust. This finding validates previous research,
which suggests that perceived usefulness directly affects will-
ingness, and that perceived ease of use indirectly affects
willingness through perceived usefulness [123]. Compared
with the ease of online shopping operations, consumers pay
greater attention to the efficiency and success rate of cross-
border online shopping on a particular platform. The higher
the consumers’ expectations concerning the success rate of
transactions on the platform, the more they will trust the mer-
chants on the platform. Therefore, cross-border e-commerce
enterprises should pay more attention to infrastructure
construction.

In addition to perceived usefulness, buyers’ perceptions
of e-WOM credibility also positively influenced their initial
trust in a merchant. This finding is in line with existing
research [124], [125], which confirms that both perceived
usefulness and perceived e-WOM credibility can have a sig-
nificant positive effect on initial trust. Previous studies have
concluded that the magnitude of e-WOM influence and the
success of e-WOM marketing depend largely on the level
of e-WOM credibility. According to Shankar, et al. [126],
the findings show that among the factors contributing to e-
WOM credibility, the quality, value and consistency of the
e-WOM enhance initial trust. Due to the inherent charac-
teristics of social media (such as interactivity and a focus
on user-generated content), business and industry are pay-
ing increasing attention to the importance of social media
as a way of supporting market-driven, consumer-oriented
organizations [127]. Pono, et al. [128] found that users’
trust in sellers is influenced by information quality, service
quality and the sellers’ WOM. As a result, SMEs need to
manage their user-generated content, such as online reviews,
more effectively, so they can be integrated as a part of their
marketing strategy. However, SMEs must resist undesirable
behaviours, such as frantic comment deletion and comment
scraping. Only a true and reasonable rate of positive reviews
will increase buyer trust.

Finally, the finding that initial trust can positively influence
purchase intentions corroborates previous research. Nissen
and Krampe [129] found that, whether in China or elsewhere,
a supplier’s reputation is indeed the most important factor
influencing consumers’ willingness to shop with and to pay a
given supplier. Thus, the only way to create a broader market
is to operate with integrity, no matter when or where.

B. THEORETICAL AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
Cross-border e-commerce is an important way of building
trade between countries on an international scale. Today,
cross-border e-commerce opens up new paths for SMEs to
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capture overseas markets, but with more entrants, intensi-
fied product homogenization, higher consumer bargaining
power, soaring customer acquisition costs and various other
challenges, the initial trust and sustainable purchase inten-
tions of consumers are crucial to the survival of SMEs sell-
ing abroad. The steady growth and significant increase in
e-retailing rely heavily on the massive expansion of cross-
border e-commerce third-party platforms, and this has stim-
ulated a great deal of interest in how platforms influence
consumers’ online shopping intentions. Trust has always been
considered the foundation of e-commerce. Consumers are
reluctant to engage in e-commerce, partly due to a lack
of trust in e-merchants, e-commerce technology and busi-
ness processes, as well as an absence of reliable, executable
systems [130]. Among the many potential determinants of
online purchase intention, the trust and reputation of online
retailers have been studied from various perspectives [131].
While interpersonal trust has received extensive attention in
the literature, there has been little research into institution-
based trust. Moreover, the impact of a platform’s multidi-
mensional institutional system in the third-party online retail
environment remains poorly understood. This paper aimed to
provide a new research perspective on online trust by further
exploring the impact of institution-based trust derived from
the institutional system of the platform.

Regarding its theoretical implications, building on the per-
spectives of the technology acceptancemodel, the source reli-
ability theory, the e-WOM effect and institution-based trust,
this study fills some gaps in previous studies by investigating
the effects of various factors on initial trust and purchase
intention. In addition, this study singles out third-party ser-
vices, such as third-party logistics, third-party certification
and third-party insurance, to investigate the mechanism of
the formation of institutional trust, and in doing so, it adds
a theoretical contribution to the expansion of the trust model.
The theoretical framework of the model can be applied to
other forms of multilateral mechanisms to boost trust creation
and to achieve a competitive advantage in e-commerce.

