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Abstract: In recent years, e-commerce has assumed a more strategic and relevant role with regard
to the good performance of the global retail industry. The facilities and conveniences provided by
e-tail contribute to meeting the demands of a more connected consumer. However, it is necessary to
consider the complex nature of the online market, which requires e-retailers to challenge themselves
in order to create stronger connections with their customers to achieve greater customer satisfaction.
In this context, the services offered in the after-sales phase, one of the most relevant stages of the
consumer journey, can help reduce the negative impacts involved in the decision and experience of
an online purchase. The post-sale in e-commerce is a research domain that has become increasingly
prominent in recent years, and this maturation in the academic environment requires a deeper
understanding of this scientific production. Therefore, to synthesize the main insights and suggest an
agenda for future studies of this theme, a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) was conducted for this
study using a hybrid approach, combining a structured review with a bibliometric review. One of the
main contributions of the research is the seminal presentation of after-sales attributes in e-commerce,
in a global and broad view, focusing on the retailer and consumer relationship, referred to herein as
After-sales Customer Services (AFSCS). Unlike the other few existing reviews regarding the theme,
this work is innovative because it investigates the e-commerce post-purchase, the attributes of this
stage, and the relationship between retailer and consumer at this stage of the journey in a more direct,
exclusive, and complete way.
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1. Introduction

The advent of the internet and its dynamic transformation and expansion have con-
tributed to a new marketing environment and new forms of relationships between brands
and consumers [1,2]. In this context, e-commerce plays a leading role in the retail indus-
try [3] and has experienced expressive growth in recent years [4-6]. In the first year of the
COVID-19 Pandemic, more than 2 billion people made purchases in global online retail,
which grew in 2021 [7]. Brands benefit from the broad reach potential of the internet [8],
and digital consumers gain from the convenience and ease of e-tailing, which facilitates
the adoption of new forms of consumption [9]. The more connected consumers [1] and
the increased competitiveness of e-commerce [10] demand from the e-tailers the ability
to establish stronger connections with their customers in the pursuit of greater consumer
satisfaction [11-14].
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The lack of human contact, the physical distance, the inability to touch, taste or
try the product before making the decision [15,16], and the more cautious and skeptical
attitude of certain consumers to online purchases [17] make the e-commerce environment
more challenging. In this complex context, services offered at the post-sale stage can
help reduce the negative impacts surrounding online purchase decisions and consumer
satisfaction [18]. The post-sale, post-purchase, or after-sales is one of the stages of the online
consumption journey [19] and encompasses everything that happens after the checkout
of the digital purchase, such as the delivery process, order tracking, cancellation, and
withdrawal decisions during this journey, reverse processes (exchanges and returns after-
receipt or, simply, reverse logistics), technical assistance, and support for the consumer
concerning adjustments and corrections regarding the purchase [19,20].

Although few studies have focused exclusively on this theme, several important
studies have been conducted in this research domain [10,21-23], albeit in a complementary
approach to the other stages of the online consumption journey [12,23,24]. The topic is
strategic in the context of e-commerce [20], and the recent maturation of the theme in the
academic environment [25] requires a deeper understanding of this scientific production.
In order to synthesize the main insights and suggest an agenda for future research of after-
sales in the context of e-commerce, this work produced a Systematic Literature Review
from a hybrid approach, combining a structured review with a bibliometric review, which
can be characterized as a domain-based review [25]. One of the main contributions of the
research is the seminal presentation of after-sales attributes in e-commerce, from a broad
and global viewpoint, with a focus on the retailer and consumer relationship, referred
to herein as After-sales Customer Services (AFSCS). In addition, suggestions for future
research are presented to fill part of the existing gap in academic research.

It is important to highlight the unprecedented nature of this study. From the searches
conducted, no review was found that investigates the e-commerce post-purchase, its attributes,
and the relationship between retailer and consumer at this stage of the journey in a more
direct and complete manner, reinforcing the relevance of the research. De Borba et al. [26],
despite addressing in their review the same stage of the customer journey explored in this
article, turned to the aspect of returns and its barriers in the context of omnichannel. Other
reviews have also addressed certain aspects of the post-purchase [21,22,27-29], but in a more
specific way and directed at processes or specific elements of this journey, not addressing
the same objectives as this study.

The article is structured into the following sections: The next section discusses the
method and procedures applied. The third section presents the analyses obtained through
the structured review process, followed by a discussion of the results. The fifth section
contains the final considerations and the agenda for future studies, which enriches the
academic literature [25].

2. Methodological Procedures

Through a Systematic Literature Review, the research is afforded a more comprehen-
sive view of scientific studies that directly address the after-sales stage in e-commerce.
The SPAR-4-SLR protocol [25] is applied, and the review is conducted in three sequen-
tial steps: (i) assembling; (ii) arranging; and (iii) assessing. Within this path, a hybrid
approach is followed, combining a structured review with a bibliometric review, both
manifestations of what may be called a domain-based review [25] and addressing the main
research objectives.

2.1. First Step: Assembling

The work included the selection of articles that involved empirical research within the
domain of after-sales in the context of e-commerce. Although few studies have focused
exclusively on this theme, several important studies have been conducted in this research
domain, albeit in a complementary approach to the other stages of the online consumption
journey [12,23,24]. The topic is strategic in the e-commerce context, and the recent matu-
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ration of the theme in the academic environment [25] justifies the need for a review that
synthesizes the main insights and provides directions for future research.

To achieve the proposed objectives, the review involved the selection of articles avail-
able in the Scopus and Web of Science databases, which allow for a wide coverage of the
scientific literature [30,31]. After a review among authors, conversations with experts,
and a search for references in papers addressing the topic, keywords were obtained and
composed of two groups separated by the Boolean operator “AND.” The first group was
composed of variations of the word “after-sales,” and the second group was made up of
variations of the word “e-commerce,” present in the title, the abstract, or the keywords
of the publications. In addition, it is important to point out that there was no temporal
delimitation, nor a delimitation of specific fields of scientific knowledge, which allowed
us to understand the evolution of the theme over the years and conduct a more complete
investigation [32]. On the other hand, this paper used publications in the English language
as an inclusion criterion. Table 1 details the string and findings of this first search.

Table 1. Summary of criteria used for the systematic review.

