
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jretconser

The effects of trust on consumers’ continuous purchase intentions in C2C
social commerce: A trust transfer perspective

Jing-Di Zhaoa, Jin-Song Huanga, Song Sub,∗

a School of Economics and Management, Beihang University, No.37 XueYuan Road, HaiDian District, Beijing, 100191, China
b Business School, Beijing Normal University, No.19 XinJieKouWai St., HaiDian District, Beijing, 100875, China

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Trust transfer theory
Customer-to-customer
Social commerce
Continuous purchase
Brand trust

A B S T R A C T

This study develops a trust mechanism based on trust transfer theory in the context of customer-to-customer
(C2C) social commerce. Based on combined data from 206 sellers and consumers, this study finds that customers
have continuous purchase intentions when they trust sellers and brands at the same time and that consumers
generate brand trust due to trust in sellers. In addition, with informational and emotional support, consumers
can generate trust in individual sellers. Finally, promotion, which is a common strategy used by C2C sellers, will
damage the trust transfer from sellers to the brand.

1. Introduction

C2C social commerce refers to customers selling products to other
customers through social media (Chen et al., 2016). The widespread
application and development of social networking sites, such as We-
Chat, promoted the emergence of this type of social commerce (Liang
and Turban, 2011). At present, C2C social commerce has achieved rapid
development, and its business scale has been expanding. China is a
country with a very large scale of C2C social commerce. By 2017,
China's WeChat C2C social commerce industry practitioners exceeded
20 million, and the industry's overall market size is approximately 76
billion USD (ZhiYan Consulting, 2018). Chinese consumers spend ap-
proximately 78min per day on social commerce (Liu et al., 2016).
Engaging in C2C social commerce anywhere, anytime, via social net-
works is becoming more common.

Previous research on C2C social commerce mainly focuses on online
impulse buying (Chen et al., 2016), C2C service quality (Leeraphong
et al., 2017) and other aspects. However, many unknown aspects re-
main regarding the sales mechanism of C2C social commerce. For ex-
ample, how can a consumer believe an individual who sells a product
with an unknown brand? Obviously, trust is critical in this process. The
purpose of the current paper is to analyze the mechanisms of trust in the
context of C2C social commerce.

Trust is a key factor affecting C2C social commerce because trans-
actions happen between consumers and consumers, and the consumer
needs to believe the product with an unknown brand sold by individual
sellers is reliable (Gefen and Straub, 2004). If the consumer does not

trust the seller, he or she will perceive social complexity, vulnerability,
and risk in C2C social commerce (Lu et al., 2016). As a result, his or her
willingness to buy will be reduced. On the other side, unlike B2B or B2C
social commerce, consumers need to judge sellers and brands at the
same time to make purchasing decisions in C2C social commerce, so
consumers need to build trust at the level of individual sellers and
brands simultaneously. Therefore, the mechanism of consumers’ trust in
individual C2C social commerce is complicated. However, previous
research did not address this issue (Bao and Volkovynska, 2016; Chen
et al., 2016), so the trust mechanism in C2C social commerce remains
unknown.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In the next
section, we review the theoretical background for the study and pro-
pose the research model and assumptions. Research methodology and
data analysis results are reported in Sections 3 and 4, respectively. In
the last section, we discuss the key findings, limitations of this study,
and the implications for both research and practice.

2. Literature review and hypothesis development

C2C social commerce is a kind of commerce in which a customer
sells products to other customers by using social media (Chen et al.,
2016). In recent years, the development of C2C social commerce has
attracted the attention of the academic community. The current re-
search focuses on the following aspects. The first aspect is the concept
of C2C social commerce and its development, such as the studies of Dan
and Dan (2014) and Sukrat et al. (2017). The second research aspect is
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focused on the factors affecting C2C business activities. Bao and
Volkovynska (2016) found social support and social exchange (social
aspects), convenience, and security (economic and technical aspects)
can greatly promote business activities in the context of C2C. Chen et al.
(2016) explored impulse purchases in C2C social commerce and found
the quality of advertising messages and the number of “likes” are the
most important factors affecting impulse buying.

Trust has also received significant attention in previous C2C social
commerce research. For example, Leonard (2012) found the buyer's
trust and risk perceptions of the seller will influence the buyer's attitude
toward C2C electronic purchases. Zhou et al. (2012) discovered three
main sources of C2C e-commerce trust, namely, information reliability,
the credit standing of sellers and the safety of the trade. However, al-
though previous studies have discussed the issue of trust in C2C social
commerce, research on the trust mechanism of C2C social commerce
remains insufficient.

