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Abstract

:

E-commerce’s latest trends, highlighted by the global phenomena of the COVID-19 pandemic, explicitly show substantial changes in the online consumers’ behavior as well. More and more specialists are talking about the emergence of a new paradigm in consumption, and of possible evolutions toward sustainable consumption. The purpose of this research is to investigate how the antecedents of e-loyalty have changed their effect on consumer attitudes and perceptions of e-commerce sites. The results, obtained through a structural model of 523 validated questionnaires of Romanian consumers of electronic and household appliances, show the importance of the effect of website accessibility, a factor that, until recently, exerted an influence mediated by other elements grouped either under the umbrella of site quality or site design. The model validated after the analysis shows the direct effect of the accessibility of the websites on e-loyalty, satisfaction and trust of the consumers. Based on the results, the value of this study lies in the fact that it presents arguments on how the boost of e-commerce systems leads to sales processes’ sustainability improvement and, to the same extent, the improvement of the ways for reporting sustainability using IT tools (online databases with customers, software integrated into e-commerce platforms, electronic financial management).
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1. Introduction


The e-economy is a business economy that includes all types of businesses built around the Internet in connection with other large-scale and impactful processes such as innovation, globalization and sustainable development [1,2,3,4]. At the same time, the increase in the volume of e-commerce activity is currently an indisputable reality. According to the values forecast by eMarketer, there is an increase in the volume of e-commerce activity by 14.1% in 2019 compared to 2018, and by 16.1% in 2020 compared to 2019, reaching the value of $4206 trillion, which indicates that e-commerce is gaining ground over offline retail [5]. In the current conditions, caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the increase of online consumption is assured as an important trend that will characterize the world economy for some time from now on [6].



Increasing the volume of online demand does not automatically mean a decrease in competitive pressure. This will certainly be maintained, and for certain products and services, there will even be an increase in this pressure. The change of the consumers’ lifestyle, the adaptation to the requirements imposed by the states of emergency or necessity established by governments led to the proliferation of online orders and the intense use of deep distribution channels with the delivery of products directly to the customer’s location. These changes are equally accompanied by important changes in trade policies and the activity of retailers—large or small [7,8,9].



The norms imposed by the companies’ authorities meant the closure of some stores with large exhibition and sales spaces or their adaptation for order lifting systems. Thus, we are facing unprecedented challenges—online activity, with all services included—product search, booking, ordering, and delivery, etc., has become extremely important for both parties (seller and buyer), being the only viable and legally agreed option in conditions of necessity. All of this creates a complex picture that makes consumer loyalty extremely important in the online environment.



To the above can be added the fact that, in recent years, consumers have an increasing ability to identify on the Internet information about the products sought and the ability to compare in real-time the various benefits and offers [10,11]. This behavior is an additional cause for the tendency of consumers to decrease the level of loyalty to e-commerce websites [12,13,14].



Unlike traditional commerce, e-commerce websites face stiff competition due to the ease with which consumers can interact with technology, which also contributes to the need for online retailers to focus on loyalty strategies [15].



The present study aims to highlight the antecedents of e-loyalty for a specific category of products on the market—electronic products—and to explore the correlations that occur between the determinants of e-loyalty. The research carried out on Romanian consumers highlights the influence of site accessibility on satisfaction mediated trust, and, surprisingly, the influence of the same accessibility on loyalty toward the online store’s website. Additionally, the model proposed and validated through the research indicates the direct relationship of satisfaction with e-loyalty and also its relationship mediated by trust.



Therefore, this study makes an important contribution to the highlighted correlations and supports the idea that the behavioral models modified in the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic are built on arguments that reflect substantial changes in the role that various factors have on consumption. In particular, this study is important because online customers are very rational in the digital era and they want online electronic and household appliances that give them maximum utility. Increasing the accessibility of websites means optimizing them both in terms of design, functionality and browsing experience, which leads to the promotion of a sustainable online shopping behavior. The results of this study also show that the quality of online electronic and household appliances has a significant effect on customers’ intention to use the website. The strong development of online shopping interfaces boosts the sustainability of business processes and their positive evolution, as well as the ways of reporting it. High-performance e-commerce systems allow real-time monitoring and reporting of all customer operations, including the generation of consumer profiles highlighting their loyalty.