Database

String Result

Scopus

Web of Science

TITLE-ABS-KEY ((“after sale *” OR “after-sale *” OR “aftersale *” OR “post
purchase” OR “post-purchase” OR “post sale *” OR “post-sale *”) AND
(“digital commerce” OR “ecommerce” OR “e-commerce” OR “electronic

commerce” OR “digital sale *” OR “digital retail *” OR “e-retail *” OR “online
retail *” OR “online shopping” OR “e-tail *” OR “electronic retail *” OR

“e-shopping” OR “eshopping” OR “electronic shopping” OR “internet retail

channel” OR “e-procurement” OR “web retail *” OR “electronic marketplace”))

177

AND (LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, “English”))

TS = ((“after sale *” OR “after-sale *” OR “aftersale *” OR “post purchase” OR
“post-purchase” OR “post sale *” OR “post-sale *”) AND (“digital commerce”
OR “ecommerce” OR “e-commerce” OR “electronic commerce” OR “digital
sale *” OR “digital retail *” OR “e-retail *” OR “online retail *” OR “online 115

shopping” OR “e-tail *” OR “electronic retail *” OR “e-shopping” OR

“eshopping” OR “electronic shopping” OR “internet retail channel” OR

“e-procurement” OR “web retail *” OR “electronic marketplace”))

* The data were collected on 12 February 2022.

During the planning and execution of this step, an important task was to verify the
existence of any literature review with similar objectives to those of the present work. To
do so, from the search with the main string, we filtered all articles that were categorized
as review articles, regardless of other classifications. Nine review articles were found
within the theme in the Scopus database and five in the Web of Science database, totaling
11 literature reviews after eliminating duplicate articles. Overall, it can be stated that none
of the 11 literature reviews found in the initial selection addressed the specific relationship
between the post-sales journey and e-commerce. While some of these papers did not
meet the criteria for classification as a literature review [33,34], others explored consumer
behavior and its relationship with e-commerce without delving into the post-purchase
stage [35] or addressed different perspectives from the one proposed by the present paper,
such as information systems [35] or the supply chain in e-commerce [36]. Other literature
reviews that were found addressed only certain elements of post-purchase [21,22,26,27],
not focusing on the same objectives as the present study. All these review papers were
excluded from the present research.

2.2. Second Step: Arranging

In the second stage of conducting the literature review, the present work adopted
inclusion criteria for choosing the documents that would compose the final text corpus,
as detailed in Figure 1. Duplicate articles (100 duplicate articles), those without a Digital
Object Identifier (DOI) (22 articles), and in press articles (10 surveys) were removed. The
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resulting 160 articles were submitted to content analysis in order to verify four other
inclusion criteria: (1) if the research was empirical; (ii) if the article adhered to the objectives
of the present paper, i.e., if there was a correlation between the two groups of keywords
used in Section 2.1 “First Step: Assembling”; (iii) if the evaluation of the after-sales step was
part of the research objective of the previously selected paper; and (iv) if the research was
conducted from the Business-to-Consumer (BTC) perspective. These inclusion criteria were
evaluated by two independent reviewers. Disagreements were resolved by consultation
with a third reviewer. A total of 108 articles were excluded, and the subsequent steps of
this work followed with 52 articles, listed in Appendix A.

STRING SCOPUS STRING WOS

TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( "after sale*” OR "after-sale*” OR "aftersale*” OR "post purchasc” OR "post- TS~(("after sale*" OR "after-sale** OR "aftersale*" OR "post purchasc” OR “post-purchasc” OR “post

purchase” OR "post sale*” OR "post-sale*" ) AND ( "digital commerce” OR "ecommerce” OR "e- sale*” OR "post-sale*”) AND (“digital commeree” OR "ecommerce” OR "e-commerce” OR "electronic
commeree” OR "clectronic commerce” OR “digital sale*” OR "digital retail*" OR "e-retail** OR commerce” OR "digital salc*" OR "digital retail*" OR "e-retail** OR "online retail " OR "online
"online retail*" OR "online shopping” OR "e-tail*" OR "clectronic retail*" OR "e-shopping” OR shopping” OR "e-tail*" OR "clectronic retail*” OR "e-shopping" OR "eshopping” OR "electronic

“eshopping” OR "electronic shopping” OR "intemet retail channel” OR "e-procurement” OR "web shopping” OR "intemnet retail channel” OR "e-procurement” OR "web retail*" OR "electronic

retail*” OR “clectronic marketplace” ) ) marketplace™))
177 articles 115 articles
. . Exclusion:
NO: ? )—E :
o Dupllcated : ) 100 articles

ﬁ —YES Early Access /
192 amcles \\/ I70 articles wm“ ) 160 i
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|
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———— .

y
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Figure 1. Diagram summarizing the methodology of the systematic review.

2.3. Third Step: Assessing

In the third step of conducting the literature review, the final text corpus was analyzed
by means of a hybrid approach involving structured review and bibliometric study. To
do so, the reviewers re-evaluated all the articles selected in the “Second Step: Arranging”.



J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2023, 18 479

They identified the main themes discussed in each article to create a unified list and a
convergence coding matrix to summarize similarities and differences directly related to the
research topic in the different articles. All the articles were ranked based on comparisons
between the coding of the two reviewers, and a consensus was reached after three rounds
of discussion. The qualitative clustering of the 52 articles considered only issues directly
related to the research topic, although the scope of the articles analyzed could be much
broader. Four clusters related to after-sales services in the e-commerce BTC relationship
were formed: (i) fulfillment; (ii) return and refund; (iii) customer support; and (iv) ratings
and comments.

The structured review produced a synthesis of the content [25] for each cluster, while
the bibliometric study identified the trends in the development of the academic literature on
the subject, its evolution over the years, and other information of a descriptive, considering
data on publications, journals, authors, and geographical reference [25]. A bibliographic
coupling analysis was also performed to enrich the literature review. The present work
was supported by software such as Bibliometrix, Excel, Iramuteq, Vosviewer, and Voyant
Tools [37-39].