2.1. Research model

Trust is an important factor affecting C2C transactions. C2C social
commerce is unique in that consumers need to consider not only their
trust in the individual seller but also their trust in the brand at the same
time. According to trust transfer theory (Lim et al., 2006), we hy-
pothesize that trust in the individual seller would exert direct effects on
brand trust. At the same time, since trust affects consumers' willingness
to buy (e.g., Brynjolfsson and Smith, 2000; Hong and Cho, 2011), we
posit that trust in the individual seller and brand trust affect purchase
intention directly. In addition, according to social support theory, the
factors affecting trust in the individual seller include emotional and
informational support (Liang, and Turban, 2011), so we hypothesize
that emotional and informational support will directly affect trust in the
individual seller. Furthermore, promotion in the C2C sales process is a
very common phenomenon. Previous studies have shown promotions
have a significant impact on consumer purchases (Hammond and
Goodhardt, 1994), but the impact of promotions on trust may be ne-
gative. Increasing promotions may damage the consumer's perception
of trust, so promotions may regulate the formation of trust. Based on
related theories, we constructed a conceptual framework as shown in
Fig. 1.

2.2. Trust transfer theory

Trust transfer theory states if one person or entity is associated with
another person or entity, people's trust in the first person or entity will
be transferred to trust in the other person or entity (Lim et al., 2006).
For example, suppose we trust someone. When we learn another person
is his or her friend, we will trust this other person according to the trust

transfer theory. Trust transfer theory has been widely used in the re-
search of e-commerce trust establishment (Lim et al., 2006; Pavlou and
Gefen, 2004; Sia et al., 2009). In general, the trust transfer process
involves three different, but related, people or entities: principals,
trustees and trusted third parties (Stewart, 2003). If the principal
strongly endorses the trustworthiness of the third party (Burt and Knez,
1995), and a close relationship exists between the trustee and the third
party, then trust can be transferred to the trustee.

Trust transfer can be achieved through two processes: cognitive and
communication (Stewart, 2003). The cognitive process of trust transfer
is based on an understanding of the relationship between the trustee
and the trusted third party, which can transfer trust from an entity to an
unknown target (Robert et al., 2009). First, when the trustee target and
a trusted third party interact, the trust may be transferred (Stewart,
2003). For example, a trusted organization's website links to another
organization's website; because people can perceive the possible busi-
ness relationships and similarities between the two organizations,
people tend to trust the organization to which the link points (Stewart,
2003). Second, trust transfer can occur when the trustee target and the
trusted third party are contextually related. For example, Bai et al.
(2015) found third-party information brokers can transfer consumer
trust from third parties to sellers by providing certificates and payment
guarantees.

The communication process of trust transfer shows that, when the
principal is influenced by others through communication and interac-
tion, he or she will generate trust in the target (Kuan and Bock, 2007).
For instance, Na et al. (2014) have confirmed that, when consumers are
influenced by recommendations, comments, etc. in the brand commu-
nity, their trust can be transferred to become brand trust. In the context
of C2C social commerce, consumers, sellers and brands have a re-
lationship. Consumers and sellers are users of the same social platform
(such as WeChat), and they may be friends, relatives, etc. in real life.
Therefore, the consumer builds trust in the seller because of their in-
terpersonal relationships. The consumer's trust in the brand is later
established, so we can use the trust transfer theory to construct the
consumer trust mechanism.

2.3. Trust in sellers

2.3.1. Influencing factors of trust in sellers
In C2C social commerce, trust in sellers is defined as an individual's

willingness to rely on the words, actions, and decisions of sellers in the
social commerce community (Chen and Shen, 2015). The establishment
of trust in sellers can be explained by social support theory. Cobb
(1976) defined social support as “information leading the subject to
believe he is cared for and loved, esteemed, and a member of a network
of mutual obligation”. With strong social support, members of social

Fig. 1. Research model.
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networks will feel the care and help of others (Liang and Turban, 2011).
Social support is often considered multidimensional, including in-
formational, emotional, and tangible support (Schaefer et al., 1981). In
recent years, as social networking sites have rapidly developed, people
are increasingly communicating in online environments. Offline social
support is gradually shifting to online, and related research shows social
support theory is applicable online (Hajli, 2014). Therefore, we believe
that, in C2C social commerce, social support theory can still be used to
explain the formation of trust and to analyze the impact of emotional
and informational support on individual trust.