This article is structured as follows. The second section presents conceptual approaches to the literature review and the development of the hypothesis; the third section provides the research model and methodology; the next sections describe the empirical results and implications for the discussions. The conclusions of the study are outlined in the final part.




2. Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis Development


E-commerce sustainability refers mainly to three different dimensions that are actually intrinsic for the very concept of sustainability: environmental side of e-commerce, the economic side and the social side [16,17,18,19,20]. Every dimension has to be carefully assessed as there are different aspects that can be highlighted as consequences of e-commerce development upon sustainability dimensions. From the point of view of economic dimension of e-commerce sustainability, which is for many specialists, the most visible one, we can talk about operational and innovation performance, better ways to implement differentiation from competition, reduced time to market products, improvements in assets utilization and a visible and better flexibility of companies in their effort to respond to customers’ demands [16,17,18]. From the point of view of social dimension of e-commerce sustainability, it is evident that the capability of e-commerce to help the improvement of social innovation, referring, at the same time, to the improvement of life conditions for individuals or the basic needs of the society as whole [16,19,20].



Previous research reveals that the environmental dimension of e-commerce sustainability is the most disputed one as the advantages and disadvantages directly connected with the e-commerce activity are hard to compare in an objective manner [1,4,7,16,17]. On one hand, there are positive trade-offs related with the reduction of individual consumers’ travels and emissions, and the use of green initiatives for transportation of goods in the case of some e-commerce companies; on the other hand are the negative effects over the environment due to the increased number of shipments and transportations, increased number of packaging types and volume, and minimum compliance to laws and regulations forced by some e-commerce-involved companies, etc.



Additionally, e-commerce sustainability can be considered a reality only with the help of collaboration between all the stakeholders in the virtual market and a responsible common agenda [20]. At the same time, companies must deal with a series of trade-offs between the different dimensions like: social-economic; economic-environmental; and environmental-social. However, e-commerce sustainability is strongly related with the capacity of companies to remain competitive and to attract and retain more consumers within the virtual marketplace. Developing loyalty within the online environment presupposes a nuanced approach, even though many studies are considering e-loyalty as an extension of offline loyalty [21,22].



Specifically, e-loyalty, within a behavioral approach, can be defined from two perspectives. The first one is actually related with the products, services, or brands per se, being the intention to repurchase the product, the service or the brand, and to recommend it through the web, social networks, or mobile phone. The repurchase can be done also through other sites compared to the original one. There is a product/brand-centered process when the loyalty state of mind is constructed around the very characteristics and attributes of the product or service itself, using websites just as a means to reach the products and transfer information to complete the buying process. The second one is related to the website being the intention to repurchase on the same website and to recommend it through different online or mobile channels even if it is not the same product [23,24,25]. In this case, we speak about loyalty toward the website itself.



To obtain a broader view about e-loyalty, it is necessary to refer to the different stages regarding the conceptualization of loyalty itself, as it can be useful to assess also the attitudinal dimension of loyalty, not only the behavioral one. Different authors are stressing the importance of attitudinal dimension—loyalty being considered also the result of a psychological process that favors a positive attitude toward a certain brand or product [26,27,28,29]. Thus, taking into account both the behavioral and attitudinal dimensions into the measurement process of loyalty is a plus if we want to gain a proper view of the matter. Therefore, we can also consider e-loyalty “a customer’s favorable attitude toward the e-retailer that results in repeat buying behavior” [30]. Antecedents for e-loyalty are considered to be customization, contact interactivity, care, community, choice, convenience, e-trust, e-satisfaction and e-commitment [31,32].



To assess the factors that have a positive influence over e-loyalty in the present context of online consumer behavior, we propose a short analysis of some of the evolutions that are relevant for the specific online environment of today [33].



In this study, we start our endeavor from the perspective of online consumption experience drivers that are prevailing in the context of economic or social crisis. Consumers can develop strong hedonic-type motives of consumption related to online buying (enduring involvement, visual appeal, sensation seeking, escape, intrinsic enjoyment, hang out, socialization, self-expression and role shopping) [33,34,35,36,37].