3. Results
3.1. Structured Review
3.1.1. Trends and Thematic Analysis: After-Sales Customer Services

Considering the retailer and consumer relationship, the post-sale is the stage of the pur-
chase journey that encompasses everything that happens after the purchase process [40-43].
When relating this same stage of the e-commerce journey, researchers define it similarly,
being distinct when referencing new elements that arise in the context of the online re-
lationship. In this context, the post-sale begins after the final click in the shopping cart,
or checkout, the moment when the order is monitored, delivery is guaranteed within
the agreed period, and the retailer provides all the support and services to answer the
questions and make corrective actions demanded by the consumer [19,20,44]. Scientific
studies involving this stage have been little explored in exclusive academic research [12,24]
but have drawn interest from researchers in recent years [10,21-23]. Although there is an
exception [45], the academic perspective shows the strategic importance of this stage in
the consumer journey and the indispensability of good after-sales management for online
retail success [19,20]. According to the parameters of this Systematic Literature Review, it
can be observed, in Figure 2, that the number of studies on the subject has seen substantial
growth since 2017. Until this date, there were few publications that explored the central
theme of the correlation between e-commerce and after-sales in either a direct or indirect
way. Considering the same text corpus of this research, from 2002 (the first year captured
in this review) to 2010, with the exception of 2007, only one article was published annually.
The interval from 20112021 (the last year considered in this study) comprises around 80%
of all the articles in this study, while the period of 2017-2021 comprises 62% of the entire
volume of the text corpus. This shows that the theme, although relevant to the daily lives
of organizations, continues to move towards its academic maturation, demonstrating an
upward trend for the coming years.

While some research in the textual corpus of this paper evaluates all stages of the online
consumer purchase journey [46—49], other papers focus on empirical analysis exclusively
at the post-sale stage [2,24,50-55]. Figure 3 presents the percentage of the occurrence of
each of these perspectives. On the other hand, in general, this review points out that the
constituent elements of the service pool offered at this stage of the online shopping journey,
here called After-sales Customer Services (AFSCS), are present in all the articles selected for
the systematic review. These articles use after-sales attributes to assess the role of AFSCS in
online consumer behavior, suggesting strategies to retailers on how to attract, retain, and
satisfy customers [56], generate satisfaction and loyalty [57] as well as increase perceived
usefulness and ease of use [57] to maximize transaction volume and reduce costs [56].
Order tracking, a request fulfillment process through logistics services, communication
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at all stages of the journey, customer service, a process of exchanges, returns and refunds,
post-sales evaluations, and comments are some of the post-sale attributes that make up the
AFSCS, which were aggregated qualitatively into four clusters, described in detail below.

8

2 7N

2005 2010 2015 2020

Figure 2. Annual publications.

M After-sales only (8 articles) M All stages of the journey (44 articles)
Figure 3. Scope of research.

Fulfillment

This work considered that all services offered in e-commerce involving click-to-door,
i.e., from the moment of purchase until the moment the consumer receives the product, are
characterized here as fulfillment. In other words, fulfillment represents the seller’s ability
to meet the online consumer’s demands in a reliable, efficient, and accurate manner [47].
This includes the total logistical management of the delivery process, the tracking of what
is being delivered, the ability to meet the customer’s expectations during the waiting
phase, and the fulfillment of the SLA (Service Level Agreement) agreed upon with the
consumer [58,59]. Fulfillment is a factor that cannot be ignored. As stated by certain authors,
“fulfillment is an important means to improve one’s confidence in online transactions” [60],
p. 567.

These AFSCS elements are found, jointly or alternately, in 45% of the analyzed
studies [2,12,19,20,46,47,50,57,61-76], reinforcing this theme’s importance for post-sale
e-commerce strategies. Most of the evaluated works identified the main determinants of
e-satisfaction in the processes related to fulfillment and their potential to promote online
consumer satisfaction. Reliability and security were considered fundamental constructs by
consumers and needed to be better explored and ensured at this stage [19]. Additionally,
among the assumptions agreed upon at the time of purchase, receiving the product that
was actually purchased is crucial to the reinforcement of the consumer’s post-purchase sat-
isfaction [46]. Other factors that can ensure better control of processes and confirmation of
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expectations that lead to the e-consumer’s satisfaction involve tracking the order [46,50,64],
periodic notifications through various channels, delivery management by the consumer
(the power to change data and request status) [64,76], and the possibility of checking the
package received together with the delivery person [64]. It is also important to emphasize
that, when analyzing the current context of omnichannel, studies stress that the conve-
nience of delivery achieved through the choice of channel by the consumer can also be very
relevant in the drive for satisfaction in the post-purchase stage [46].

Studies evaluating online consumer behavior, such as those related to consumer
expectancy [67], purchase intention [66,74], and loyalty represented by repurchase inten-
tion [2,20,47,57,61,62,65,69,72], have also been conducted from the fulfillment perspective.
It is important to point out that repurchase intention is ultimately the overall goal of many
articles evaluated in this systematic review. The relevance and research interest in the
topic can be explained by the context in which the role of repeat purchases is becoming
more evident in ensuring greater retail sustainability since it increases the lifetime value
of the final consumer. Empirical studies prove the direct relationship between the offer
of fulfillment services and the promotion of repeat purchases: guaranteed delivery time,
delivery quality as expected, and tracking the order are some examples [2,57,62,65]. In
this movement, services offered by technological tools from SaaS (Software as a Service)
companies can help retail managers to minimize the negative experience resulting from
intercurrences that are usual in the delivery logistics process [72]. Finally, it can be pointed
out that in addition to promoting loyalty through repurchase intention, good fulfillment ser-
vices have the potential to stimulate loyalty through the consumer’s positive post-purchase
recommendation of the seller [20].

Return and Refund

In contrast to fulfillment, which is comprised of the services included in the click-to-
door stage, the cluster named return and refund refers to the after-sales services provided
after the consumer receives the product. It is important to highlight that some services
may be exclusively refunds for specific reasons, such as Price Match Guarantee (PMG)
campaigns [77] or refund plus return that may be present in earlier stages of the post-
purchase [53,77]. According to Wood [78], at some point in the consumer’s buying journey,
the consumer will make a decision about whether or not to keep the product he or she
has purchased. Products may be returned for several reasons, and the volume of returned
products depends on the type of retail market and the channel in which the commercial
transactions occur. In the e-commerce business environment, product returns are even more
critical, as the customer does not touch, feel or try the products beforehand [15,16,79]. Thus,
understanding the process that encompasses the complexity of e-commerce and consumer
behavior has proven to be indispensable for retail success and sparked considerable interest
in academic research [2,12,14,20,24,46,50,52,53,66-71,74,76,77,80,81].