First, emotional support has a direct impact on trust in sellers.
Emotional support usually refers to the providing of compassion, care,
love, understanding or encouragement to others, thereby allowing
others to feel emotional care and support (Ommen et al., 2008). Taylor
et al. (2004) found the emotional support provided by others in a group
enables supporters to reduce pressure and indirectly to help them solve
problems (Pfeil and Zaphiris, 2009). This kind of action helping others
solve problems can win the trust of others. In addition, according to
Bolger et al. (2000), when people encounter stress and problems, ac-
tively asking for help from social network friends can bother them,
because it consumes the time and attention of those from whom help is
sought. However, sellers, as members of the social network, can ac-
tively provide emotional support, thereby reducing this concern and
helping people build trust in the seller while solving problems. The
above studies indicate that, in C2C social commerce, sellers can give
consumers understanding, care and help, thereby helping to build trust
with consumers. Therefore, emotional support will directly affect con-
sumers' trust in sellers.

Second, informational support has a direct impact on trust in sellers.
Informational support refers to the providing of advice, guidance, or
information to others to help the others solve problems or make deci-
sions (Liang and Turban, 2011). Coulson (2005) found providing in-
formation to community members helps members solve problems and
builds trust among community members. Therefore, if the user who is
the buyer sees the information as relevant and helpful, then they will
think the provider of the information (the seller) is kind, honest and
capable, building their friendship and trust with the seller (Porter and
Donthu, 2008).

In the consumer's shopping decision process, sellers provide high-
quality information to help consumers avoid information asymmetry
and uncertainty, which also helps to enhance trust. Amblee and Bui
(2011) conducted a follow-up study of the reading community in
Amazon Shorts, and found information sharing and commenting in
social networks can serve not only as a signal of product quality and
reputation but also as the merchant's reputation signal helping them to
earn consumer trust. In addition, trust in sellers is the relationship
generated through the process of information interaction, which is a
process-based trust showing that the seller's provision to the consumer
of information will bring trust (Zucker, 1986). The results of previous
research indicate that, in C2C social commerce, individual sellers can
give consumers informational support, thereby expressing the sellers'
concern for consumers, helping them, and ultimately winning their
trust.

Based on the above discussion, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1a. Emotional support has a direct and positive impact on
trust in individual sellers.

Hypothesis 1b. Informational support has a direct and positive impact
on trust in individual sellers.

2.3.2. Impact of trust in sellers on continuous purchase intentions
Trust is critical in Internet-based consumer behavior because in

virtual networks understanding cannot be increased through face-to-
face communication. Trust can enhance consumers' willingness to shop
on the Internet and promote more shopping behavior (Brynjolfsson and

Smith, 2000; Hong and Cho, 2011; Jarvenpaa et al., 1999). The same is
true of trust in sellers. Previous studies have shown seller trust has an
important impact on consumers' online buying behaviors. Grayson et al.
(2008) proposed a “narrow scope trust”, referring to consumers' trust in
the company and its salespeople, and empirically proved this trust has a
significant impact on purchases. In addition, Jarvenpaa et al. (1999)
found consumers' trust in online merchants directly affects consumers'
willingness to buy. Therefore, consumers' trust in sellers has a sig-
nificant impact on consumers’ purchase intentions.

In C2C social commerce, trust in sellers has a significant impact on
the willingness to continue buying (Leonard, 2012). This relationship
obtains because C2C social commerce is lacks rules and regulations
more than traditional e-commerce consumption, and reliable protection
is difficult to provide (Gefen and Straub, 2004). This situation requires
the consumer to evaluate the seller before deciding whether to pur-
chase, and an important factor in the evaluation process is the trust in
the seller. In addition, participating in online transactions requires the
buyer to handle the social complexity associated with the opportunistic
behaviors of sellers. Trust can convince buyers sellers will not behave
badly, thereby reducing the social complexity, vulnerability, and risk
buyers perceive in C2C social commerce (Lu et al., 2016). Buyers are
willing to carry out “trust-related behaviors” with e-vendors, including
purchases (McKnight et al., 2002), only when buyers have trust in
sellers. Therefore, we arrive at the following postulate:

Hypothesis 2. Trust in individual sellers has a positive impact on
continuous purchase intentions.

2.4. Brand trust

Brand trust was first proposed by Howard and Sheth (1969), who
believe brand trust can have a positive impact on consumer willingness.
Delgado-Ballester (2004) believed brand trust is the trustworthiness
and responsibility of the brand perceived by consumers and is the sense
of security consumers obtain from brands and the belief brands can
meet their expectations. Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) defined brand
trust as “the willingness of the average consumer to rely on the ability
of the brand to perform its stated function”.

