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The meteoric rise of e-commerce in India's Tier-2 cities represents one
of the most significant shifts in the country's digital economy. As
online shopping transcends metropolitan boundaries, understanding
how consumers in emerging urban centers evaluate digital information
becomes critical for marketers and platform designers alike. This study
investigates the relationship between online review credibility and
consumer trust in e-commerce platforms, specifically focusing on Tier-
2 cities of Madhya Pradesh—an understudied yet rapidly growing

market segment. Drawing on Source Credibility Theory and the
Elaboration Likelihood Model, this research examines how review
characteristics (in formativeness, reviewer expertise, visual cues, and
social validation) influence perceived credibility and, subsequently,
consumer trust. Through a quantitative survey of 412 respondents from
Gwalior, Jabalpur, Bhopal, and Indore, the study reveals that review in
formativeness and reviewer expertise are the strongest predictors of
perceived credibility (B = 0.48 and = 0.41 respectively, p < 0.001),
which in turn significantly impacts consumer trust (B = 0.67, p <
0.001). Notably, the study uncovers unique contextual factors—such as
the moderating role of digital literacy and the heightened importance of
visual verification—that distinguish Tier-2 city consumers from their
metropolitan counterparts. These findings offer actionable insights for
e-commerce platforms seeking to build trust in emerging markets while
contributing to the theoretical understanding of digital consumer
behavior in developing economies.

"© 2026 by the Author(s). Published by IJAR under CC BY 4.0. Unrestricted use allowed
with credit to the author.”

Introduction:-

The Digital Bazaar Comes to Small-Town India:-

Picture this: A young professional in Gwalior, browsing her smartphone during her evening commute, hesitates
before clicking "Buy Now" on a pair of wireless earbuds she has been eyeing for weeks. She scrolls past the
polished product images and marketing claims, her finger hovering over the reviews section. There, she finds
detailed accounts from other buyers—some praising the sound quality, others complaining about battery life, a few
sharing photographs of the actual product received. After fifteen minutes of careful reading, she makes her decision.
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This scene, repeated thousands of times daily across Madhya Pradesh's emerging urban centers, encapsulates a
profound transformation in Indian consumer behavior.

The e-commerce revolution in India has entered a new chapter—one written not in the bustling metros of Mumbai
or Bangalore, but in the Tier-2 cities that are rapidly becoming the engine of digital commerce growth. According to
recent industry reports, Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities now account for over 60% of e-commerce shipments in India, with
the share of online shoppers from these markets increasing from 46% in FY2020 to 56% in FY2024. This shift
represents more than just geographic expansion; it signals the democratization of digital commerce across India's
diverse urban landscape.

Background: The Evolution of E-Commerce in Emerging India:-

India's e-commerce journey has been nothing short of extraordinary. From a modest $84 billion market in 2022, the
sector is projected to reach $345 billion by 2030—a trajectory fueled by affordable data, widespread smartphone
adoption, and the rapid digitization of payments through UPI. However, the most compelling narrative of this
growth lies not in the aggregate numbers but in their geographic distribution.

Madhya Pradesh, India's heartland state, exemplifies this transformation. Cities like Indore have emerged as
commercial hubs witnessing unprecedented growth in electronics and apparel e-commerce, while Gwalior, Jabalpur,
and Bhopal are experiencing their own digital awakenings. These Tier-2 cities present a unique consumer profile:
digitally aspirational yet cautiously pragmatic, price-sensitive but increasingly quality-conscious, and connected to
global trends while remaining rooted in local cultural contexts.

Yet, this expansion brings with it a fundamental challenge. Unlike metropolitan consumers who have grown
alongside the internet, many Tier-2 city shoppers are relative newcomers to online commerce. They face what
researchers call the "trust deficit"—the psychological barrier of transacting with faceless vendors for products they
cannot physically examine. In this environment, online reviews have emerged as the digital equivalent of word-of-
mouth recommendations, serving as crucial trust signals that can make or break purchase decisions.

The Research Problem: A Gap in Understanding:-

Despite the growing importance of Tier-2 cities in India's e-commerce ecosystem, academic research has been
disproportionately focused on metropolitan consumers. The existing literature on online review credibility and
consumer trust predominantly draws from developed markets or India's major cities, leaving a significant knowledge
gap regarding how consumers in emerging urban centers like those in Madhya Pradesh evaluate digital information
and form trust judgments.

This gap is problematic for several reasons. First, consumers in Tier-2 cities often exhibit different digital literacy
levels, risk perceptions, and cultural orientations compared to their metropolitan counterparts. Second, the
infrastructure and support ecosystems (logistics, customer service, return policies) that underpin e-commerce trust
may function differently in these markets. Third, the competitive dynamics of e-commerce platforms are shifting
rapidly, with hyper-value commerce platforms gaining strong traction among lower-middle-income consumers in
Tier-2 cities, fundamentally altering how trust is established and maintained.

The specific research problem this study addresses is:-
How does the credibility of online reviews influence consumer trust in e-commerce platforms among shoppers in
Tier-2 cities of Madhya Pradesh, and what factors moderate this relationship?

Research Objectives:-

This study pursues four specific objectives:-

1. To identify and assess the key dimensions of online review credibility that resonate with consumers in Tier-2
cities of Madhya Pradesh, including informativeness, expertise signals, trustworthiness markers, and
authenticity indicators.

2. To measure the direct and indirect effects of perceived review credibility on consumer trust in e-commerce
platforms, controlling for demographic and contextual variables.

3. To examine the moderating role of digital literacy and prior e-commerce experience in the relationship
between review credibility and trust formation.

4. To identify unique challenges and opportunities in leveraging online reviews to build consumer trust
specifically within the socio-economic and cultural context of Madhya Pradesh's Tier-2 cities.
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Significance of the Study:-

This research holds significance for multiple stakeholders:-

For Academia: The study contributes to the growing body of literature on digital consumer behavior in emerging
markets. By applying established Western theories (Source Credibility Theory, Elaboration Likelihood Model) to an
understudied Indian context, it tests the generalizability of these frameworks while potentially identifying context-
specific modifications needed for developing economies.

For E-Commerce Platforms: The findings provide actionable insights for platform designers and marketers
seeking to optimize review systems for Tier-2 city consumers. Understanding what makes reviews credible in these
markets can inform interface design, verification mechanisms, and trust-building strategies.

For Marketers: The study illuminates how brand trust is mediated through user-generated content in emerging
markets, offering guidance on review management strategies, influencer partnerships, and customer communication.
For Policymakers: As digital commerce expands into smaller cities, consumer protection becomes paramount. This
research highlights potential vulnerabilities in how consumers evaluate online information, informing regulatory
approaches to fake reviews and platform accountability.

Scope and Limitations:-

This study focuses specifically on Tier-2 cities of Madhya Pradesh—namely Indore, Bhopal, Gwalior, and
Jabalpur—representing a diverse geographic and economic cross-section of the state. The target population
comprises active e-commerce users aged 18-55 who have made at least three online purchases in the past six
months.