Consumers tend to transform the online buying experience and Internet navigation, in general, into a hedonic-type consumption experience that is capable to counterbalance the social pressure and stress that can be overwhelming during an economic and social crisis like the one that we are facing today [38,39,40].



In this context, every factor that can contribute to easy access and easy navigation in the online environment acquires considerable importance [7,17,22].



If, for a consumer accustomed to the online environment who has a “classic” buying behavior, the accessibility of the website was an important but not decisive attribute for the purchase decision and even less for his loyalty to the site or the appearance/development of trust, for “new” consumers, it would seem that accessibility becomes a variable that directly influences trust and loyalty to the site.



This can be explained by the fact that this new type of consumer can be associated with the profile of a consumer who is put in the situation of accepting the e-commerce system as a necessity imposed by the nature of events (restriction for the offline sale/purchase of goods). Thus, accessibility is seen as a basic attribute, easy to understand by this type of consumer, and dominant in his perception of the idea of “successful online shopping”.



People, in COVID-19 pandemic conditions, are looking for quick and convenient solutions at their fingertips [40]. Thus, website accessibility is defined as such: the ease with which they can navigate, they can effectively order the desired product and can see the whole process completed or resumed without too much hassle. Such a website becomes, for this consumer that has a lack of experience and resilience in the online environment, the saving solution and the ideal site to which his long-term loyalty can be directed.



The causal relationship between the variable accessibility and trust is based on the same need for the new type of consumer—fast solutions, at hand, to be able to consume the necessary products in crisis conditions [23]. Thus, websites that invest enough in optimizing accessibility give the consumer the feeling that he is dealing with a reliable business, directly interested in his needs—the ease of accessing and placing orders and the reliability of the process.



On the other hand, the perception of accessibility naturally turns into appreciation on the degree of trust that can be invested in the website [7,22]. Moreover, in this case, we could add to the above the fact that, for the new type of online consumer, accessibility mainly creates a high level of satisfaction, against the background of its pressing need for safe and easy solutions for short-term consumption. In this context, we consider appropriate the relationship between site accessibility, satisfaction, trust, and e-loyalty in the form of the model presented in Figure 1.



As can be seen, the model is constructed upon certain relationships between considered variables. The first that came into our attention is the relationship between website accessibility and e-loyalty. Scientific literature shows different insights that put accessibility into a direct or mediated relation with e-loyalty [41,42,43]. Perceived ease of use features along with perceived usefulness features and trust features regarding a website has been used to build the e-loyalty which is seen as a continued intention factor [43,44,45].



Other research points out nine independent variables that have a direct effect on customer loyalty and satisfaction, among them being cited ”ease of use” and accessibility/convenience [46].



In many contexts, accessibility is an element analyzed under the umbrella of a website’s quality concept [47,48,49]. However, the quality of websites creates e-loyalty mediated by e-satisfaction and/or e-trust. Results studies show that e-satisfaction, e-trust, and switching barriers have a direct effect on e-loyalty. Additionally, e-trust creates e-loyalty with e-satisfaction as a mediator; and the quality of the website creates e-loyalty as mediated [49,50,51,52].



The importance of the website’s accessibility can be also seen from the perspective of a parallel made with the traditional brick and mortar store’s atmospherics. The retailers in the online environment have to build the same presence embedded into websites, like in the case of offline stores, to gain customers’ attention and willingness [53,54]. Website accessibility can be considered one of the most important elements capable of contributing to that online positive experience [55,56,57].



The information displayed on websites positively and significantly determines shoppers’ loyalty towards an online retail store (seen as the “the customer’s favorable attitude toward an electronic business resulting in repeat buying behavior”); more precisely, utilitarian value, web informativeness, the effectiveness of information content and web entertainment are also having a positive and significant influence on e-satisfaction [15,28,33].



The research has shown that websites which have a proper web design and well-managed information content, which is easy to find, would enhance shoppers’ satisfaction and loyalty towards the site. Shoppers in an online shopping environment are needing proper, relevant, and easy to find information, otherwise, they can move to a competitor or even quit online shopping. Thus, online retailers’ websites must be equipped with relevant and easily locatable information [55]. In the context of the Internet-enabled logistics supply chain, this shows that the websites’ ease of use increases consumers’ ability to locate merchandise, with just a click of the mouse [58]. Easy access to rich information is becoming an antecedent to e-loyalty and increases the efficiency of online buying decisions [59]. On all the above considerations, we propose the first research hypothesis:



Hypothesis 1 (H1). 