In the return and refund cluster, studies were also identified that emphasized efficient
management of reverse services, which presupposes reducing them rather than fostering
them. These studies have confirmed that by fostering greater online consumer satisfaction
at some stage of the purchase journey, product returns [14] could be avoided, or monetary
incentives could be used as potential substitutes for return intention [14]. For example,
promoting consumer satisfaction and an alternative to increasing return rates could be
achieved by the use of a virtual fitting room (VFR) [81]. However, while incentive mech-
anisms to prevent product returns can be effective in many circumstances, research has
shown that they alone do not represent a sustainable competitive advantage since they can
be easily copied [14]. In addition to increasing online consumer satisfaction, product return,
exchange, and maintenance services have the potential to contribute to the generation of
greater trust, loyalty [24], and fidelity [12]. Trust has been shown to be an effective mediator
in the relationship between consumer satisfaction and loyalty [24].

Appropriate return policies can also be instrumental in ensuring consumer satisfaction
after a purchase [71,76]. Moreover, such policies can encourage the initial purchase decision
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process [80], setting expectations about the return process as an incentive to convert an
online visit into a purchase. On the other hand, it is important to emphasize that the influ-
ential role of policies depends on the retail sector in question, as well as the geographical,
political, social, and cultural contexts [50].

Finally, although investments in return and refunds are debated and have controversial
results, it is worth considering that efficiency and quality criteria should be observed and
practiced to retain customers and lead them to make further visits to the online channel.
In this respect, rapid execution, good communication during the entire purchase process,
credibility, trust, and an excellent cost-benefit ratio for the consumer can be decisive in the
drive for buyer loyalty [20].

Customer Support

The cluster named customer support addresses the evaluation of consumer support
services, such as customer service, after-sales support, and communication in general, as well
as the level of quality of these services involving the retailer’s responsiveness [45,76]. This
cluster encompasses diverse themes and is included in 55% of the articles analyzed in the
systematic literature review [2,4,12,13,19,20,43,45,46,48,51,57,62-65,68-71,75,76,80,82-89].

Consumer trust is a well-explored construct in this cluster. Some works demonstrate
the role played by sales platforms in their ability to fulfill their psychological contract with
the consumer and the power of this contract to generate trust. Fulfilling the psychological
contract reflects the consumer’s belief that the other party will fulfill its reciprocal obligation
in a transactional relationship. It is a concept explored for different types of e-commerce,
such as social commerce [87,88]. We must also consider the role of communication between
the platform/seller and the whole post-purchase experience as essential for building trust,
which stems from the consumer’s perception and the quality of customer support. In this
respect, the convenience of customer support services in post-purchase contributes directly
to customer satisfaction and loyalty, which is represented, in most cases, by the intention to
repurchase [13,43,51,57,69,71,86].

Another important concept addressed in this cluster is that of adjusted expecta-
tions [85]. Whenever a consumer has a consumption experience, they learn from this
experience, and this can change their expectations [90]. Post-consumption expectations
are so-called adjusted expectations and may or may not guide this customer to consume
again [91]. The better a consumer’s experience, the better the expectations adjustment,
corroborating engagement with and returning to the channel. Therefore, concern over con-
stant monitoring of the entire customer service and support experience is reinforced. There
are several efforts and experiments that have sought the best way to establish frictionless
communication and support between consumer and retailer, either through the efficiency
of human effort or even solutions presented by artificial intelligence tools [92,93].

Ratings and Comments

The last cluster is rating and comments, representing the papers that presented sell-
ers’ ratings and online consumer comments that endorse the positive role of AFSCS and
the good purchase and post-purchase experience for other consumers. It is important
to clarify that consumer comments and evaluations in the papers of this cluster are ex-
plored as research objects and not as a secondary data collection method. Therefore,
the origin of a comment and its ability to directly influence consumer behavior were
evaluated [49,54,55,94-98]. It should be pointed out that understanding this cause-and-
effect relationship is a source of continuous feedback for the improvement of operational
and service delivery since the feedback can guide corrective actions and the consequent
improvement of future shopping experiences for consumers.

Online consumer comments and ratings are referred to as online word-of-mouth or
e-Word-of-Mouth (eWOM), which represent any and all positive or negative statements
made by users, customers, or consumers about a product or company, which are made
available online for access by a large number of people [99]. The article [94] explores
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the seminal nature of these elements on the marketplace platform eBay and characterizes
comments into three types of feedback: positive, neutral, and negative. The study shows
that there are several factors that can influence the nature of consumer evaluations, such as
the length of time the seller has existed, the maturity of the consumer as an e-commerce
user, and the provenance and quality of the products evaluated.

Customer satisfaction has also been evaluated in some studies that analyzed the
impact of comments and ratings left by users [49,55,97]. All types of opinions can affect the
level of customer satisfaction, and the greater the number of comments and opinions on a
specific point, or the more positive or more negative the comments, the greater the potential
impact on the level of satisfaction. In this way, the studies value the constant exercise
of evaluating feedback and how quickly retailers adapt, whether in corrective terms or
with continuity of action. It is important to emphasize the encouragement of positive
comments since they can help reduce post-purchase cognitive dissonance, increasing
consumer satisfaction. Ratings and comments can also have an impact on consumer
trust [98], consumer engagement [95], and a consequent purchase intention [96], even
generating loyalty expressed by the repurchase intention [54] from the positive interference
of the eWOM in the post-purchase. On the other hand, there are also circumstances in
which comments and ratings can be detrimental. When there is an explicit effort by retailers
to sponsor positive comments that encourage consumption, and the consumer’s experience
is negative in the post-purchase, this is more likely to result in loss and regret on the part of
the seller [54].

3.1.2. World Cloud

The word cloud analysis, which presents the grouping of words that occur more
frequently in a given interval or corpus, allows quick and superficial identification of
the main content of this group [37,100]. By means of Iramuteq software, the researchers
obtained 5 different clouds, which represent the four different clusters described in the
previous section, and one with an overview of the 52 abstracts of all the articles in the
textual corpus of this review. Figure 4 graphically demonstrates the most prevalent words
in these analyzed clusters.