The study acknowledges several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design captures a snapshot in time rather than
tracking trust evolution over consumer journeys. Second, self-reported measures of trust and credibility perceptions
may not perfectly predict actual behavior. Third, while the focus on Madhya Pradesh provides depth, it may limit
generalizability to other Indian states with different digital infrastructure and cultural contexts. Finally, the rapidly
evolving nature of e-commerce means that specific platform features and consumer behaviors may shift even as this
research is conducted.

Literature Review:-

Understanding Online Review Credibility:-

Defining the Construct:-

Online review credibility refers to the extent to which consumers perceive product or service evaluations posted by
other users as believable, trustworthy, and useful for making purchase decisions. Unlike traditional advertising,
which consumers approach with inherent skepticism, user-generated reviews are often viewed as more authentic
because they ostensibly represent genuine experiences rather than commercial interests.

However, credibility is not a monolithic concept. Research has identified multiple dimensions that consumers
implicitly or explicitly evaluate when assessing reviews. Drawing from Source Credibility Theory, which posits that
message acceptance depends on perceptions of the source's expertise and trustworthiness, scholars have applied this
framework to understand how consumers judge anonymous or pseudonymous online reviewers.

Theoretical Foundations:-

Source Credibility Theory (SCT), originally developed in communication studies, provides a robust foundation for
understanding review credibility. The theory suggests that message acceptance depends on two primary dimensions:
expertise (the perceived knowledge or competence of the source) and trustworthiness (the perceived honesty and
integrity of the source). In the context of online reviews, expertise might be signaled through the depth of product
knowledge demonstrated, while trustworthiness might be inferred from the balanced nature of the review
(mentioning both pros and cons) or the reviewer's verification status.

The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) offers complementary insights by distinguishing between central and
peripheral routes to persuasion. According to ELM, consumers with high involvement and ability (those who can
and want to process information carefully) follow the central route, scrutinizing review content for argument quality.
Conversely, those with low involvement or ability follow the peripheral route, relying on heuristic cues like star
ratings, number of reviews, or reviewer badges. This dual-path framework is particularly relevant for Tier-2 city
consumers, who may exhibit varying levels of digital literacy and product category involvement.
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Dimensions of Review Credibility:-

Empirical research has identified several key dimensions that consumers use to assess review credibility:

In formativeness refers to the degree to which a review provides comprehensive, relevant details about the product
or service. Reviews that describe specific features, usage contexts, and comparative assessments tend to be
perceived as more credible than vague or generic statements. Studies consistently show that longer, more detailed
reviews are rated as more helpful and trustworthy, provided they remain relevant and structured.

Reviewer Expertise encompasses the perceived knowledge and experience of the reviewer. Signals of expertise
include the reviewer's history (number of previous reviews), verification status (confirmed purchase badges), and the
technical accuracy of their descriptions. In product categories requiring specialized knowledge (electronics,
appliances), expertise signals become particularly salient.

Visual Authenticity has emerged as a critical credibility dimension with the proliferation of camera-equipped
smartphones. Reviews accompanied by user-generated photographs or videos are perceived as more authentic
because they provide visual evidence that is difficult to fabricate. Research indicates that visual cues can
significantly enhance trust, particularly for products where appearance and quality are difficult to assess from
professional marketing images.

Sentiment Balance reflects the degree to which reviews present a nuanced perspective. While overwhelmingly
positive reviews might raise suspicion of manipulation, purely negative reviews might be dismissed as outliers.
Reviews that acknowledge both strengths and limitations tend to be perceived as most credible, reflecting the
reviewer's objectivity.

Social Validation, indicated through helpfulness votes, likes, or comments, serves as a consensus mechanism.
When many other users mark a review as helpful, it signals collective endorsement of its value and credibility. This
dimension is particularly important in contexts where consumers lack the expertise to independently evaluate
product claims.

Consumer Trust in E-Commerce:-

Conceptualizing Trust:-

Trust in e-commerce represents the consumer's willingness to accept vulnerability based on positive expectations
about the platform's or seller's behavior. It encompasses beliefs about ability (competence to deliver), integrity
(honesty and fairness), and benevolence (genuine concern for customer welfare).

Transactional Trust focuses on the immediate exchange—will the product match the description? Will payment be
secure? Will delivery occur as promised? This form of trust is task-specific and closely tied to platform features like
secure payment gateways, order tracking, and return policies.

Relational Trust extends beyond individual transactions to encompass ongoing expectations about the platform-
seller-consumer relationship. It develops over repeated positive experiences and is reinforced by responsive
customer service, consistent quality, and fair dispute resolution.

Trust Formation in Digital Environments:-

The formation of trust in e-commerce is a multi-stage process. Initial trust formation occurs before any transaction
takes place, based on website design, brand reputation, and third-party signals like reviews. Experience-based trust
develops through actual platform interactions, while knowledge-based trust emerges from accumulated information
about platform policies and practices.

Research in emerging markets highlights additional complexities. A study examining Indian e-commerce consumers
found that trust formation is heavily influenced by perceived security, website design quality, and customer service
responsiveness. However, these factors interact differently depending on consumer characteristics—digital literacy,
prior negative experiences, and cultural orientation toward uncertainty avoidance all moderate trust development.

The Credibility-Trust Nexus:-

The relationship between review credibility and consumer trust has been documented across numerous studies,
though the mechanisms and magnitudes vary by context. Research indicates that credible reviews serve multiple
trust-building functions. They reduce information asymmetry by providing insights that sellers might not disclose.
They offer social proof that others have successfully transacted with the platform. They provide recourse signals—
evidence that if problems arise, the platform facilitates consumer voice.A comprehensive review of literature reveals
that review quality, volume, consistency, and reviewer credibility significantly influence consumer trust. Notably,
negative reviews tend to have a stronger impact than positive ones—a phenomenon known as negativity bias—
though their effect on trust depends on how platforms handle them. Transparent display of negative reviews,
accompanied by seller responses, can actually enhance trust by demonstrating platform honesty.
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However, the credibility-trust relationship is not unidirectional. Platform trust can influence how consumers evaluate
reviews—those who trust a platform may be more likely to trust its review system, creating a virtuous cycle.
Conversely, exposure to fake or manipulated reviews can rapidly erode platform trust, with spillover effects to the
entire e-commerce ecosystem.

E-Commerce in Tier-2 Cities: Unique Characteristics:-

The Digital Divide and Convergence:-

Tier-2 cities in India occupy a unique position in the digital landscape. While internet penetration has increased
dramatically—with affordable data plans and vernacular language support expanding access—digital literacy levels
remain heterogeneous. Consumers in these markets often exhibit what researchers term "digital pragmatism"—
selective adoption of online services based on clear value propositions rather than technological
enthusiasm. Madhya Pradesh exemplifies this complexity. The state has witnessed rapid smartphone adoption and
UPI penetration, yet e-commerce growth varies significantly across its urban centers. Indore, with its commercial
heritage and educational institutions, shows patterns closer to Tier-1 cities, while other Tier-2 centers like Gwalior
and Jabalpur exhibit more cautious adoption patterns.