Website accessibility positively affects customer e-loyalty.





The second relationship within the proposed conceptual model of the research refers to the relation between website accessibility and customer satisfaction regarding website utilization. The e-satisfaction of customers is related to the affective state as a consequence of order fulfillment in a previous e-commerce transaction [60]. Online customer satisfaction can be an antecedent for future purchase intention and e-loyalty highlighting the experience of contentment [61]. Satisfaction will be related to the needs and expectations that have been crystallized after repeat online purchases materializing itself as a cumulative evaluation of a product or a service bought online [62].



In addition, website accessibility can be assimilated with the concept of convenience regarding websites’ online consumption [61,62,63]. Thus, identifying key drivers for online customer convenience is of great importance. Online customer convenience will affect a lot of the customer’s satisfaction; different studies show that a service convenience scale is useful to assess the overall customer satisfaction in the online setting [62]. Website accessibility can be properly assessed through attributes like—perception, operability, meaning, and robustness of the website content. Each of these elements are seen as determinants for the process of customer online satisfaction self-assessment [64,65]. Some authors have shown these antecedents of consumer e-satisfaction: website design, reliability, shopping values and customer service [15]. The same research also highlights important factors that influence e-satisfaction: utilitarian value, the effectiveness of information content and web entertainment. In light of the above findings, we derive the second hypothesis of the conceptual model of the research:



Hypothesis 2 (H2). 

Website accessibility positively affects customer satisfaction related to website utilization.





The third relationship proposed within the conceptual model refers to the relation between website accessibility and customer trust. E-trust represents a very important variable in the context of e-loyalty antecedents. As a concept, it was fully studied within the scientific literature regarding online stores, and the majority of specialists are agreed upon the fact that it is a basic variable to describe the proper foundation for the online buying decisional process. Mainly, e-trust was considered an attitude of individuals correlated with positive expectations and confidence in front of the risk associated with the exploitation of its vulnerabilities within the online setting [12].



Other studies are suggesting that the appropriate level of web design quality develops at the level of customer perception, the image of a reliable website [35,42,53,58]. This state of mind will provide positive feedback, helping customers to further enhance the perception of proper website security. In the process of assessing their level of satisfaction within the online setting, customers need to evaluate and also interpret online trust. A high degree of trust will reinforce the willingness to pursue a specific brand or website, making the customer believe that the online retailer will not develop a kind of opportunistic behavior [66].



An important observation concerns the dimensions that online trust can have in a specific online setting: a technical-based dimension consisting in the presentation of websites, website accessibility, ease of use for the technology; a dimension concerning the security of transactions and a dimension based on reputation—competencies, and capacity of real-time interaction, customer service, etc. [62].



As we highlighted earlier, website accessibility is analyzed many times under the concept of website quality along with other dimensions like design, content, functionality, etc. Customers’ online trust will be built upon a different range of expectations—starting from user-friendly design, content accessibility and clear information structure.



According to the technology acceptance model (TAM), the perceived ease of use of a specific system (in our case, this could be a website and the hardware interface used to access it), can influence the intention of a person to use the specific system [67]. A free from effort online experience, characteristic for a website with a high degree of accessibility, will motivate the user to transact online. Along with the perception of usefulness and enjoyment of technology, the perceived ease-of-use will contribute to a higher degree of online trust and a stronger purchase intention [66]. Since many e-commerce website infrastructures fail to convince their customers that all transactions are 100% sure, a great number of users will still consider online purchasing risky. Their trust propensity will be an important determinant for their consumption motivation. Taking into consideration all the above, we posit the third hypothesis regarding the relationship between website accessibility and customer trust:



Hypothesis 3 (H3). 

Website accessibility positively affects customer trust.