The first, which encompasses all the documents in the corpus, presents the words
“customer”, “online”, “consumer”, “post-purchase”, “influence”, “service”, and “satisfac-
tion” as the words with the highest rates of occurrence. Directly related to the thematic
convergence of the studies produced by the correlation established between the keywords,
it is clear that the content of the works delves into the online experience of the customer
and the consumer, not only in the post-purchase phases but also in other stages of the
consumer journey, since the word “purchase” also gains prominence. This corroborates the
already presented analysis that studies focused on post-sales still lack exclusive research
despite showing a growing trend in recent years. Another interesting point is the presence,
with higher occurrence, of the word “service” compared with the word “product”, which
demonstrates the power that the services offered have in the context of online shopping,
and especially post-purchase, to obtain greater consumer “satisfaction”. A reading of the
second cloud shows that the articles classified in the fulfillment cluster, in addition to
highlighting the main words of the previous cloud, present a greater proportional occur-
rence of the word “service”. This denotes the whole package of distinct services already
described within this post-sales phase. Another word that is evident is “convenience”, a
quality widely pursued step by step within the fulfillment services. The third cloud, in
turn, contains the main words highlighted in the previous clusters, with the difference
being the higher occurrence of the words “return” and “product”, which refer directly to
the content of the works present in this cluster. The prevalent words in the fourth graph,
which refers to the customer support cluster, are “customer” and “online”, as well as
“satisfaction” and “influence”, in addition to “service” and “post-purchase”. This reinforces
the after-sales attributes explored in this group. Finally, the last cloud is the one with the
greatest variation of words. Directly linked to the theme developed in these papers, words
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such as “comment”, “review”, “word-of-mouth”, “outcome”, and “brand” highlight the
role that ratings and Comments play as endorsements of the positive role of AFSCS.
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Figure 4. World cloud for each thematic cluster.

3.1.3. Typological Analysis

Complementing the word cloud analysis, a typological analysis enables the identifi-
cation and interpretation of the most prominent words in a given theme. Following the
Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC) method, the typology was extracted with
the help of Iramuteq software [37,101]. From the evaluation and systematized reading
of the 52 abstracts available in the corpus, the automated process obtained 231 textual
segments, of which 183 (79.22%) were classified. According to Camargo and Justo [100],
retention must be at least 70% to achieve statistical significance in the analysis. Regarding
the categorization of words, the software presented a result of four clusters, within which
the authors selected only those words with chi-square statistics greater than 3.80 (x> > 3.80)
and with probability values less than 5% (p-value less < 0.05), indicators that attribute
greater significance in the association of words within their respective classes [101].

Table 2 presents in detail the four groups formed in this analysis. The first and second
clusters concentrate words concerning the e-commerce business universe, in perspective,
focused more on retail performance, the stages of the e-commerce journey, and the strategy
and technologies available that are at the service of the good practice of online sales.
Cluster 3, in turn, entitled post-purchase behavior, focuses more directly on the consumer
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experience and satisfaction at this stage of the online journey, in which words that refer to
constructs in the field of consumer behavior studies, such as “satisfaction,” “expectation,”
“intention” and “loyalty,” prevail. With further regard to this theme, it is interesting
to note, above all, the emphasis on the term “repurchase-intention,” which is one of
the terms of greatest research interest in empirical studies of after-sales highlighted in
this systematic literature review [2,47,61,72,86]. The last cluster, classified as after-sales
attributes, presents as most relevant the terms referring to the AFSCS elements. Attributes
of fulfillment, customer support, return, and after-sales services, in general, are highlighted
and very significant.

Table 2. Typology analysis of the textual corpus.

Class 1: E-commerce Class 2: Business and Class 3: Post-Purchase Class 4: After-sales
Business Technology Behavior Attributes
Classification: 17.49% Classification: 18.58% Classification: 32.79% Classification: 31.15%
Word Chi? p-Value Word Chi? p-Value Word Chi? p-Value Word Chi?2  p-Value
community 24.26 0.00000 electronic 21.69 0.00000 satisfaction 20.97 0.00000 return 20.24 0.00001
seller 23.85 0.00000 internet 17.19 0.00003 mode 20.19 0.00001 literature 18.49 0.00002
platform 23.48 0.00000 display 13.37 0.00026 stage 14.42 0.00015 attribute 17.08  0.00004
brand 15.87 0.00007 price 13.05  0.00030 rj’rlft‘éft}l‘gff 14.42 0.00015 store 16.31  0.00005
information 14.85 0.00012 purchase 12.46 0.00042 pre-purchase 12.37 0.00044 order 11.36 0.00075
outcome 14.39 0.00015 perception 11.51 0.00069 disconfirmation 10.54 0.00117 country 11.36 0.00075
feedback 14.39 0.00015 product 10.00 0.00157 emotion 10.54 0.00117 China 11.36 0.00075
reputation 14.39 0.00015 remanufactured 8.61 0.00335 empirically 10.54 0.00117 track 11.36 0.00075
capability 14.39 0.00015 buy 8.61 0.00335 expectation 10.29 0.00134 ship 11.36 0.00075
eBay 14.39 0.00015 commerce 8.52 0.00351 recovery 8.38 0.00379 e-tail 9.04 0.00264
review 11.14 0.00084 usefulness 7.16 0.00747 confirmation 8.38 0.00379 maintenance 9.04 0.00264
offer 10.40 0.00126 strategy 7.16 0.00747 relationship 6.72 0.00951 instrument 9.04 0.00264
potential 10.40 0.00126 comments 5.83 0.01575 loyalty 6.69 0.00970 fashion 9.04 0.00264
commerce 9.64 0.00190 technology 5.83 0.01575 expectancy 6.25 0.01240 Taiwan 7.88 0.00501
; : ost-purchase
medium 9.38 0.00220 social 5.59 0.01808 p int};nﬁon 6.25 0.01240 company 7.88 0.00501
behavior 8.38 0.00379 discount 4.66 0.03083 Rriiuriel 625 0.01240 manager 7.88  0.00501
e-commerce 6.16 0.01305 adoption 4.66 0.03083 post-purchase 5.64 0.01753 support 7.55 0.00599
regretful 5.11 0.02375 vendor 4.66 0.03083 framework 5.20 0.02259 exchange 7.50 0.00616
journey 5.11 0.02375 construct 4.66 0.03083 habit 5.20 0.02259 Psoesrtvfg‘é‘;s 674  0.00942
offering 511 0.02375 sustainable 4.66 0.03083 convenience 5.05 0.02457 scientific 6.74 0.00942
firm 4.55 0.03301 operation 4.66 0.03083 process 4.38 0.03636 e-retailer 5.72 0.01677
retailer 4.13 0.04216 apparel 4.66 0.03083 gap 5.72 0.01677