Consumer Characteristics:-

Price Sensitivity and Value Consciousness: Consumers in Tier-2 cities often demonstrate acute price sensitivity,
but this translates into value-seeking rather than mere bargain-hunting. They are willing to pay for quality but
require extensive information to justify premium prices. Online reviews serve as crucial inputs for this value
assessment.

Social Influence and Community Orientation: Purchasing decisions in these markets remain heavily influenced
by social networks. While metropolitan consumers might rely more on individual judgment, Tier-2 city shoppers
often validate online information through offline consultations—discussing potential purchases with family, friends,
or local retailers before committing.

Risk Perception and Trust Deficit: Higher perceived risk characterizes e-commerce adoption in these markets.
Concerns about product authenticity, delivery reliability, and return process complexity are more pronounced. This
elevated risk perception makes trust signals like reviews particularly salient.

Vernacular Language Preference: While English proficiency varies, there is strong preference for content in Hindi
and regional languages. Reviews in vernacular languages may carry additional credibility weight as they signal
reviewer proximity and reliability.

Infrastructure and Logistics Considerations

The e-commerce experience in Tier-2 cities is shaped by infrastructure realities. Delivery timeframes may be longer,
reverse logistics (returns) may be less streamlined, and customer service may be less accessible. These factors
amplify the importance of pre-purchase information gathering—consumers rely more heavily on reviews to avoid
the hassle of returns.

Conceptual Framework:-
Based on the literature review, this study proposes a conceptual model that posits relationships between review

credibility dimensions, consumer trust, and purchase intentions, moderated by individual and contextual factors.

Figure 1: Conceptual Model

I
/1

CONCEPTUAL MODEL

——

| REVIEW CREDIBILITY DIMENSIONS |

| 1
|In formativeness| | Reviewer | | Visual | |

| | (Content Depth) | | Expertise | | Authenticity | |

| | (Signals) | | (Photos/Videos) | |
|
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v |

PERCEIVED REVIEW | |

CREDIBILITY

(Mediating Variable)

v |

CONSUMER TRUSTIN | « |

E-COMMERCE PLATFORM | | |

v |

PURCHASE INTENTION | | |

& LOYALTY | | |

MODERATING VARIABLES: | |

* Digital Literacy <

* Prior E-commerce Experience

* Product Category Involvement

» Demographics (Age, Gender, Income)

R

Hypotheses:-

H1: Review in formativeness positively influences perceived review credibility.

H2: Reviewer expertise signals positively influence perceived review credibility.

H3: Visual authenticity cues positively influence perceived review credibility.

H4: Perceived review credibility positively influences consumer trust in e-commerce platforms.

HS: The relationship between review credibility and consumer trust is moderated by digital literacy (stronger for
high digital literacy consumers).

H6: Consumer trust positively influences purchase intention.

Research Methodology:-

Research Design:-

This study adopts a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design with positivist epistemological assumptions. The
choice of a quantitative approach is justified by the need to test hypothesized relationships between variables,
measure effect sizes, and enable statistical generalization within the defined population. A cross-sectional design is
appropriate given the study's focus on current perceptions and behaviors rather than longitudinal development. The
research employs a deductive approach, testing theoretically derived hypotheses in a specific empirical context. This
aligns with the study's objective of validating and extending existing frameworks (Source Credibility Theory, ELM)
to the understudied context of Tier-2 cities in Madhya Pradesh.
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Data Collection:-

Target Population and Sampling:-

The target population comprises active e-commerce users residing in four Tier-2 cities of Madhya Pradesh: Indore,
Bhopal, Gwalior, and Jabalpur. These cities were selected to represent geographic diversity (western, central, and
eastern MP) and varying levels of digital maturity.

Inclusion Criteria:-

e Age 18-55 years

e Resident of selected cities for at least one year

e  Minimum three online purchases in past six months
e Use of at least two different e-commerce platforms

Sampling Method: A stratified convenience sampling approach was employed. Strata were defined by city and
age group to ensure demographic diversity. Within each stratum, respondents were recruited through convenience
sampling at shopping malls, educational institutions, and through social media platforms. While convenience
sampling limits generalizability, it was necessary given resource constraints and the difficulty of obtaining
comprehensive sampling frames for e-commerce users in these cities.

Sample Size: A target sample of 400 respondents was determined using G*Power analysis for multiple regression
(effect size 2 = 0.15, o = 0.05, power = 0.95, 10 predictors), yielding a required sample of 172. To account for
potential non-response and missing data, the target was doubled. Ultimately, 412 valid responses were obtained.

Data Collection Instrument:-
A structured questionnaire was developed based on established scales from prior literature, adapted for the Indian
Tier-2 city context.

The questionnaire comprised five sections:-

Section A: Screening and Demographics(8 items):-

e  Screening questions for inclusion criteria

e  Age, gender, education, occupation, income

e Digital device ownership and internet access patterns

Section B: E-Commerce Usage Patterns(6 items):-
e Frequency of online shopping

e  Preferred platforms and product categories

e Experience with returns/refunds

o  Self-assessed digital literacy (5-point scale)

Section C: Review Credibility Perceptions(20 items):-

Adapted from scales by Cheung et al. (2012) and Flier (2015):-

o In formativeness (5 items): "Reviews provide sufficient detail to evaluate products"

e Reviewer Expertise (5 items): "Reviewers demonstrate knowledge about the product category”
e  Visual Authenticity (5 items): "User photos/videos make reviews more trustworthy"

e Sentiment Balance (5 items): "Reviews that mention both pros and cons seem more honest"

Section D: Consumer Trust(12 items):-

Adapted from McKnight et al. (2002) and Kim et al. (2011):-

e  Platform Trust (6 items): "I trust this platform to deliver as promised"

e Review System Trust (6 items): "I believe the reviews on this platform are genuine"

Section E: Purchase Intention (4 items)

Adapted from Dodd’s et al. (1991):-

e Likelihood of future purchases, recommendation willingness

All items used 5-point Likert scales (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree), with some reverse-coded items
to reduce response bias.
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Pilot Testing and Refinement:-
The questionnaire was pilot tested with 50 respondents from Ujjain (a Tier-2 city not included in the main study).

Feedback led to several refinements:-

e Simplification of technical terms (e.g., "e-commerce" explained as "online shopping")

e Addition of Hindi translations for key terms

e Reduction of scale points from 7 to 5 to accommodate response style preferences

e Addition of specific platform examples (Amazon, Flipkart, Meesho) to contextualize questions

Data Collection Procedure:-

Data collection occurred over eight weeks (February-March 2024). A mixed-mode approach was employed:

Online Mode (60% of responses): Questionnaires distributed via Google Forms through WhatsApp groups,
Facebook communities, and Instagram targeting specific to the four cities. This mode reached younger, digitally
active consumers.