Brand trust is seen as a central construct of strong and long-term
brand relationships (Delgado-Ballester and Munuera-Alemán, 2001),
which have a positive effect on increasing the willingness to purchase
and contribute to consumption (Laroche et al., 1996). Existing litera-
ture on brand trust demonstrates consumer trust in the brand enhances
the willingness to patronize, co-create and enhance loyalty to the brand
(Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001; See-To and Ho, 2014). Blackston and
DCI/Research International (2000) described brand trust as a special
connection within interpersonal relationships, believed this connection
would enhance each party's emotional identity, and argued this sense of
identity would positively influence consumers' decision-making beha-
viors. In C2C social commerce, consumers need to consider not only
whether the seller can be trusted but also whether the brand is trust-
worthy, because brand trust will directly affect consumers' attitudes
toward the brand and affect consumer's continuous purchase intentions.
Therefore, we make the following presumption:

Hypothesis 3. Brand trust has a significantly positive impact on the
continuous purchase intention.

2.5. The relationship between trust in sellers and brand trust

The direct impact of trust in sellers on brand trust can be explained
by the theory of trust transfer. According to the trust transfer theory, in
C2C social commerce, when consumers trust the seller, this trust can be
transferred and promoted to the brand recommended by the seller, thus
generating brand trust. Currently, we believe trust in the seller has a
direct impact on brand trust. Some previous studies have obtained
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relevant trust transfer research conclusions. For instance, consumer
brand community trust can be transferred to brand trust, meaning
brand community trust has a direct and significant impact on brand
trust (Na et al., 2014). In social media brand communities, the trust of
consumers who are associated with the brand can be transferred to trust
in the brand, thus creating a direct impact of individual consumer trust
on brand trust (Liu et al., 2018). In the context of C2C social commerce,
the seller and the brand have a relationship. Sellers may be brand
product agents, users, brand admirers, or even brand creators. When
consumers realize the connection between the sellers they trust and the
brand, their trust in the sellers can be transferred to brand trust.
Therefore, we propose the following supposition:

Hypothesis 4. Trust in individual sellers has a significantly positive
impact on brand trust.

2.6. The moderating effect of promotion

Promotions, both monetary and nonmonetary, can provide con-
sumers with utilitarian and hedonic benefits affecting all aspects of
consumer decision-making, such as brand selection (Hammond and
Goodhardt, 1994). Monetary promotions allow consumers to obtain
price concessions when shopping; nonmonetary promotion offer con-
sumers free gifts when they shop, which provides more hedonic benefits
but weaker utilitarian benefits (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). Stu-
dies have shown that, when consumers buy high-end brands, monetary
promotions can create greater benefits (compared to ordinary brands),
because high-end brands often represent high reliability and low risk,
and consumers will not suffer a loss of product quality due to price
promotions (Blattberg and Wisniewski, 1989). However, for the
average brand, price promotions are likely to have a negative impact on
brand trust (Luk and Yip, 2008).

In addition, some scholars have studied the impact of price pro-
motions on different time horizons. In a short period of time, scholars
believe temporary promotions may promote the sale of goods (Walters
and Rinne, 1986), but for the long-term effects of promotions, scholars
have the opposite opinion. Gupta (1988) and Yadav and Seiders (1998)
showed frequent long-term price promotions increase consumer price
sensitivity, degrade brand equity, and undermine the long-term health
of the brand. Furthermore, price promotions have a negative impact on
brand evaluation and undermine brand loyalty (Cruikshank and
Schultz, 1963).

In C2C social commerce, the brands sold by sellers are generally
ordinary brands, even self-owned brands, and product protection is
relatively weak. In most cases, sales may rely on the interpersonal re-
lationship between buyers and sellers to facilitate transactions. In this
situation, sellers conduct a promotion may cause consumers to have
questions about the quality of the product and the reliability of the
brand. Promotions have a negative impact on brand trust, as has been
confirmed in previous studies (Gupta, 1988; Luk and Yip, 2008).

On the other hand, trust represents beliefs about competence,
goodwill and integrity (Schlosser et al., 2006), which is an emotional
response. This perception of kindness and integrity cannot be purchased
by money and interests. Giving money and other benefits may damage
people's evaluation of the loyalty, goodwill, and integrity of sellers,
thereby affecting the brand trust recommended by individual sellers.
Therefore, we presumed the following:

Hypothesis 5. Promotions exert negative moderate effects on the
relationship between seller trust and brand trust.

