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Abstract: In this study, the concept of online food purchasing is explored where consumers are not
required to visit markets to purchase their foods, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus,
the purpose of this study is to investigate the relationship between perceived e-service quality and
related customer service outcomes in online shopping context. The influence of sustainable marketing
practices in terms of perceived e-service quality (ESQ), perceived usefulness of online reviews (PUO),
brand self-connection (BSC), personal innovativeness (PRI), and willingness to pay for online food
services (WPO) has largely been neglected in the previous studies. The present study proposes
a conceptual model to fill this gap and empirically examines how ESQ affects PUO, BSC, WPO,
and e-word-of-mouth (e-WOM) of food delivery service brands. An online questionnaire survey
was conducted with 423 customers utilizing the PLS-SEM-based approach to determine product
indicators. Empirical results reveal that ESQ significantly influence BSC and PUO. In the same vein,
PUO significantly influence BSC, while BSC significantly influence e-WOM and WPO. The results
further indicate that PRI moderates the relationship between ESQ and BSC. In a post-pandemic
context, our analysis indicates enormous implications for food service delivery brands in emerging
economies. Online food service providers should consider reviewers’ opinions about the products
and services they offer and encourage their customers to write positive reviews of the products and
services they offer.

Keywords: perceived e-service quality; self-brand connection; perceived usefulness of online reviews;
personal innovativeness; e-word-of-mouth; COVID-19 pandemic

1. Introduction

Is there any impact on online business growth in emerging economies as a result of
COVID-19 outbreak? Perceived usefulness of online reviews (PUO) may have a crucial
role in assisting shoppers in making better choices that improve their lives in the era of e-
commerce [1–3]. A number of studies have demonstrated the significance of online reviews
to the purchase decisions of customers and the selection of products [4,5]. A one-star
increase in Yelp ratings can lead to an increase in revenue of 5% to 9% for restaurants
and food service providers, which are heavily dependent on online reviews [6]. For
instance, diners have complained about inefficient and overheated outdoor seating on
Yelp. Additionally, 80% of consumers choose food service providers based on ratings [7].
In light of the significant changes in consumer lifestyles and purchasing practices that
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have resulted from the COVID-19 outbreak, there has been a significant impact on the
food service industry [8]. Online ordering was the most popular method of ordering food
globally in 2020–2021 [9]. As a result of the pandemic, food service owners have seen their
sales dramatically drop and direct services restricted, negatively affecting customer service.
Thus, unsatisfactory customer reviews can adversely affect food delivery businesses’ ratings
and revenues.

An online food delivery service provides a consistent delivery experience, improves
productivity capacity, and strengthens customer relationships across concentrated mar-
kets [10]. Customers expect websites to offer top-notch customer service [11]. In particular,
it is applicable to businesses engaged in online services, such as food delivery services,
in which companies and consumers exclusively communicate online [3]. Food delivery
owners can develop close relationships with their customers based on their interactions
with online services. Further, [12] advocate that higher quality in online services will
motivate repeat purchases, and determinants that enable customers to build relationships
with brands should be examined. Also, it is essential to quantify the amount of time
and difficulty people save by using e-services. Through these services, a brand and its
customers may have a strong connection [13]. In order to address brand self-connection
(BSC) in the food service industry, the present study integrates perceived e-service quality
(ESQ) and its implications, which have been unaddressed in previous literature on the
subject [12].

The preceding few years have seen social media platforms become important sources
of relevant product information, product evaluation, and consumer interaction. It has
become increasingly common for hospitality consumers to share their opinions about
products online as social media and online purchasing become more prevalent [14]. When a
consumer purchases a product or service, they can express feelings, opinions, and attitudes
online in reviews [7]. In this regard, scholars are curious to learn how the PUO may impact
customer purchasing decisions in the food service delivery. Additionally, several studies
have been conducted examining the perceived usefulness of online services and their
link with BSC. For example, the findings of [15] suggest that the perceived usefulness of
online healthcare services as well as the perception of trust, play an important role in their
acceptance. Similarly, [16] argues that consumers are more likely to engage with brands
when technology is perceived as useful because it encourages them to use more of a brand’s
products or services. Despite substantial studies on perceived usefulness in consumer
literature, little has been done to examine how ESQ affects consumers’ PUO and their BSC
in the food delivery services and hospitality business. This study serves to fill this gap by
exploring the factors behind the ESQ and the PUO in the context of emerging food service
providers.