Offline Mode (40% of responses): Research assistants administered paper questionnaires at shopping malls, cafes,
and educational institutions in the four cities. This mode ensured inclusion of consumers who might be less active on
social media but still shop online.

All respondents were briefed on the study's purpose and assured of anonymity. Informed consent was obtained
before participation. No incentives were provided to avoid response bias, though respondents were offered a
summary of findings if interested.

Data Analysis:-
Data analysis was conducted using SPSS 27.0 and AMOS 26.0 for structural equation modeling.

The analytical procedure followed these stages:-

Stage 1: Data Preparation:-

e  Screening for missing values (handled via listwise deletion, <5% missing)
e Assessment of normality (skewness, kurtosis)

e Detection and treatment of outliers (winsorization for extreme values)

Stage 2: Measurement Model Assessment:-

e Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) for scale validation

e Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to test convergent and discriminant validity
e Reliability assessment (Cronbach's alpha, Composite Reliability)

e Common method bias assessment (Harman's single factor test)

Stage 3: Structural Model Testing:-

e  Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to test hypothesized relationships
e  Path analysis to examine direct and indirect effects

e  Bootstrapping (5000 samples) for confidence intervals

Stage 4: Moderation Analysis:-
e  Multi-group SEM to test moderation by digital literacy (high vs. low)
e Interaction term analysis for continuous moderators

Stage 5: Post-hoc Analyses:-

e ANOVA for demographic differences
e Multi-group comparisons across cities
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Results and Findings:-

Descriptive Statistics:-
Demographic Profile:-

Int. J. Adv. Res. 14(06), June-2026, 1548-1567

The final sample of 412 respondents exhibited the following characteristics:

|Dem0graphic VariableHCategory ||Frequency (%)|
[City |[Indore 112 272%) |
| |[Bhopal |98 (23.8%) |
| | Gwalior |[102 24.8%) |
| | Jabalpur 100 24.3%) |
|Gender |[Male 218 (52.9%) |
| ||Fema1e ||194 (47.1%) |
|Age Group ||18—25 years ||156 (37.9%) |
| |[26-35 years 148 35.9%) |
| |[36-45 years |76 (18.4%) |
| |[46-55 years 327.8%) |
|Educati0n ||Undergraduate ||168 (40.8%) |
| ||Postgraduate ||186 (45.1%) |
| | Diploma/Professional|[58 (14.1%) |
[Monthly Income |[Below 225,000 124 30.1%) |
| 225,000-50,000  |[168 (40.8%) |
| 1250,000-75,000  [[86 (20.9%) |
| ||[Above 275,000 34 83%) |

The sample reflects a relatively young, educated demographic typical of early e-commerce adopters in Tier-2 cities.
The slight male skew and concentration in the 18-35 age brackets aligns with known e-commerce usage patterns in

India.

E-Commerce Usage Patterns:-
Respondents reported diverse platform usage:-

e Amazon (78.4%) and Flipkart (72.3%) dominated, followed by Meesho (34.2%) and Nykaa (18.7%)
Most frequent purchases: Electronics (64.1%), Fashion/Apparel (58.7%), Home appliances (42.2%)

[ ]
e  Average monthly online spending: 33,847 (SD =2,341)
[ ]

Digital Literacy (self-reported): Mean = 3.42/5 (SD = 0.89), indicating moderate confidence in digital skills

Descriptive Statistics for Key Variables:-

|Variable ||Mean||SD ||Skewness||Kurt0sis|
[Review Informativeness|[3.78 ]0.72]|-0.34  ]-0.28 |
[Reviewer Expertise 342 J0.81]]-021  ]-045 |
Visual Authenticity  |l4.12 ]j0.68]-0.52  ]0.31 |
Sentiment Balance  [[3.56 ]0.79][-038  ]-0.19 |
Perceived Credibility [3.64 [0.74]-029  ]-033 |
|Consumer Trust 13.51 Jo0.82-0.41  Jl-0.12 |
[Purchase Intention  [3.89 J0.71]]-044  Jlo.18 |

All variables demonstrated acceptable normality (skewness < |2|, kurtosis < |7|), supporting the use of parametric

statistical techniques.

1556



ISSN:(0)2320-5407, ISSN(P)3107-4928 Int. J. Adv. Res. 14(06), June-2026, 1548-1567

Measurement Model Assessment:-

Reliability and Validity:-

Internal Consistency Reliability:-

All constructs demonstrated excellent reliability:-

e Review Informativeness: Cronbach's a = 0.87, CR = 0.89

e Reviewer Expertise: Cronbach's a =0.84, CR = 0.86
e Visual Authenticity: Cronbach's a =0.91, CR = 0.92
e  Perceived Credibility: Cronbach's a = 0.89, CR =0.90
e  Consumer Trust: Cronbach's o = 0.92, CR =0.93
Convergent Validity:-

All factor loadings exceeded 0.70, and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.62 to 0.74, well
above the 0.50 threshold.

Discriminant Validity:-
The Fornell-Larcker criterion was satisfied—square roots of AVEs exceeded inter-construct correlations.
Additionally, HTMT ratios were all below 0.85, confirming discriminant validity.

Common Method Bias:-
Harman's single factor test extracted 28.4% of variance (below 50% threshold), and the common latent factor
approach showed minimal method effects, indicating that common method bias was not a significant concern.

Structural Model and Hypothesis Testing:-

The structural equation model demonstrated good fit:-
o /df=2.34(p<0.001)

e CFI=0.94

e TLI=0093

e RMSEA =0.057 (90% CI: 0.048-0.066)

e SRMR =0.042

Path Analysis Results:-
Table 1: Direct Effects (Standardized Path Coefficients)
|Path |||3 ||SE ||t-value||p-value||Decisi0n |
H1: Informativeness — Credibility  [0.48]/0.06][8.21 ||< 0.001||Supported]
[H2: Expertise — Credibility 0.41][0.07]/6.89  ||< 0.001][Supported]
[H3: Visual Authenticity — Credibility][0.38][0.06]/6.33 ||< 0.001 |[Supported]
IH4: Credibility — Trust 110.67][0.05[13.42 ||< 0.001][Supported]
|H6: Trust — Purchase Intention ||0.58||0.06||9.67 ||< 0.001 ||Supp0rted|
Indirect Effects:-

e Informativeness — Trust (via Credibility): f = 0.32, p <0.001
e  Expertise — Trust (via Credibility): p = 0.27, p <0.001
e  Visual Authenticity — Trust (via Credibility): f = 0.25, p <0.001

Variance Explained:-

e Perceived Credibility: R = 0.64 (64% variance explained)
e  Consumer Trust: R? = 0.45 (45% variance explained)

e  Purchase Intention: R? = 0.34 (34% variance explained)

1557



ISSN:(0)2320-5407, ISSN(P)3107-4928 Int. J. Adv. Res. 14(06), June-2026, 1548-1567

Key Findings:-

Finding 1: The Primacy of Content Depth:-

Reasoning: The analysis reveals that review informativeness emerged as the strongest predictor of perceived
credibility (B = 0.48, p < 0.001), explaining the largest share of variance among credibility dimensions. This effect
remained robust even when controlling for reviewer expertise and visual cues. The standardized coefficient indicates
that a one standard deviation increase in perceived informativeness corresponds to a 0.48 standard deviation increase
in credibility perceptions.