3. Research methods

We collect data from consumers and individual sellers through a
two-stage questionnaire, form the final analysis data by data pairing,
and analyze the data after measuring the reliability and validity.

3.1. Procedure and data collection

This research is aimed at WeChat sellers who mainly use the
WeChat platform to conduct business activities. WeChat reached an
average of 900 million monthly users in 2017, and the monthly active
account number reached 3.5 million. It is the largest social platform in
China as of 2017. The number of WeChat sellers reached 20.18 million
in 2017. To be friends on the WeChat platform, both parties must
consent. Therefore, the sale of products on WeChat requires one-to-one
communication, and advertisements cannot be sent to strangers as they
can on open social media. Therefore, if sales are successfully completed
in WeChat, interpersonal trust must play an important role.

The C2C social commerce product of this study is a foreign baby
diaper brand, which has developed more than 150 individual con-
sumers in the Chinese market as general agents. They sell products to
other individual consumers through WeChat and develop these in-
dividual consumers into the next-level sellers of products, thereby
further selling products to more consumers. All sellers are also users of
the brand. The brand company does not conduct brand promotion, so
consumers are not familiar with this brand. Because the company relies
only on individual consumers to sell products on social media, trust is
derived from sellers rather than corporate branding. When purchasing,
all consumers must log in to the brand's APP so agents can obtain all of
the buyer's information, which creates convenience for the survey.

The survey is divided into two phases. In the first stage, 227 con-
sumers were randomly selected for the questionnaire survey. In the
second stage, the general agent issued questionnaires to WeChat sellers
based on the IDs provided by consumers in the first stage. The two-stage
questionnaire data was spliced into the final analysis data, and the final
number of valid questionnaires is 206, including data surveyed from
206 consumers and 206 individual sellers. The survey of consumers
mainly involves trust in sellers, brand trust, and continuous purchase
intentions. The corresponding WeChat sellers’ survey mainly focuses on
the strategy of establishing trust and the promotion methods.

Among the consumers we surveyed, the number of females is 137
(66.5%) and the number of males is 69 (33.50%). Consumers are mostly
between the ages of 18 and 45. The number of consumers aged 18–25 is
49 (23.79%), the number of consumers aged 26–35 is 94 (45.63%), and
the number of consumers aged 36–45 is 45 (21.84%). The education
level of consumers is relatively high. The number of consumers with
bachelor's degrees is 92 (40.7%), and the number of graduate students
and above is 37 (17.79%).

Among the effective samples of WeChat business sellers, the number
of sellers aged 18–25 is 39 (18.93%), the number of sellers who are
26–30 years old is 100 (48.54%, close to half), and the number of sellers
aged 31 to 35-year-old sellers is 52 (25.24%). The degrees obtained by
sellers are mainly undergraduate and graduate, including 71 under-
graduate (34.47%) and 96 graduate (46.60%). In addition, 109 sellers
engaged in this work for fewer than 6 months (52.91%) and 97 sellers
had been active for more than 6 months (47.09%). One hundred forty-
nine sellers (72.33%) are part-time, and 57 (26.67%) are full-time.

3.2. Measures

We used scales from previous studies to measure related concepts
(see Table 3). Emotional and informational support was derived from
the scale of Liang and Turban (2011). The items of emotional support
include care, interaction, comfort and encouragement, and listening.
Informational support includes providing adequate and professional
information, giving information, giving personalized advice, re-
sponding to messages quickly, etc. Trust in the seller was derived from
Chen and Shen (2015) and includes trusting sellers, communication,
close relationship, sincerely getting along and interaction. Brand trust
was from Na et al. (2014). It includes trusting the brand, the quality of
the goods and the trustworthiness of the brand. Three dimensions of
continuous purchase intention were measured by scales from Gefen and
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Straub (2004), including purchase intention, purchase intention in the
future, and continuous purchase intention. Promotion was adapted
from Grewal et al. (1998). It includes price discounts and discounts,
shopping vouchers, promotional items, purchase gifts, etc. All these
measures followed a seven-point Likert response format (1= “not agree
at all” to 7= “absolutely agree”) (Table 1 shows the measurement
items).

Since the survey was conducted in China, we used the back-trans-
lation method proposed by Bhalla and Lin (1987). In addition, to ensure
the effectiveness of the content, we invited several people working as
WeChat sellers to check the wording, legibility and applicability of the
questionnaire and adopted their suggestions.