The fourth relation within our conceptual model refers to a well-documented one within the literature—the relationship between satisfaction and e-loyalty. The majority of scholars consider satisfaction as being one of the most important antecedents for loyalty [15]. Evidence from various research shows that satisfied customers tend to use more services and involve themselves in a high level of consumption experiences with the same brands or the same website context [15,68]. An interesting finding into the context is one of that assesses the strength of the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty by depending upon the competitive structure of the industry [68,69]. Thus, we can provide the fourth hypothesis corresponding to the conceptual model of the research:



Hypothesis 4 (H4). 

Customer satisfaction positively affects customer e-loyalty.





The fifth relationship that can be highlighted within the conceptual model is the one between customer satisfaction and customer trust [12,49,62]. Customer satisfaction represents an antecedent for customer trust. In the online environment, repeated levels of customer satisfaction make possible the positive attitude of the customers toward the website and contributes equally to a higher level of trust. We can assess a double type of relationship, developed in both directions—from customer satisfaction towards customer trust and from customer trust towards customer satisfaction. Once a customer gains sufficient trust after repeated purchases, we can talk about increased satisfaction also [62,68,70]. Still, in the online setting, the first direction taken into consideration—the influence from customer satisfaction toward customer trust—prevails because of the importance that trust has at the level of online consumption behavior. There are a lot of situations in which, when a consumer is satisfied with an online retailer, this became the basis for the perception regarding the level of trust that can be transferred upon the retailer.



Moreover, other authors show that even if we talk about a level of brand familiarity higher or lower, the relationship between satisfaction and trust remains positive, with e-satisfaction acting like a source for e-trust [12,65]. Recent studies show that repeat online shopping satisfaction positively affects the intention to continuously use websites, giving birth to behavioral and attitudinal e-loyalty [12,31,50,71]. Taking account all the above, we propose the fifth hypothesis corresponding to the conceptual research model:



Hypothesis 5 (H5). 

Customer satisfaction positively affects customer trust.





The sixth relationship present within the conceptual model stresses the bond between two very important variables that are used to explain online consumer behavior—e-trust and e-loyalty. From this point of view, different authors have analyzed this relationship over time, as trust along with satisfaction was considered a kind of “traditional” antecedent for loyalty. Satisfaction, together with trust, and switching barriers that can appear are having a direct effect on e-loyalty [50]. In the process of loyalty development, trust is considered a part of the attitudinal phase development of loyalty. Trust can be the perfect setting for a high level of affective commitment so that a strong bond between the two parts can be achieved. Moreover, research also shows that trust is an antecedent for conative loyalty within the online setting [72].



The positive relationship between trust and satisfaction influence, to a high degree, e-loyalty, as it is functioning as a self-sustaining process capable of creating the special mindset necessary for the loyalty of the consumer—more trust creates the motivation to feel satisfied, more satisfaction gives the suitable reasons to trust the online retailer more and more as being capable to deliver a plus of value to the customer [68]. Besides trust, switching costs can also have a different contribution to e-loyalty. Especially in the case of the conative dimension of loyalty, trust can have a more powerful influence than switching cost upon e-loyalty [72]. E-trust can have the role to reduce the uncertainty of the users, making the effect of security issues or negative word of mouth to be less visible regarding the development of e-loyalty [12,71,72]. Taking account of these considerations, we formulated the final hypothesis corresponding to our conceptual model:



Hypothesis 6 (H6). 

Customer trust positively affects customer e-loyalty.






3. Materials and Methods


In order to properly substantiate the sampling process necessary for the research related to this article, we took into account other research approaches in the field of online shopping, statistically representative of the Romanian population.



Within research conducted by IRES (Romanian Institute for Evaluation and Strategy), with the theme: “Pandemic-Financial Behavior, Acquisitions and Savings”, researchers have used a multi-layered, probabilistic sample comprising 1055 individuals, that was representative at a national level [73]. Results have shown a degree of penetration for online buying of about 48%. Within the sample considered, the subsample of the people that are buying from the Internet shows a percent of 92% within the category between 18–35 years of age, followed by 56% from the category of 36–50 years of age. Regarding the level of education, 87% from the category of graduates or master students are buying online, followed by 52% of the respondents from the high school-level category.