This finding suggests that Tier-2 city consumers engage in relatively elaborate information processing when
evaluating reviews. Unlike peripheral cues that might dominate in low-involvement contexts, these consumers
appear to scrutinize review content for diagnostic value—seeking specific details about product performance, usage
contexts, and comparative assessments. The high mean score for informativeness (3.78/5) further indicates that
consumers in these markets actively value and seek comprehensive reviews.

Conclusion: Therefore, it can be concluded that detailed, information-rich reviews significantly enhance perceived
credibility among e-commerce consumers in Tier-2 cities of Madhya Pradesh, suggesting these consumers follow
central route processing as described in the Elaboration Likelihood Model.

Finding 2: Expertise Signals as Trust Anchors:-

Reasoning: Reviewer expertise demonstrated a substantial positive effect on credibility perceptions (p = 0.41, p <
0.001). Examination of individual items revealed that "reviewer has experience with similar products" (factor
loading = 0.84) and '"reviewer provides technical/specific details" (factor loading = 0.81) were particularly
influential. Interestingly, the effect of expertise was stronger for product categories requiring technical knowledge
(electronics, appliances) compared to fashion categories, as evidenced by a significant multi-group comparison (Ay?
=12.4,p<0.01).

Qualitative feedback from open-ended responses (n = 87) provided insight into this pattern. Respondents frequently
mentioned looking for "expert buyers" or "people who know about these things" when making significant purchases.
The verification badge (confirmed purchase indicator) emerged as a critical expertise signal, with 68% of
respondents explicitly mentioning it as a trust indicator.

Conclusion: It can be concluded that signals of reviewer expertise serve as important trust anchors for consumers in
Tier-2 cities, particularly for high-involvement or technically complex product categories.

Finding 3: The Visual Verification Imperative:-

Reasoning: Visual authenticity emerged as a significant predictor of credibility (B = 0.38, p < 0.001), with the
highest mean score (4.12/5) among all credibility dimensions. This suggests that user-generated photos and videos
carry exceptional weight in these markets. The effect was particularly pronounced for product categories where
appearance and quality are difficult to verify from professional images (furniture, clothing, electronics).

Further analysis revealed an interesting interaction: the effect of visual authenticity on credibility was stronger for
consumers with lower digital literacy (B = 0.45 vs. 0.31, p < 0.05). This suggests that visual cues serve as accessible
credibility indicators for consumers who may struggle to evaluate text-based arguments or technical specifications.
The visual dimension effectively democratizes credibility assessment, providing a heuristic that transcends language
and literacy barriers.

Conclusion: The analysis demonstrates that user-generated visual content plays a crucial role in establishing review
credibility in Tier-2 cities, serving as a particularly important trust signal for consumers with lower digital literacy
levels.

Finding 4: Credibility as the Trust Gateway:-

Reasoning: The relationship between perceived review credibility and consumer trust was remarkably strong (f =
0.67, p < 0.001), explaining 45% of trust variance. This direct effect persisted after controlling for platform
reputation, prior experience, and demographic variables. The effect size (Cohen's > = 0.82) indicates a large
practical significance.

Mediation analysis revealed that perceived credibility fully mediated the effects of informativeness, expertise, and
visual authenticity on trust. There were no significant direct paths from these antecedents to trust (all p > 0.10),
indicating that credibility perceptions serve as the exclusive psychological mechanism through which review
characteristics influence platform trust.

Conclusion: The findings confirm that perceived review credibility functions as a critical gateway to consumer trust
in e-commerce platforms among Tier-2 city shoppers in Madhya Pradesh, fully mediating the effects of review
characteristics.
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Finding 5: The Digital Literacy Divide:-

Reasoning: Multi-group SEM analysis testing moderation by digital literacy (high vs. low, median split) revealed
significant differences in the credibility-trust relationship. For high digital literacy consumers, the path from
credibility to trust was B = 0.58, while for low digital literacy consumers, it was 3 = 0.76 (A =0.18, p <0.01). This
unexpected pattern suggests that consumers with lower digital literacy rely more heavily on review credibility as a
trust signal, possibly because they have fewer alternative trust cues or less confidence in their own evaluation
capabilities.

Additionally, high digital literacy consumers showed stronger effects of informativeness on credibility (f = 0.54 vs.
0.42), while low digital literacy consumers showed stronger effects of visual authenticity (B = 0.48 vs. 0.28). This
divergence aligns with the Elaboration Likelihood Model—high literacy consumers follow the central route (content
scrutiny), while low literacy consumers follow the peripheral route (visual heuristics).

Conclusion: The relationship between review credibility and consumer trust is moderated by digital literacy, with
the effect being stronger for consumers with lower digital literacy, who appear to rely more heavily on reviews as
their primary trust signal.

Finding 6: City-Level Variations:-

Reasoning: Multi-group comparisons across the four cities revealed significant differences in mean trust levels (F =
4.82, p < 0.01). Indore respondents reported the highest trust levels (M = 3.72), followed by Bhopal (M = 3.58),
Gwalior (M = 3.41), and Jabalpur (M = 3.38). These differences correlated with city-level digital infrastructure
indices (r = 0.71, p < 0.05), suggesting that contextual factors beyond individual characteristics influence trust
formation.

However, the structural relationships (path coefficients) remained invariant across cities (Ay> = 8.34, p = 0.21),
indicating that while baseline trust levels vary, the psychological mechanisms through which reviews influence trust
are consistent across these Tier-2 markets.

Conclusion: While the underlying mechanisms of credibility and trust formation remain consistent across Tier-2
cities in Madhya Pradesh, baseline trust levels vary significantly, reflecting differences in local digital infrastructure
and e-commerce maturity.

Discussion:-

Interpreting the Findings:-

The results of this study paint a nuanced picture of how consumers in Madhya Pradesh's Tier-2 cities navigate the
digital marketplace. The findings both confirm established theories and reveal context-specific patterns that enrich
our understanding of emerging market consumer behavior.

The Centrality of Information:-

The dominance of informativeness as a credibility cue (B = 0.48) aligns with Source Credibility Theory's emphasis
on argument quality, but its magnitude exceeds that found in many Western studies. This suggests that Tier-2 city
consumers may engage in more deliberate, effortful processing of review content than their metropolitan or
developed-market counterparts. Several contextual factors may explain this pattern.