Regarding its managerial implications, this study shows
that consumers’ institutional trust in a platform is the first step
in building initial trust in amerchant. Therefore, SMEs should
select their third-party platform carefully before stationing.
This paper suggests that SMEs should focus on whether a
platform is endorsed by an authoritative third-party certifica-
tion institute, and they should pay attention to the platform’s
logistics system and payment system. In addition, SMEs
should pay more attention to building their own reputations.
The above are suggestions intended for small and medium-
sized merchants, and the advice for platform operators is
as follows: First, platform operators must recognize that the
platform and the merchants are on the same side, and that the
promotion of the platform essentially depends on their having
a sound and reasonable institutional system. Second, platform
operators also need to focus on improving the quality of cross-
border payments, cross-border logistics, and third-party cer-
tification services to create a trustworthy system.

C. RESEARCH LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Risk and trust were once hotly debated topics in the field of
e-commerce. Some scholars have explored the relationship
between the two, stating that risk can hinder the formation of
trust [132]. Some scholars have also divided risk intomultiple
dimensions on this basis to study more specific influence
mechanisms. However, the fact is that risk factors are difficult
to avoid and we can hardly say that there is any behaviour
in human activity that is completely zero risk. Many studies
have shown that in any e-commerce environment, the primary
issue remains trust [133]. In cross-border e-commerce, trust
is particularly important due to the ‘‘distance’’ between the
buyer and the seller [134]. Therefore, this paper returns to
trust itself to explore the factors other than risks that affect
trust. In the third-party cross-border e-commerce environ-
ment, the platform and third-party service providers build a
bridge between buyers and sellers and shorten the distance
between them. Some scholars have called for website service
providers to improve the quality of their websites as a matter
of urgency [132], but this literature did not explore what
specific third-party means could increase buyers’ confidence
and willingness to buy. Precisely, the innovation of this paper
is in using specific third-party services as the source of
trust to explore the mechanism of trust transmission between
platform parties, platform sellers, and consumers. Complex
trust models are blossoming, and the antecedents of trust are
richer today. In this paper, we choose to place the antecedents
of trust on multidimensional third-party services, which has
the advantage of helping platform parties and sellers to more
clearly align third-party services and develop implementable
corrective service solutions.

Because the focus of this study is on exploring how multi-
dimensional institutional trust affects consumers’ initial trust
in merchants, this paper does not distinguish between positive
and negative word of mouth. Therefore, subsequent research
could make such a distinction and explore the differences
between positive and negative word of mouth in construct-
ing initial trust. Considering the data sources and the time
available, this study did not strictly control the sample size,
and the sample was collected in countries with different
regimes. The factors derived from the research as influencing
initial trust may therefore not be sufficiently representative.
Subsequent studies could target the collection of samples
from consumers across countries with different regimes and
then supplement these with qualitative experiments, such as
in-depth interviews, to explore, for example, the differences
between individualist and collectivist samples. In addition,
due to the limited data volume, the online shopping context in
this study did not distinguish between different product cate-
gories, and subsequent studies could examine consumer trust
behaviours when purchasing different categories of goods.

VII. CONCLUSION
Objectively, there is a wealth of research on the antecedents
and consequences of online trust and purchase intention,
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TABLE 6. Measures of constructs.

but a large research gap remains in the study of trust in
online purchases relating to the institutional level of the plat-
form. Even where similar studies do exist, few seem to have
been able to flesh out the institutional factors. Accordingly,

we proposed and found that users relied on the different
services involved in the transaction process when using third-
party e-commerce platforms for their cross-border online pur-
chases. In this paper, we report that consumers’ trust in SMEs
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trading through a platform relies heavily on institution-based
trust in the third-party platform, on perceived usefulness
and on the e-WOM of the merchant. Among several factors
that affect institution-based trust, the quality of the third-
party logistics and the payment and authentication services
can significantly enhance consumers’ institutional trust in a
platform. The biggest research limitation of this paper is that,
due to limitations in funds and time, the paper does not cover
the effects of culture-related factors on cross-border online
shopping behaviours. However, the theoretical framework of
the paper provides a suitable research basis for scholars in the
field of consumer behaviour or e-commerce so that scholars
around the world can adapt the model to their local conditions
and further enrich the research by including perspectives on
social or cultural systems.

APPENDIX
See Table 6.
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