3.2. Bibliometric Review
3.2.1. Descriptive Analysis of the Corpus

The text corpus, obtained by searching the Scopus and Web of Science databases,
contains publications from 43 different journals and 124 authors and co-authors. Among
the scientific publications, only the Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services published
three of the corpus documents, and only seven published two documents. The others
published only one of the papers in the total corpus. Table 3 presents those that stand out
with more than one publication.

Table 3. Major publishing journals.

Journal Ranking Frequency

Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 1 3
Behaviour and Information Technology
European Journal of Information Systems
International Journal of Business Innovation and Research
International Journal of Electronic Marketing and Retailing
International Journal of Retail and Distribution Management
Journal of Interactive Marketing
Sustainability

OO U= WD
NNNDNDNMNNDDN

Only eight papers are of single authorship, while the other 44 were produced through
the cooperation of two or more researchers, which generates a collaboration index of 2.64, as
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presented in Figure 5. The cluster presents an average of 2.38 authors per paper and 2.46 co-
authors per paper. It is important to point out, as postulated by Lotka’s Law [102,103],
that only four of the authors participated in more than one research: Jun, M.; Khalifa, M.;
Lekhawipat, W.; Lin, C.H. are co-authors of two papers. Complementing these bibliometric
indices, Figure 5 also shows that there were, on average, 35.88 citations per paper and
an average of 4.12 citations per year. Finally, it can be pointed out that the searches carry
240 keywords.

Authors
___________________ Authors 124
Authors of single-authored
Main information about the Textual Corpus SO 5
Sources 43 Authors of multi-authored
documents 116
Number of Documents 52
Average years from Documents per Author 0.419
publication 6.46 Authors per Document 2.38
Average citations per Co-Authors per Documents 2.46
documents 35.88
Average citations per year Collaboration Index 2.64
per doc 4127
References 2963
Contents Information
Keywords Plus (ID) 147
Author's Keywords (DE) 240

Figure 5. Bibliometric indicators.

Regarding the nationality of the researchers, the countries that have contributed most
to the development of the theme are China, the United States, and India (Figure 6). Al-
though still incipient, some authors from countries like China, the United States, Malaysia
and Lithuania have conducted their research in collaboration with scholars from different
regions, which may demonstrate the beginning of the theme’s maturation process, espe-
cially in these countries. On the other hand, a great deal of scientific production continues
to be developed without exchanges between different countries, denoting a delay in the
progress of the topic in broader terms. It is important to consider that even though publi-
cations have intensified over the last 5 years, there is still a lack of collaboration between
countries. It is also worth pointing out that, in addition to the predominance of studies
developed in the United States, Asian countries are also involved, not only in terms of
the origin of the researchers but also in the geographical region where studies have been
conducted, as shown in Figure 7. Fifty percent of the studies were carried out in the context
of Asian countries (with emphasis on China, India, and Taiwan), which coincides with the
booming growth of the online channel in the region in recent years [104-109].
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Figure 7. Regions where the studies were conducted.

3.2.2. Bibliographic Coupling Analysis

Bibliographic coupling analysis (BCA) is rich for bibliometric studies because it allows
the mapping of research fronts under development in a given area, which tends to be an
indicator for the future. Unlike co-citation analysis, which highlights past approaches by
pointing out authors who are co-cited in the articles under analysis in a given Literature Re-
view [110], BCA presents the strength of the connection between two articles, also through
a process of searching for similarities, but highlighting the overlap in their bibliographies.
The greater the number of references in common, the greater the proximity between the
analyzed works, indicating the existence of a similarity relationship that may be theoretical,
thematic, methodological, or of some other shared feature [111-113]. In this research, the
bibliographic coupling was aided by Vosviewer software, by means of the “Association
Strength” method. From a total of 52 articles, 49 were captured and composed the final
result of the network of documents with the most connections, represented in Figure 8.
The reading returned four clusters, showing the greatest proximity between the articles
represented by their respective authors.
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Figure 8. Bibliographic coupling networks [49-51,61,62,67,74,76,83,86,87,89,95,97].

Cluster 1, represented by the color red in the graph, demonstrates that the authors
with the most references in common are Khalifa; Liu [86], in addition to Jiang et al. [67],
Kuo; Wu [51] and Otim; Grover [62]. All of them address the investigation of repurchase
intention behavior, which can also be mediated by the level of services offered by retailers
in after-sales. Khalifa and Liu [86], in the paper entitled “Online consumer retention:
contingent effects of online shopping habit and online shopping experience,” seek to
empirically demonstrate the role that the post-purchase experience plays in impacting
consumer satisfaction, which in turn contributes to repurchase intention. When addressing
the influence of post-purchase attributes on consumer behavior, Jiang et al. [67] and Otim
and Grover [62] highlight, above all, the fulfillment package services. It is important to
point out that, as shown by the more central positioning, the works present in this cluster
dialogue resemble in a more balanced and stronger way with all the other three clusters.

The color green represents Cluster 2, in which Choudhury and Karahanna [89] stand
out, with the highest number of references shared with the other articles. The work enti-
tled “The relative advantage of electronic channels: A multidimensional view” presents
important elements that guide the consumer’s decision when choosing a purchase channel,
pointing out the crucial role of post-purchase services in this context and turning to more
varied attributes of Customer Support. Taylor et al. [83], while setting out to investigate
consumer loyalty, present important determinants of post-purchase as enhancers of re-
purchase intention in this channel. Like Choudhury and Karahanna [89], they also look
into services that can be characterized as Customer Support, which is prevalent in papers
classified in this group. Another important similarity between these two cited pieces is the
use of the trust variable, within the consumer behavior theme, as a moderator of the study.