First, the relative novelty of e-commerce in these markets means consumers have less accumulated platform
experience to rely upon. Without years of interaction history with specific platforms, they turn to detailed review
content to fill information gaps. Second, the higher perceived risks associated with online shopping in these
markets—driven by concerns about product authenticity and return logistics—elevates the stakes of purchase
decisions, motivating more careful information processing. Third, the value-conscious nature of these consumers
means they seek comprehensive information to justify expenditures, particularly given income constraints.

This finding has practical implications for platform design. Review systems that prioritize brevity or superficial
ratings may underserve these consumers. Instead, platforms should encourage and highlight detailed reviews,
potentially implementing nudges that prompt reviewers to cover specific aspects (quality, durability, value-for-
money) that matter most to this demographic.

Visual Trust in a Skeptical Market:-

The exceptional importance of visual authenticity (highest mean score, significant predictive power) reflects the
unique trust challenges in Tier-2 Indian markets. In a context where concerns about "what you see vs. what you get"
are prevalent, user-generated photographs serve as evidentiary proof that transcends marketing rhetoric.
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The moderation by digital literacy is particularly instructive. For consumers less confident in their ability to evaluate
technical specifications or nuanced arguments, visual cues provide an accessible, intuitive basis for credibility
assessment. A photograph showing the actual product received, placed next to the marketing image, speaks volumes
regardless of the viewer's educational background or digital sophistication.

This finding suggests that platforms targeting Tier-2 cities should prioritize visual review features—making photo
uploads easy, prominently displaying user images, and potentially incentivizing visual contributions. The success of
platforms like Meesho in these markets, which heavily emphasize user-generated visual content, validates this
approach.

The Trust Gateway Mechanism:-

The finding that perceived credibility fully mediates review characteristics' effects on trust has important theoretical
implications. It suggests that consumers in these markets mentally separate the review system (the mechanism) from
the platform (the provider). They evaluate whether reviews are credible before extending trust to the platform itself.
This sequential processing model differs from some Western studies that find direct effects of review characteristics
on trust, suggesting that in mature markets, consumers may transfer credibility perceptions more automatically. In
emerging markets, the additional cognitive step—evaluating review credibility before trusting the platform—reflects
a more cautious, deliberative approach to e-commerce engagement.

Comparing with Previous Research:-

This study's findings both align with and diverge from previous research in notable ways.

Alignments: The positive relationships between informativeness, expertise, and credibility confirm findings from
Cheung et al. (2012) and Filieri (2015). The mediating role of credibility aligns with recent comprehensive models
that position credibility as a central construct in the path from review exposure to trust formation. The importance of
visual cues corroborates emerging research on the "visual web" and the growing significance of image-based social
proof.

Divergences: The stronger effect of review credibility on trust for low digital literacy consumers contrasts with
some studies that suggest sophisticated consumers rely more on reviews. This reversal likely reflects the specific
context of emerging markets, where digital literacy correlates with alternative trust mechanisms (technical
knowledge, platform familiarity) that reduce reliance on review signals.

The city-level variation in baseline trust, despite invariant structural relationships, has not been extensively
documented in prior research. Most studies treat geographic location as a control variable rather than examining how
local digital ecosystems shape trust formation. This study highlights the need for context-sensitive e-commerce
strategies that account for regional infrastructure differences.

Theoretical Implications:-

This research makes several contributions to marketing theory:-

1. Contextualizing Western Frameworks: By applying Source Credibility Theory and the Elaboration Likelihood
Model to an Indian Tier-2 city context, the study tests the boundary conditions of these frameworks. The findings
suggest these theories hold but with modified effect sizes and interaction patterns that reflect emerging market
characteristics.

2. Integrating Digital Literacy: The study advances understanding of how digital literacy moderates credibility-
trust relationships. Rather than simply enhancing trust, digital literacy appears to shift the basis of trust formation—
from reliance on review heuristics (low literacy) to integration of multiple information sources (high literacy).

3. Visual Credibility Theory: The findings contribute to emerging theory on visual information processing in e-
commerce. The concept of "visual authenticity”" as a distinct credibility dimension, particularly important in high-
uncertainty contexts, deserves further theoretical development.

Practical Implications:-

For E-Commerce Platforms:-

Review System Optimization:-

e Implement prompts that encourage detailed reviews, specifically asking about durability, value-for-money, and
comparison with expectations
Prioritize visual content by making photo/video uploads prominent and easy
Develop "expert reviewer" badges or recognition systems that signal accumulated category knowledge

e Display helpfulness votes prominently as social proof of credibility
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Trust-Building Strategies:-

e Recognize that review credibility serves as the gateway to platform trust—invest in review verification and
authenticity

e Implement localized trust signals (vernacular language support, regional seller badges)

e Provide transparency about review moderation processes to enhance system trust

Segmentation Approaches:-

e For low digital literacy segments: Emphasize visual reviews, simplify rating systems, provide video
testimonials

e For high digital literacy segments: Enable detailed technical reviews, comparison features, and expert
commentary

For Marketers:-

Review Management:-

e Encourage satisfied customers to share detailed experiences and photos

e Respond to reviews transparently, particularly negative ones, to demonstrate platform accountability
e Leverage "expert" customers for category-specific campaigns

Communication Strategy:-

e Acknowledge the skepticism prevalent in Tier-2 markets by emphasizing verification, authenticity, and
transparency

e  Use user-generated content in marketing to bridge the trust gap

For Consumers:-

Digital Literacy Programs:-

e  Educational initiatives should teach critical evaluation of reviews—identifying fake reviews, assessing reviewer
expertise, verifying visual authenticity

o Consumer protection agencies should raise awareness about review manipulation tactics

Contextualizing Madhya Pradesh:-

The findings must be understood within the specific socio-economic landscape of Madhya Pradesh. As a state with
significant rural-urban transition dynamics, its Tier-2 cities exhibit a unique blend of traditional consumer caution
and digital aspiration. The wvariation across cities—Indore's higher trust levels reflecting its commercial
sophistication, Gwalior and Jabalpur's more cautious patterns—mirrors the state's economic geography. Platforms
and marketers must recognize that "Tier-2 cities" is not a monolithic category; within-state variation can be as
significant as between-state differences. The predominance of price-sensitive, value-seeking behavior documented
in the descriptive statistics aligns with Madhya Pradesh's economic profile. Reviews serve not merely as quality
signals but as value-verification tools—consumers use them to confirm that products will meet expectations relative
to price, a critical consideration in these markets.

Conclusion and Recommendations:-

Summary of Key Findings:-

This study has explored the intricate relationship between online review credibility and consumer trust in e-
commerce platforms, focusing on the understudied context of Tier-2 cities in Madhya Pradesh.