The results regarding the structure of online buying show a degree of 81% of the total regarding household appliances, followed by clothing and accessories 71%, shoes by 67%, household maintenance products 57% and cosmetics 50%. Regarding home delivery services, the numbers showed 17% of consumers have used them, from which 60% were using cooked food, 53% food, 36% non-food products and 13% drugs [73].



The above mentioned stand as arguments for the relevance of our study and the research context regarding the Romanian market. Taking account of the results above, there have been selected individuals from three large university campuses representative at the national level, from Bucharest, Alba Iulia and Sibiu. Several self-report electronic questionnaires to the total of 600 have been distributed during March 2020 and 523 valid questionnaires were returned which means a response rate of 87%.



Every question within the questionnaire was derived from the hypothesis and objectives of the research, taking account also the measurement for the identified variables. The categorical variables are comprised in separate questions used to describe the structure of the sample and to sustain different correlations that can be made between independent variables and the dependent ones. For this study, the responses have been assessed on 7-point Likert type scales ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.



Participants were asked to rate their level of opinion regarding their e-loyalty about online shops. The survey contains measures of e-loyalty, trust, satisfaction and website accessibility. The variables were measured with 5 items, each synthesized with the help of a meta-analysis as can be seen in the introduction of the article.



Regarding the demographics, our sample comprises 42% males and 58% females; 54% are between 18 and 29 years old and 46% between 30 and 49 years old; 75% with higher education, 25% with secondary education completed at the time of research (considering that the sample refers to the people from university campuses, it results that 75% are students from the master’s programs).




4. Results


To create the model dimensions (e-loyalty, trust, satisfaction and accessibility), a method exploratory factor analysis was initially used—the procedure that is known as the analysis of main components. This procedure will help us to identify the component variables that could be removed from the analysis to reduce the information that must be analyzed without affecting the accuracy of the final result. For each factor, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated to measure the internal consistency.



Although there is no standard value that a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient should have to indicate the fidelity of the corresponding measurements, most researchers consider that for this coefficient, the values ≥ 0.90 are excellent, ≥ 0.80 are good, ≥ 0.70 are acceptable [74,75].



It can be seen, according to Table 1, that all the values of the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient are above 0.90, which means that the fidelity (consistency) of the scales for each factor (latent variable) is confirmed.



In the case of the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test for measuring the suitability of the sample, it must have a minimum workload of 0.5 to consider that sample size is appropriate for performing the factor analysis [74].



Kaiser Henry recommended the value of 0.5 as the minimum acceptable value, and values above 0.9 are considered to be excellent [76]. In the case of this test also, the values are coming close to 0.9 for all the variables, meaning that the identified model is very good.



Another condition to be able to apply exploratory type factorial analysis and the main components analysis procedure deals with homoscedasticity verification or homogeneity of variances by the Bartlett test. This test is sensitive to abnormalities. The Bartlett Test is used for the null hypothesis test that implies all population variations are equal, compared to the alternative hypothesis that assumes at least two are different. In other words, the Bartlett Test examines whether the correlation matrix of the investigated population is similar to the identity matrix. If the population correlation matrix resembles the identity matrix, then it means that each variable correlates poorly with all other variables [77,78,79]. This test is considered significant and the null hypothesis is rejected if p < 0.001.



In the case of the present research, the probability of being wrong is very low p < 0.001 (Table 1) for each latent variable, and the distribution χ2 is high, which means the null hypothesis that the correlation matrix does not differ from the identity matrix is rejected.



In conclusion, it can be stated that factor analysis can be used because the latent variables determined to start from the initial items are valid in terms of item commonality (Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin test), item sphericity (Bartlett Test) and measurement scale consistency (Cronbach’s alpha).



A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to assess e-loyalty antecedents regarding electronic and appliances online shops, using version 24.0 of the IBM-SPSS AMOS program.



Table 2 presented the goodness of fit, and we point out that indices of the structural model were satisfactory for the variables of trust, loyalty, satisfaction and accessibility (Chi-square–CMIN = 646.08, df = 183; p = 0.00; GFI = 0.90; SRMR = 0.04, IFI = 0.98, NFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.98, CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.07).