Qazietal. [49] and Wu et al. [95] stand out with the highest number of shared references
in Cluster 3. This is a cluster of papers where the study of the impact of comments and
ratings left by consumers on the actions of other customers is highlighted. These papers
focus on understanding the leveraging or detracting potential of eWOM (e-Word-of-mouth)
on the positive attitude of other consumers, which proves to be a promising topic in the
field of e-commerce after-sales research. Finally, it is worth noting that the articles in this
group are more recent in terms of publication date compared with the average of the other
clusters, reinforcing the more recent nature of the topic.

Finally, Cluster 4 has the lowest number of classified research. Only five papers
were segmented in this universe, presenting papers published in the last 5 years. In
general, the articles explore the construct of consumer satisfaction in the post-purchase
context. They highlight the preponderant role of the positive influence of delivery logistics
and fulfillment services, in addition, to return and refund services, in generating greater
consumer satisfaction, purchase intention, and consumer loyalty. Notable here, with the
highest number of shared references, are the articles by authors Xu et al. [74] and Cao
et al. [50].

4. Discussion

In the complex context of e-commerce, after-sales services [19] can help to reduce the
negative impacts surrounding online purchase decisions and consumer satisfaction [17,18].
Scientific studies investigating this stage of the consumer journey, despite research interest
in more recent years [10,21-23], with significant growth in publications as of 2017, are still
lacking in terms of unique research [12,24]. Of all the papers in the corpus, with 2002 as
the year of the first publication analyzed, the review showed that only 15% of the papers
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investigated only the post-sale phase of online commerce. The descriptive analysis of the
corpus indicated that 124 authors and co-authors are responsible for the development
of the 52 papers present in this study, published in 43 different journals. There is a low
concentration of research developed by a single author and published in a single journal.
Furthermore, it was shown that authors from China, the United States, and India make the
most contributions to the scientific development of the theme. It was also shown that the
most frequently researched contexts are Asian markets in general, representing half of all
studies, and the United States market, representing about 20% of the articles in this review.
Collaboration between different countries in conducting studies, although identified among
nations such as China, the United States, Malaysia, and Lithuania, remains incipient.

The Systematic Literature Review performs a thematic analysis of the corpus articles
and groups them into clusters derived from the identified After-sales Customer Services
(AFSCS) group. AFSCS, characterized in this paper as the pool of services offered in the
e-commerce after-sales stage, is present in all the articles selected for this review. These
articles use post-sale attributes to assess the role of AFSCS in online consumer behavior,
suggesting strategies for retailers on how to attract, retain, and satisfy customers [56],
generate satisfaction and loyalty [57], as well as increase perceived usefulness and ease
of use [57] to maximize transaction volume and reduce costs [56]. The fulfillment, return
and refund, customer support, and ratings and comments clusters grouped the papers
that addressed elements and services with similar characteristics in the nature of delivery
and in the timing of emergence and availability in the e-commerce post-purchase journey.
The fulfillment cluster considered papers that investigate, in some way, all services offered
within the click-to-door stage, i.e., from the moment of purchase until the moment the
consumer receives the product. Papers addressing this topic are prevalent, identified in
45% of the research in the corpus. The return and refund cluster, in turn, considers the
after-sales services made available after the consumer receives the product, while the cus-
tomer support cluster evidences more diverse services concerning the retailer’s availability
and responsiveness throughout the entire after-sales journey, such as customer service,
after-sales support, and communication in general. As it is more comprehensive, 55% of the
articles in this text corpus feature some of these elements. Finally, the ratings and comments
cluster segments the research that features sellers’ ratings and online consumer comments
that endorse the positive role of AFSCS and the good buying and post-purchasing experi-
ence for other consumers. eWOM constitutes a highly relevant concept that requires more
strategic control.

All the research, in general, points to a positive influence of AFSCS on consumer
behavior. This impact may be to strengthen a positive post-purchase behavior attitude of
the consumer, as well as a positive effect on other consumers’ purchase intention behavior
and subsequently post-purchase intention. Constructs such as consumer satisfaction,
expectation and confirmation of expectations, loyalty, trust, and purchase and repurchase
intention are widely discussed in the reviewed papers. Figure 9 presents a framework of
AFSCS and their dynamics in the e-commerce post-purchase journey as a synthesis of the
thematic analysis of the textual corpus of this review.

The work also presents a typological analysis of the articles of the AFSCS large group-
ing, through which it arrived at 4 clusters: e-tail business; business and technology; post-
purchase behavior; and after-sales attributes. The results obtained with the aid of Iramuteq
software support the importance of post-sales and its attributes and services for the effective
management of e-commerce businesses and the promotion of consumer satisfaction. Words
such as “satisfaction”, “loyalty”, “consumer expectation”, and “repurchase intention” are
highlighted and complemented, mainly in the After-sales attributes cluster, with other

a7 Zai

terms such as “return”, “order”, “track”, “ship”, “support”, and “post-sales services”.



J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2023, 18 490

AFSCS - Customer Support

AFSCS - Return & Refund

AFSCS - Fulfillment

Checkout
(final click)

Shipping Repurchase

AFSCS - Ratings & Comments

ewom

—

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR - Customer Satisfaction / Repuchase Intention / Loyalty / Purchase Recurrence

Figure 9. Framework: After-sales Customer Services at the e-commerce post-purchase stage.

The bibliographic coupling analysis revealed four groups, in which we highlight some
works that share important references and that are consequently more closely connected. In
this work, the thematic similarity is highlighted as a link strengthening the connection, and
there is a convergence among the works in pointing out the role of post-purchase attributes
and services as elements of reinforcement of positive attitudes towards consumer behavior.
The clusters aid a better view of the path toward which the academic research of this topic
is oriented.

Although most scientific studies have not yet delved into the exclusive investigation
of the e-commerce after-sales, the attributes of this stage of the consumer journey play an
important role in achieving a positive retail performance in online channels. The results
obtained by most of the articles of the analyzed text corpus corroborate this perspective
and point out a good possibility for the continuity of this line of research, which is expected
to be a growing trend in the coming years.