4. Data analysis and results

We adopted the partial least squares (PLS) method to evaluate the
measurement and structural models and used SmartPLS software (ver-
sion 3.0) (Ringle et al., 2015). The reason for these selections is that,
compared to the covariance-based approach that could be analyzed by
AMOS or LISREL, the PLS method is very beneficial for estimating large
complex models, it works well in the case of small samples, and strict
assumptions need not be made about variable distribution at the same
time (Ringle et al., 2012; Hair et al., 2011). Based on a two-step data
analysis program, we first measure the reliability and validity of the
measurement model, then test the structural model to estimate the
hypothesis (Henseler et al., 2009).

4.1. Reliability and validity

We evaluate reliability and validity based on three criteria: (1)
composite reliability (CR) and Cronbach's Alpha (α) should be greater
than 0.7 in reliability testing; (2) all factor loadings should exceed 0.4,
and the average variance extraction (AVE) of the convergence validity
test should exceed 0.5; (3) the square root of each AVE should be
greater than the inter-structure correlation for discriminant validity
testing (Bagozzi et al., 1981). Table 1 shows the reliability and con-
vergence validity results. The Cronbach's Alpha for all variables ranged
from 0.73 to 0.92, and the composite reliability was between 0.83 and
0.94, indicating satisfactory reliability. In addition, all factor loadings
were above 0.6 and the AVE was above 0.5, indicating a favorable
convergence validity. Finally, according to Table 2, the square root of
the AVEs (the number on the diagonal of the matrix) was greater than
the correlation between the constructs in all cases, indicating sufficient
discriminant validity.

4.2. Results

Fig. 2 shows the results of estimating the structural model with a
complete sample, including path coefficients and the variance ex-
plained (R2) by dependent variables. The calculations demonstrate the
model explains the consumer's willingness to purchase in 56% of var-
iances. Thirty-two percent and 49% of variances are explained by trust
in sellers and brand trust.

According to the social support theory, the model supposes the

Table 1
Reliability and convergent validity analysis(N=206).

Construct Items Factor loading AVE Composite Reliability Cronbach's Alpha

Emotional support（ES） For the customer's things, I show interest and care about them. 0.88 0.76 0.93 0.89
In the face of customers, I interact with them emotionally. 0.91
I am willing to comfort and encourage customers when they encounter
difficulties.

0.90

I am willing to listen to customers expressing feelings. 0.79
Information support（IS0） I give customers full and professional information. 0.86 0.74 0.92 0.88

I give customers information when they are facing problems. 0.83
I give them personalized advice based on the needs of customers. 0.90
I give customers quick information response and service. 0.85

Promotion（P） I give customers price concessions and discounts. 0.78 0.56 0.83 0.73
I give customers a shopping voucher. 0.81
I give customers promotional items. 0.68
I give customers a gift when they are buying something from me. 0.71

Trust in sellers（TS） I trust the WeChat business sellers very much. 0.86 0.70 0.90 0.86
I am willing to talk to and communicate with the seller when I
encounter problems.

0.86

My relationship with the seller is very close. 0.80
I am very sincere and friendly with seller. 0.82

Brand trust（BT） I trust the brand that sellers sells. 0.88 0.77 0.94 0.92
I recognize the quality and reliability of the products sold by sellers. 0.92
I think sellers provides reliable quality products. 0.90
I think the brand sold by sellers is very good and trustworthy. 0.92

Continuous purchase intention
（CPI）

I am very likely to continuous buy the product from seller. 0.87 0.78 0.91 0.86
I would consider buying the product from the seller in the future. 0.89
I intend to buy the product when I need. 0.89

Table 2
Discriminant validity analysis (N= 206).

Information support Promotion Seller trust Brand trust Emotional trust Continuous purchase intention

Information support 0.86
Promotion 0.53 0.75
Trust in sellers 0.43 0.53 0.84
Brand trust 0.43 0.52 0.67 0.88
Emotional trust 0.56 0.55 0.54 0.56 0.87
Continuous purchase intention 0.44 0.49 0.67 0.69 0.49 0.88

Notes: Diagonal elements (in bold) are the square root of AVEs of constructs.
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source of trust in sellers is informational support (H1a) and emotional
support (H1b). The calculation results show emotional (β=0.18,
t= 2.51) and informational support (β=0.45, t= 5.52) both have a
significantly positive impact on seller trust, so H1a and H1b are sup-
ported. Both H2 and H3 proposed that trust in sellers and brand trust
have a significantly positive impact on continued purchases in the
context of C2C social commerce. Research findings show the path from
trust in sellers (β=0.38, t= 2.09) and brand trust (β=0.43, t= 5.25)
to continuous purchase intentions is significant, and these results sup-
port H2 and H3. H4 proposed that consumers' trust in sellers can be
transferred to trust in the brand, and the results confirmed this hy-
pothesis. Trust in sellers has a significantly positive impact on brand
trust (β=0.48, t= 4.60). In addition, the analysis results show pro-
motions exert a negative moderating effect on the relationship between
trust in sellers and brand trust (β=−0.08, t=2.59), which supports
H5.