Comparing the values obtained in Table 3 with the limit values of each index, it can be stated that the proposed model is satisfactory in terms of statistical consistency [79,80,81,82,83].



Table 3 and Figure 2 illustrate e-loyalty antecedents considered within the conceptual model of the research: website accessibility, customer satisfaction and customer trust are valid measurements and have a significant impact on e-loyalty. Next, we present the fact that website accessibility has a direct positive and significant effect on e-loyalty (β = 0.30, p < 0.001), which means that Hypothesis 1 is validated.



Furthermore, we show that website accessibility has a direct positive and significant effect on customer satisfaction (β = 1.03, p < 0.001), which means that also Hypothesis 2 is validated. In the case of the relationship between website accessibility and customer trust, the results help us to show a direct positive and significant effect of accessibility on trust (β = 1.01, p < 0.001), therefore, Hypothesis 3 is also validated. The effect of customer satisfaction upon e-loyalty was confirmed as being positive and significant also (β = 0.39, p < 0.001), which is sustaining the validity of Hypothesis 4. The relationship between customer satisfaction and customer trust is shown to be positive and the effect is also significant (β = 0.22, p < 0.001). This supports the validity of Hypothesis 5. The results regarding the last relationship taken into consideration indicate a direct positive effect of customer trust on e-loyalty (β = 0.05, p < 0.05).




5. Discussion


The validation of the advanced hypotheses and the model, as a whole, put in a new light the statements advanced so far. Additionally, the causal relationship highlighted can be seen from the perspective of the specificity of consumption concerning the analyzed products. Our research took into account the consumption of electronic and household appliances. In the case of these products, the consumption needs are expressed quite clearly and the pressure felt by consumers is variable, depending on the concrete purchasing situations. Moreover, compared to other websites intended for purchases related to other types of products and/or services, the accessibility of the site may not have the same significance, as in the case of e-commerce websites dedicated to electronic and household appliances. Buyers of this type of product, once they decide on the preferred model and brand, need a website that is as accessible as much as possible, which will quickly facilitate their ordering and processing/completion. Thus, we have an additional element concerning the already advanced hypotheses, which support the validation of the model and the idea according to which accessibility becomes an essential attribute for the decision-making process and the creation/maintenance of e-loyalty to the site.



The results of the analysis are showing stronger effects between website accessibility and customer satisfaction and, respectively, website accessibility and customer trust, in comparison with the rest of the effects between variables. These results support the idea advanced, that in the case of Romanian consumers and the specific context of consumption for the considered products, website accessibility represents a real driver for satisfaction and trust. The specific situation related to the pressure of the COVID-19 pandemic has determined for Romanian consumers a kind of atypical consumer behavior. A successful approach will consist of investing at the level of the website interface, optimization for mobile payments and order processing, fast, easy navigation through available buying items and strong online support for customers’ inquiries or technical problems.



Regarding the limitations and future research, it is important to remember that the sample was composed mainly of people from university campuses—students and master students, and among them, a more significant proportion of respondents have been women who denote a higher propensity to respond. The future research should be extended in the sense of sampling an equilibrated amount of female and male respondents and a greater diversity of consumers from different European countries severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic (Italy, Spain, France, Greece or Poland) to verify if the proposed model has a cultural and regional bias or can be extended accordingly to different consumption cultures.




6. Conclusions


New Internet technologies directly contribute to the expansion of e-commerce, new businesses and e-business models, and the dematerialization of products and services. The Internet is a market for businesses to conquer, an avenue for new opportunities, including by diversifying the services offered and promoting new, personalized and attractive services, which make information and communication technologies possible, which stimulates competition and competitiveness by new players in traditional markets.



This article has discussed how the antecedents of e-loyalty have a direct link with the accessibility of the sites and the consumers’ perceptions on them. Hence, the study of the perceptual process aims to understand the meaning that an online consumer of electronics and home appliances online stores has from the moment of exposure to sensory stimuli. Likewise, this study on consumer attitudes and their perceptions of e-commerce sites in the Romanian perspective provides, in principle, the direction to find out the antecedents of e-loyalty from a socio-psychological point of view.