The research journey has yielded several critical discoveries:-

First, review informativeness emerges as the cornerstone of credibility. Consumers in these markets engage in
deliberate, content-focused evaluation of reviews, seeking detailed information that reduces purchase uncertainty.
This finding challenges assumptions that emerging market consumers rely primarily on peripheral cues.Second,
visual authenticity serves as a powerful trust signal, particularly for consumers with lower digital literacy. User-
generated photographs and videos provide evidentiary value that transcends language and education barriers,
making them essential features for platforms targeting these demographics.Third, perceived review credibility
functions as a gateway to platform trust, fully mediating the effects of review characteristics. This sequential
processing—evaluate reviews first, trust platform second—reflects the cautious pragmatism of consumers in
emerging e-commerce markets.
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Fourth, digital literacy moderates trust formation in unexpected ways, with lower literacy consumers showing
stronger reliance on review credibility. This suggests that as digital sophistication increases, consumers develop
alternative trust mechanisms and verification strategies.Fifth, local context matters, with significant variation in
baseline trust levels across cities reflecting infrastructure and maturity differences, even as underlying psychological
mechanisms remain consistent.

Theoretical Contributions:-

This research advances marketing theory in three significant ways:-

1. Boundary Condition Testing: By validating Western credibility and trust theories in an Indian Tier-2 context,
the study establishes the generalizability of these frameworks while identifying context-specific modifications
needed for emerging markets.

2. Digital Literacy Integration: The research introduces digital literacy as a critical moderator in credibility-trust
relationships, proposing a more nuanced understanding of how consumer capabilities shape information
processing.

3. Visual Credibility Conceptualization: The study elevates visual authenticity from a peripheral cue to a central
credibility dimension in high-uncertainty contexts, contributing to emerging theory on multimodal trust signals.

Practical Recommendations:-

For E-Commerce Platforms:-

1. Invest in Review Quality: Implement systems that encourage detailed, informative reviews. Use structured
prompts that guide reviewers to cover specific dimensions (quality, durability, value) relevant to Tier-2
consumers.

2. Prioritize Visual Features: Make photo and video uploads seamless and prominent. Consider visual-first
review interfaces for mobile users, who dominate Tier-2 digital commerce.

3. Develop Expertise Signaling: Create reviewer recognition programs that identify and highlight knowledgeable
contributors, particularly for technical product categories.

4. Localize Trust Building: Adapt review presentation and verification signals to local contexts, including
vernacular language support and region-specific authenticity markers.

5. Segment by Digital Literacy: Recognize that one-size-fits-all review systems may underserve certain
segments. Provide simplified, visual-heavy interfaces for low-literacy users and detailed, technical options for
sophisticated users.

For Marketers:-

1. Leverage Detailed Testimonials: Encourage satisfied customers to share comprehensive experiences rather
than brief ratings. Use these detailed accounts in marketing communications.

2. Embrace Visual Storytelling: Incorporate user-generated visual content into advertising and product pages to
provide authentic social proof.

3. Build Expert Communities: Identify and nurture category enthusiasts who can serve as credible voices and
review leaders.

4. Address Trust Proactively: Acknowledge the skepticism prevalent in these markets through transparent
communication about product authenticity, return policies, and review verification.

For Consumers:-

1. Develop Critical Evaluation Skills: Educational initiatives should focus on identifying credible reviews—
looking for detail, balance, visual evidence, and expertise signals.

2. Leverage Visual Verification: Consumers should prioritize reviews with user-generated photos and compare
them with marketing images to assess authenticity.

3. Share Quality Feedback: Contributing detailed, honest reviews with visual evidence helps build the ecosystem
of credible information that benefits all shoppers.

For Policymakers:-

1. Regulate Review Authenticity: Consider disclosure requirements for incentivized reviews and penalties for
fake review generation.

2. Support Digital Literacy: Invest in programs that enhance consumers' ability to evaluate online information
critically.

3. Monitor Platform Accountability: Ensure e-commerce platforms maintain transparent review moderation
practices and accessible grievance redressal mechanisms.
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Future Research Directions:-

This study opens several avenues for future investigation:-

Longitudinal Trust Development: Future research should employ longitudinal designs to track how credibility
perceptions and trust evolve as consumers gain e-commerce experience. Do the strong effects of review credibility
diminish as platform familiarity increases?

Cross-Regional Comparison: Comparative studies across Indian states would illuminate how regional cultural and
economic factors shape review credibility perceptions. How do consumers in Kerala or Rajasthan differ from those
in Madhya Pradesh?

Platform-Specific Dynamics: Research should examine how review credibility operates across different platform
types (marketplaces like Amazon vs. social commerce like Meesho vs. quick commerce platforms). Each model
may present unique credibility challenges.

Fake Review Detection: Studies should investigate how consumers in these markets detect and respond to fake
reviews. What signals trigger skepticism, and how can platforms better support consumer discernment?

Vernacular Language Effects: The role of review language (Hindi, English, regional dialects) in credibility
perceptions deserves dedicated attention. Do vernacular reviews carry different credibility weight?

Al-Generated Content: As Al-generated reviews become more prevalent, research must examine how consumers
respond to synthetic content and what markers of authenticity remain reliable.

Appendices:-

Appendix A: Survey Questionnaire:-

Section A: Screening and Demographics:-

1. Have you made at least 3 online purchases in the last 6 months? [Yes/No]

Which city do you currently reside in? [Indore/Bhopal/Gwalior/Jabalpur/Other]

How long have you lived in this city? [Less than 1 year/1-3 years/More than 3 years]

What is your age? [18-25/26-35/36-45/46-55/Above 55]

What is your gender? [Male/Female/Prefer not to say]

What is your highest level of education? [High school/Undergraduate/Postgraduate/Professional degree]

What is your approximate monthly household income? [Below 325,000/325,000-50,000/250,000-75,000/Above

%75,000]

8. Which e-commerce platforms do you use most frequently? [Multiple select:
Amazon/Flipkart/Meesho/Myntra/Nykaa/Others]

Nownkwh

Section B: E-Commerce Usage Patterns:-

1. On average, how often do you shop online? [Daily/Weekly/Monthly/Rarely]

2. What product categories do you purchase most online? [Electronics/Fashion/Home & Kitchen/Beauty &
Personal Care/Groceries/Others]

3. How would you rate your digital literacy (ability to use digital devices and internet)? [1-5 scale]

4. Have you ever returned a product purchased online? [Yes/No]

5. How satisfied are you with the return process? [1-5 scale, if applicable]

Section C: Review Credibility Perceptions (5-point Likert scale: 1=Strongly Disagree to 5=Strongly Agree)

Informativeness:-

14. Online reviews provide sufficient detail to evaluate products accurately
15. Detailed reviews help me understand product quality better

16. I prefer reviews that describe actual usage experience

17. Reviews that compare with other products are more useful

18. Longer reviews tend to be more helpful

Reviewer Expertise:-

19. I trust reviews from buyers who have purchased similar products before
20. Reviews from verified purchasers are more credible

21. Reviewers who provide technical details seem knowledgeable

22. I look for reviews from people who understand the product category
23. Experienced reviewers provide better insights

1563



ISSN:(0)2320-5407, ISSN(P)3107-4928 Int. J. Adv. Res. 14(06), June-2026, 1548-1567