5. Conclusions and Future Research Agenda

Using a Systematic Literature Review (SLR), this paper sought to synthesize the main
insights of scientific studies and the future research direction on the theme of after-sales
in the context of e-commerce. Despite being recent and with few articles dedicated to
studying the theme exclusively, the research domain is relevant, strategic, and in a phase
of maturity. Although it is part of an approach that is mostly complementary to the other
stages of the online consumption journey [12,23,24], e-commerce after-sales have attracted
more attention in recent years, and the topic is engaging more researchers.

One of the major contributions of this review is the presentation of after-sales e-
commerce attributes and the influence of these elements on consumer behavior from
the point of view of service provision by the retailer to the customer and the consumer.
From the reading of the articles in the corpus, the After-sales Customer Services (AFSCS)
explored in these works guide their segmentation into sub-clusters, producing a thematic
synthesis on four fronts: (i) fulfillment; (ii) return and refund; (iii) customer support;
and (iv) ratings and comments. The discussion of each of these clusters highlights the
important and strategic role of good management of the post-purchase experience in the
drive for consumer satisfaction, as well as repurchase intention and loyalty to the online
channel. Although each sub-group presents its specific features, there is a complementary
role between the services highlighted in each, demonstrating the need to understand the
post-purchase journey in a more systemic and non-fragmented way:.

5.1. Future Research Agenda

The after-sales issue is very relevant to the e-commerce context, and the recent matu-
ration of the theme in the academic environment shows the evolution of research interest.
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However, the review has pointed out that gaps remain that need to be addressed in
future research.

5.1.1. Exclusive After-Sales Studies

Among the articles selected for this systematic literature review, only 15% produced
an exclusive investigation of the post-sales stage of e-commerce. This demonstrates an
avenue of opportunities for further empirical studies that evaluate this step, its context,
and the strategic potential for online retail in greater detail and with more depth.

5.1.2. Longitudinal Studies: Detailing the After-Sales Journey, Relationship between
Constructs and Purchase Recurrence

In general, research focuses on a more specific analysis of the relationship between
retailer and customer, which leaves a gap for the application of longitudinal studies that
can analyze the relationship between constructs of post-purchase attributes and consumer
behavior at different moments of the journey of the same consumer. This is justified by
the need to understand the impact of certain elements in different scenarios and contexts,
as well as an opportunity to increase the influence capacity of certain attributes and their
combination in producing an effect over a longer period of time. Furthermore, longitudinal
studies enable an investigative design that can better understand the linear construction
from the first contact between consumer and brand and the evolution of this relationship
to repeat purchase. Although the framework presented in the last section of this article
alludes to the theme, it still does not substantiate, present and explain the recurrence of the
online channel based on a continuous construction and a linking relationship that has been
present since its inception.

5.1.3. Post-Purchase Behavior

Although this is a debated topic and is present in some of the analyzed articles [61], it
is important to consider that it is not the study’s objective to gain a deeper understanding
of the post-purchase behavior of the consumer itself. This review focused, as already
mentioned, on the relationship between retailer and consumer and the relevant role of
After-sales Customer Services (AFSCS) in moderating this relationship in the post-purchase
period. Therefore, it is recommended that future studies, including other meta-narratives,
strive to directly assess post-purchase behavior and, consequently, repurchase intention as
the main driver of the study.

5.1.4. Application of the Studies in Different Market Contexts and Geographical Regions

Studies conducted in the North American and Asian marketing contexts are preva-
lent. Emerging markets, such as Latin America, and mature ones, such as Europe, lack
more studies dedicated to the after-sales of online commerce. In addition, today, we see a
significant growth of so-called cross-border e-commerce (in which retailers facilitate their
internationalization through online sales to consumers in other countries) [114,115], which
also opens up an avenue of opportunities for studies that explore the transnational perspec-
tive and its cultural, technical and business challenges for post-purchase management that
contributes to the growth and good performance of e-commerce.

Furthermore, more detailed studies of specific retail sectors constitute a research
opportunity that can identify the greater or lesser power of the influence of each package
of services and after-sales attributes, for example, in the behavior of the consumer in each
of these sectors. Understanding these possible combinations could aid strategic definition
and retail managerial decision-making.

Finally, it is also worth considering the new e-commerce configuration models, which
explore new channels and new media, such as the omnichannel and social commerce
perspective.
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5.1.5. Delving Deeper into Each of the Clusters Presented in this Review

Another research opportunity is an in-depth look at each of the clusters presented here,
from After-sales Customer Services (AFSCS) to e-commerce. This seminal study presents
four broad research fronts that allow theoretical, conceptual, within the research domain
and practical deepening for the management of retail organizations. There is also great
potential in understanding, in a targeted way, the role of each of the AFSCS attributes in
promoting more repeat purchases in electronic retail.

5.1.6. eWOM and Disconfirmation and Dissonance Concepts

Although concepts such as e-Word-of-mouth (e-WOM), disconfirmation, and disso-
nance are discussed in some works [43,49,95], there is ample opportunity for deeper study.
eWOM has begun to be more widely discussed and studied [116], based on studies that
seek to delve into post-purchase consumer behavior and its influence on the attitude of
other consumers. The thematic cluster of ratings and comments presents, in a segmented
way, research that includes this perspective. However, this concept will require further
research, especially with the growth of social commerce and social selling. The difference
between dissonance and disconfirmation and the relationship of these constructs with
after-sales attributes is another opportunity for future research.

5.1.7. The Role of Technology in the Development of Post-Purchase E-Commerce

The outsourcing of post-purchase services, through the automation offered by tech-
nology platforms and systems, fundamentally represented by SaaS services (Software
as a Service), has proven to be economically viable to advance the level of service of
online retailers. Understanding this market and how it contributes to the maturation
of operational excellence and experience in e-commerce is an emerging topic with the
potential to be explored through case studies, for example, which can be built by strate-
gies of multiple comparative studies between different technical, service delivery, and
geographical activities.

5.2. Limitations

Despite the scope of the study and the basis for building the review based on a clearly
delimited objective, some limitations need to be pointed out: (i) the methodological path
limited the search to the Scopus and Web of Science databases; (ii) the choice of only articles
that included the investigation of some element of the after-sales of e-commerce in their
research aims puts restrictions on the study; (iii) only articles in English were considered;
(iv) although the search string is broad enough to meet the scope and objective of the study,
there are newer terms that appear in the findings and elucidate the advancement of the
practice of e-commerce, which opens up potential avenues for future research.
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