Table 3 and Fig. 2 summarize the hypotheses tested in this research
and indicate all hypotheses are supported.

5. Discussion

5.1. Theoretical implications

Although previous research on consumer trust found trust has a
significant impact on consumers' willingness to buy (e.g., Lim et al.,
2006; Pavlou and Gefen, 2004), in the context of B2C or B2B social
commerce, consumers are mainly concerned with brand trust (e.g.,
Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001) or sales platform trust (Chen and Shen,
2015) rather than trust in individual sellers. However, our research
finds C2C social commerce is different from B2C or B2B social com-
merce, and consumer trust needs to be divided into trust in sellers and
brand trust. We distinguish between individual and brand trust because
products sold under C2C social commerce are often derived from

unknown brands and consumers have difficulty judging the quality of
the brand. Consumers need to be sure the seller is trustworthy and the
brand is worthwhile; only then are they likely to make purchasing de-
cisions. In this study, we found trust in sellers and brand trust have a
significantly positive impact on the willingness to continue buying,
confirming the rationality of dividing these two types of trust in C2C
social commerce. However, in past C2C social commerce research, the
consumer's trust was not divided into two parts for the seller and the
brand, so the unique trust mechanism in this scenario was not explored.

Based on trust transfer theory, we propose a relationship between
trust in sellers and brand trust. Trust transfer theory has been applied to
the social commerce field in the past. For example, trust in social
platforms will shift to trust of members (Chen and Shen, 2015), and the
trust of brand communities will shift to trust in brands (Na et al., 2014).
However, previous research did not explore the transfer process from
individual sellers to brand trust in the context of C2C commerce. The
basic mechanism of trust transfer in the C2C social commerce en-
vironment is that, when consumers are confronted with an unknown
brand sold to them by individual sellers, consumers first need to have a
sense of trust in the individual sellers. Then, on this basis, they may
trust the brand the individual sellers recommend to them, thus gen-
erating a purchase intention. In this study, we investigated consumers
and their corresponding WeChat business sellers. The results of the
combined two-part data show the effects of trust in sellers on brand
trust are significant in the context of C2C social commerce, which
verifies the path to the transfer of trust from individual sellers to brands
exists. The trust transfer from individuals to brands is a unique phe-
nomenon in C2C social commerce, which shows consumer trust comes
first from the individual sellers and, on this basis, consumers will trust
the brand.

In this study, we also verified the moderating effect of promotions
on the relationship between trust in sellers and brand trust, which
means when a promotion, such as a price discount, is conducted, trust

Table 3
Data analysis result.

Paths Path coefficient t value Significant level support

H1a：Emotional support → Seller trust 0.18* 2.51 P < 0.05 yes
H1b：Information support →Seller trust 0.45*** 5.52 p < 0.001 yes
H2：Trust in sellers → Continuous purchase 0.38*** 2.09 p < 0.001 yes
H3：Brand trust → Continuous purchase 0.43*** 5.25 p < 0.001 yes
H4：Trust in sellers → Brand trust 0.48*** 4.60 p < 0.001 yes
H5：Moderate effect of promotion −0.08* 2.58 p < 0.05 yes

Note. *** significant at p < 0.001; ** significant at p < 0.01; *significant at p < 0.05.

Fig. 2. Structural model analysis result for C2C social commerce. Note. *** significant at p < 0.001; ** significant at p < 0.01; *significant at p < 0.05.
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in sellers will be compromised in the trust transfer to brand trust.
Previous studies have found (Gupta, 1988; Yadav and Seiders, 1998)
promotions can have a negative impact on brand equity because people
do not believe the lower priced products can be of good quality. In C2C
social commerce, brand awareness is low and consumers’ trust in pro-
ducts is limited. Consumers rely mainly on the information about pro-
ducts provided by sellers to make judgments and decisions. In this case,
using price promotions to sell will damage the original brand trust,
which was not too high originally, thus preventing consumers from
moving from trust in the seller to trust in the products. The findings
suggest C2C social commerce is a trust transaction representing the
trading patterns of competence, goodwill and integrity (Schlosser et al.,
2006). This discovery further perfects the trading mechanism of social
commerce.