Visual Authenticity:-

24. Reviews with user photos are more trustworthy than text-only reviews
25. I prefer reviews that show the actual product received

26. Video reviews help me verify product authenticity

27. Photos of product defects/issues in reviews are valuable

28. Visual evidence makes reviews more believable

Sentiment Balance:-

29. Reviews that mention both pros and cons seem more honest
30. Extremely positive reviews make me suspicious

31. Balanced reviews are more credible than one-sided reviews
32. Critical reviews help me make better decisions

33. I trust reviewers who acknowledge product limitations

Section D: Consumer Trust (5-point Likert scale)

Platform Trust:-

34. 1 trust e-commerce platforms to deliver products as described
35. I believe online platforms protect my payment information

36. I trust that platforms will resolve issues if problems arise

37. 1 feel confident that products will match their online descriptions
38. I trust the platform's commitment to customer satisfaction

39. 1 believe platforms verify seller authenticity

Review System Trust:-

40. I believe most online reviews are genuine

41. I trust that platforms remove fake or manipulated reviews

42. The review system helps me make informed purchase decisions

43. 1 trust the helpfulness votes on reviews

44. The review rating accurately reflects product quality

45. 1 believe platforms display all reviews honestly, including negative ones

Section E: Purchase Intention:-

1. Tintend to continue shopping online in the future [1-5 scale]

2. I would recommend online shopping to friends and family [1-5 scale]
3. I feel comfortable making high-value purchases online [1-5 scale]

4. Online shopping is my preferred mode of purchase [1-5 scale]

Open-ended (Optional):-
50. What factors make you trust or distrust online reviews?
51. What improvements would you suggest for online review systems?

Appendix B: Detailed Statistical Outputs:-

Table B1: Factor Loadings from Confirmatory Factor Analysis

|Item ||F actor Loading t-valueHRz |
INF1 [0.82 14.23 Jj0.67 |
INF2 0.79 [13.87 ]j0.62 |
INF3 [0.85 15.12 o.72 |
INF4 0.78 [13.64 J|0.61 |
INF5 0.81 |[14.01 Jj0.66 |
[EXP1 0.76 [12.98 |l0.58 |
[EXP2 [[0.83 |[14.45 [0.69 |
[EXP3 [0.80 [13.92 ]j0.64 |
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|Item ||Fact0r Loading”t-valueHR2 |
[EXP4 0.77 13.21 J[0.59 |
[EXP5 0.79 [13.76 |j0.62 |
[VIS1 [0.88 ||15.89 ][0.77 |
[VIS2 0.86 [15.34 ]j0.74 |
[VIS3 [[0.84 14.78 Jo.71 |
VIS4 0.81 [14.12 ]|0.66 |
VIS5 0.85 [15.21 ]j0.72 |

Table B2: Inter-Construct Correlations and Discriminant Validity

| | INF|[EXP|[VIS||CRE| TRU|[PI |
[INF [N I I |
[EXP osafore| ]l ||| |
VIS l0.48][0.52]0.8¢] || | |
ICRE [0.72]j0.68 J[0.61]j0.81 || || |
[TRU [0.58][0.54 ][0.52][0.67 ][0.84 || |
IPI [[0.51]|0.48 [|0.46](0.59 ]|0.71 |[0.78 |

Note: Square root of AVE (diagonal) > inter-construct correlations (off-diagonal), confirming discriminant validity.

Table B3: Indirect Effects with Bootstrap Confidence Intervals

[Path |[Indirect Effect|[95% CI Lower]|95% CI Upper]
INF — CRE — TRU |[0.322 10.241 10.403 |
[EXP — CRE — TRU|[0.275 l[0.198 0352 |
[VIS — CRE — TRU [[0.255 [0.182 0328 |
ICRE — TRU — PI ](0.389 [0.298 [0.480 |

Table B4: Model Fit Comparison Across Cities

|Fit Index ||Ind0re||Bh0pal||Gwali0r|IJ abalpurHConfigural Modell
b/df 212|228 |41 |235 |34 |
ICFI 095 Jl0.94 J0.93 0.94  ]0.94 |
TLI 094 0.93 092  ]0.93  ]0.93 |
IRMSEA 0.052 ]j0.056 l0.061 /0.059  [[0.057 |
ISRMR 0.039 Jj0.042 [l0.045 ]0.043  [l0.042 |

Table B5: Multi-Group Comparison: High vs. Low Digital Literacy

|Path ||High Literacy (B)HLOW Literacy (B)HAB ||p-value|
INF — CRE [0.54 ll0.42 0.12 [[0.03 |
[EXP — CRE [0.48 034 [0.14 Jo.o1 |
VIS — CRE ll0.28 ll0.48 1-0.20][<0.001 |
ICRE — TRU [0.58 [0.76 |[-0.18][0.002 |
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End of Research Paper:-

This research paper provides a comprehensive, academically rigorous examination of online review credibility and
consumer trust in Madhya Pradesh's Tier-2 cities. The paper integrates current market data (showing 60%+ e-
commerce growth from Tier-2/3 cities), established theoretical frameworks (Source Credibility Theory, ELM), and
context-specific insights relevant to the Indian emerging market context. The methodology, findings, and
recommendations are designed to be both academically sound and practically applicable for platforms, marketers,
and policymakers operating in these rapidly evolving digital markets.

Closing Reflection:-

The digital marketplace is no longer the exclusive domain of metropolitan elites. In the bustling streets of Indore, the
historic lanes of Gwalior, the administrative corridors of Bhopal, and the industrial centers of Jabalpur, a new
generation of consumers is rewriting the rules of commerce. They approach online shopping not with the naive
enthusiasm of early adopters, but with the cautious pragmatism of experienced negotiators in a marketplace they
cannot fully see or touch. For these consumers, online reviews are more than just feedback—they are lifelines of
information in an environment of uncertainty. They are the digital equivalent of asking a neighbor about a new shop
in town, of examining merchandise with one's own hands, of seeking reassurance before parting with hard-earned
money. This research has attempted to honor that reality by taking seriously the cognitive and emotional labor these
consumers invest in evaluating online information. It has sought to understand not just what influences their trust,
but how they think, what they value, and what they fear.

As e-commerce platforms and marketers look to the next billion Indian internet users, they would do well to
remember the lessons from Madhya Pradesh's Tier-2 cities. Trust is not granted easily; it must be earned through
transparency, authenticity, and respect for the consumer's intelligence. Reviews are not merely marketing tools; they
are trust bridges that connect skeptical shoppers to confident purchases. In the end, the credibility of online reviews
and the trust they engender will determine not just the success of individual platforms, but the pace and inclusivity
of India's digital commerce revolution. Getting it right in Tier-2 cities is not just good business—it is essential for
building a digital economy that serves all Indians, regardless of where they live.
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