According to our findings, future intent to use or to recommend a certain e-commerce website is based on trust and the positive consumption experience optimization, especially in the COVID-19 pandemic context. The level of trust already achieved by the consumers can enhance the capacity to communicate with other consumers and to translate the inner positive attitude to an emotional transfer of trust towards the individuals to whom they are recommending the websites.



Along with previous studies [27,49,71], this study has found that the process of attitude formation can take place on the basis of classical conditioning or on the basis of instrumental conditioning, as well as following a complex cognitive process.



The findings obtained from our empirical research also suggest that the buying decisional process and the outcomes of the behavior in terms of satisfaction levels, and predisposition for trusting the retailers, are changed towards a very practical orientation and the need for fast, reliable buying solutions offered by the online retailers. Implications for online marketing strategies of the retailers are effective and very clear. In fact, Romanian e-business succeeded because it is based on the results of such research, organizing its activity on the principle of adapting the offer to the specifics of consumers. These e-companies first determine the desires of consumers and their willingness to purchase products of a certain quality and then design, manufacture and sell these products at prices that consumers are willing to pay.



From the point of view of our research object, the accessibility of the website becomes an extremely important attribute in the decision-making process of consumers in the conditions created by the new consumption situations against the background of the COVID-19 pandemic. The model also validates the direct and mediated influence of satisfaction on e-loyalty.



Finally, this study would be beneficial for Romanian government bodies and decision-makers, who should develop specific policies to induce sustainable online consumerism. This could be the signal that reflects the sustainability perspective of e-business and is auspicious for improving the reporting of sustainability using IT tools. Furthermore, the results of this study confirm that the social dimension of e-commerce is also related with the link and integration between different types of developed and developing countries as a consequence of commercial exchanges into the online environment.
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Figure 1. The proposed research conceptual model. 
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Figure 2. AMOS graphic with the model results (e1–e21 refers to the residual error or error variance that causes response variation in observed variables). 
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Table 1. Values regarding exploratory factor analysis (values of Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin test and Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, for each dimension of the model, extracted and retained based on the considered items).
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	Test Statistic
	E-Loyalty
	Trust
	Satisfaction
	Accessibility





	Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity
	
	
	
	



	Approx. Chi-Square
	5280.48
	8678.5
	2926.57
	3832.68



	df
	28
	10
	6
	6



	Sig.
	0
	0
	0
	0



	Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin Measure

of Sampling Adequacy
	0.94
	0.92
	0.87
	0.88



	Cronbach’s alpha
	0.96
	0.99
	0.97
	0.98










[image: Table] 





Table 2. Fit indices for the model.
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	Model
	P
	SRMR
	GFI
	RMSEA
	PCLOSE
	CFI
	NFI



	Research obtained values
	0.00
	0.04
	0.90
	0.07
	0.00
	0.98
	0.97



	Theoretical statistical values
	<0.05
	<0.05
	>0.90
	<0.10
	<0.05
	>0.95
	>0.95



	Model
	TLI
	IFI
	RFI
	PGFI
	PNFI
	PCFI
	



	Research obtained values
	0.98
	0.98
	0.97
	0.71
	0.85
	0.85
	



	Theoretical statistical values
	>0.95
	>0.90
	>0.90
	>0.50
	>0.50
	>0.50
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Table 3. Standardized direct effect coefficient.






Table 3. Standardized direct effect coefficient.





	Hypotheses
	Intercept
	Dependent Variables
	β
	S.E.
	C.R.
	P
	Hypothesis Testing





	H1
	Accessibility
	E-loyalty
	0.30
	0.04
	8.10 ***
	***
	supported



	H2
	Accessibility
	Satisfaction
	1.03
	0.09
	11.57 ***
	***
	supported



	H3
	Accessibility
	Trust
	1.01
	0.09
	11.49 ***
	***
	supported



	H4
	Satisfaction
	E-loyalty
	0.39
	0.04
	10.94 ***
	***
	supported



	H5
	Satisfaction
	Trust
	0.22
	0.06
	3.44 ***
	***
	supported



	H6
	Trust
	E-loyalty
	0.04
	0.03
	1.97 ***
	0.04 **
	supported







Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001; statistical significance of parameter estimates test of the statistic critical ratio (C.R.) needs to be > ±1.96 [78,79].
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