Regarding the trust in individual sellers, this study uses information
support theory to construct two antecedents of trust: informational and
emotional support (Hajli, 2014). The analysis shows informational and
emotional support have a significant impact on trust in sellers, which
means that, in C2C social commerce, the formation of trust in sellers
requires individual sellers to provide consumers with care, under-
standing and love so the consumer's emotional support perception can
be improved. At the same time, advice, guidance or information must
be provided to the consumer, thereby enhancing the consumer's in-
formational support perception.

Overall, this research has developed a trust mechanism of C2C so-
cial commerce. This article found consumers need to trust sellers and
brands to generate purchase intentions. Furthermore, people can gen-
erate brand trust because of trust in sellers, and informational and
emotional support can help consumers generate trust in individual
sellers. In addition, promotions will damage the trust transfer process
from trust in sellers to brand trust.

5.2. Practical implications

This study has practical significance mainly reflected in the fol-
lowing points. First, for C2C social commerce sellers, because the brand
does not have a strong reputation, how to gain customers' trust has
become a key factor. The research in this paper solves the C2C social
commerce trust mechanism problem and can serve as a guide in the
operation of this business type. Second, the research in this paper finds
that, to gain the trust of consumers, C2C social commerce sellers need
to make customers trust not only sellers but also the brand. Both of
these types of trust have a significantly positive impact on consumers'
willingness to buy. Therefore, how to gain consumers' trust in both
sellers and brands in the business process becomes the key to success in
C2C social commerce. Third, the trust in sellers will directly affect not
only the continuous willingness to purchase but also the transfer of trust
to brands, which indirectly affects the willingness to continue buying.
Therefore, C2C social commerce merchants need to focus on the es-
tablishment of the trust relationship between sellers and consumers,
and the establishment of interpersonal trust will increase subsequent
consumers' trust in the brand. This practice is different from previous
B2C and B2B social commerce, which focus on building brand trust.
Fourth, in the business process, if sellers want to establish a trust re-
lationship between consumers and sellers, they need to do two things.
First, they must provide emotional support. Sellers should try to make
consumers feel that sellers give emotional comfort and care for them
like a friend would. Second, they must provide informational support.
Sellers must try to make consumers feel sellers can continuously pro-
vide valuable product information, so consumers can more fully un-
derstand the product. When sellers do a good job of providing emo-
tional and informational support, consumers' trust in sellers will be
effectively improved. Finally, C2C social commerce sellers should be
cautious when using promotional methods in their business operations.
Since most of the brands sold are unknown, sellers use complex and
frequent promotions to stimulate consumers' purchases. However, this

study finds that, if sellers use promotions, they may prevent trust
transfer and negatively impact customers’ brand trust. Therefore, C2C
social commerce merchants should focus more on providing emotional
and informational support to consumers and reduce price promotions.
Overall, the trust mechanism proposed in this study can guide the
sellers to establish trust relationships with consumers in practice,
thereby improving sales performance.

6. Limitations and future research

Several limitations exist in this study. First, the choice of research
background and the data collection process may limit the generality of
the results. Social media are available in many types. In open social
media, you can browse information even though you are not friends.
However, some social media are closed. You must be friends with other
users to be able to see each other's information. This article studies the
latter type of social media, which requires the friends relationship be-
fore communication can happen. In the future, research must be con-
ducted on different platforms and different consumers to obtain further
research results. Second, we conducted research only on a mother-in-
fant C2C social commerce company, and the results obtained do not
necessarily represent the entirety of C2C social commerce. In the future,
research in many other industries is needed to obtain more reliable
research conclusions. Third, this article focuses on the establishment of
a trust mechanism, but many other factors possibly influence con-
sumers' willingness to purchase C2C social commerce products.
Therefore, although this study explains 56% of the variance in con-
tinuous purchase intentions, future research should examine other po-
tential mechanisms and explore more antecedents, control variables,
etc., to gain a more complete understanding of C2C social commerce.
Finally, our method of obtaining data is a questionnaire. Although we
use data from different sources to obtain more reliable results, we still
need to try other methods of study. In the future, we will use experi-
ments and other methods to further explore the construction of the trust
mechanism.
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