Additionally, several studies have been conducted on how individual innovativeness
affects technological behavior intentions [17,18]. Various moderating variables have been
found to govern the relationship between e-services and BSC (e.g., [19,20]). However,
there is no common view and no insights into the food service delivery industry, so more
research is needed. In particular, by extending the research of other academics, we use a
product indication technique based on PLS-SEM to discover personal innovativeness (PRI)
as a moderating variable in impacting perceptions of ESQ and BSC [10]. This is why we
adapted the original technology acceptance model (TAM), with the hope that technological
innovation services will be employed based on PRI [21]. The adoption of information
technology is more likely to occur among those who are more innovative, and vice versa
since innovation is an individual characteristic [21,22]. Therefore, food service providers
use online surveys to connect with prospective customers [4]. In addition, the impact and
expansion of e-word-of-mouth (e-WOM) have significantly increased since users now have
the opportunity to convey their opinions to a larger group [23]. Hence, e-WOM is believed
to have a larger influence than traditional WOM due to its ease, accuracy, and range [24].
We believe digital technology could amplify market differentiation and equip consumers
with more relevant information, lowering consumer insecurity and enhancing consumers’
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willingness to pay for online food services (WPO) for online services. Consequently, the
theoretical model proposes a contribution to the literature on perceived ESQ, e-WOM, and
WPO.

In this study, we extend the literature concerning the TAM by investigating the as-
sociation among determinants and consequences of PUO. The literature on tourism and
hospitality has little research that uses PUO, since scholars were extremely concerned about
differences between written feedback and statistical score [25]. In light of the COVID-19
epidemic, there have only been a few investigations identifying online consumer reviews.
In our opinion, the present study represents the initial effort to fill the mentioned research
gaps and allows food service delivery owners to better support their consumers following
the outbreak of COVID-19. In order to accomplish this, the following research questions
were proposed: (1) Is there any change in consumers’ perceptions of online reviews follow-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic? (2) What impact does ESQ have on PUO and BSC? and (3) In
what sense does the innovativeness of the customer moderate the effect of ESQ on BSC?

The rest of the study is structured as follows: Section 2 deals with literature review
and hypotheses development. Research methods are reported in Section 3. Section 4
provides study results. Discussion and policy implications are discussed in Section 5.
Finally, Section 6 concludes the study and provides study limitations along with future
research directions.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development
2.1. The Quality of Online Food Services in the Post-COVID-19 Period

In the new world of e-commerce, people need to compare services more than ever
before. Five parameters comprise the Servqual model: tangibles, reliability, responsive-
ness, assurance, and empathy [26]. In the present study, the existing framework has been
assessed to generate perceived customer value through ESQ. A standard method of evalu-
ating the quality of service in the online environment is the SERVQUAL model [27]. There
are a number of key dimensions that are missing from the SERVQUAL model that may
allow the ESQ to improve. In Ref. [28], the ESQ is addressed across a range of aspects, such
as the design of the website, usability, confidentiality, trustworthiness, content, sharing, dis-
semination, and customization. In the retail sector, ESQ has been referred to as consumers’
perceptions and choices regarding online services [29].

ESQ has been examined in many areas of study. The ESQ provided by online food
service delivery in post-COVID-19 has been the subject of limited empirical studies. A
study conducted by [9] examined consumer perceptions of the online food delivery supply
chain system following the outbreak of COVID-19. In consequence, online food purchasers
are more likely to make smart choices and less likely to be exposed to possible risks. It is
becoming increasingly common for food service providers to offer online delivery services
rather than manufacturing and preservation practices, which allow customers to find a
preferred food service provider, make selections, and provide delivery codes when ordering
food online [3,30]. In the post-COVID era, people’s demand for online food service delivery
has greatly increased because advanced technologies provide greater flexibility in terms
of both location and time. In this problem, e-food services provide access to inexpensive
and convenient meals at people’s front doors after a long workday, thus maintaining wider
social isolation amid the outbreak.

2.2. Perceived E-Service Quality and Perceived Usefulness of Online Reviews

Despite the extensive literature on the topic of online service provision, we selected
the most pertinent research in the service industry, particularly in the food service industry.
Besides reading food service reviews online, customers may also review the company
website, which includes a menu, images, and video clips relevant to the establishment’s
cuisine. It is possible for customers to find a wide range of details from online reviews.
Numerous research findings have looked at the role and effects of online reviews, such as
reviews of online food delivery apps, in the hospitality business [16].



Sustainability 2023, 15, 1513 4 of 16

On many review websites, there is a peer-review system that allows users to comment
on the reviews they have read [4]. For instance, McDonald’s provides customers with a
service that allows them to view positive and negative comments posted by other users to
help in the rating process. In order to build trust in a company, customers may benefit from
the helpful information on a review platform [1,3]. In an article [1], the authors argue that
including user reviews on a webpage may contribute to the enhancement of the company’s
online services. Researchers have used the concept of perceived usefulness to examine
how well online consumers perceive the quality of services, e-commerce, and degrees of
satisfaction they receive from websites [7].

There is a lack of literature regarding the connection between the PUO and the ESQ.
Thus, the more effective services offered by online food service providers, the greater con-
sumer perception of the usefulness of online reviews in post-pandemic service expectations.
Based on the above arguments, we point:

H1: Perceived ESQ will have a positive impact on PUO.

2.3. Perceived E-Service Quality and Self-Brand Connection

In order to offer smooth services online, e-customer service delivery is designed to
meet customer expectations [12]. Consequently, consumers may perceive service brands as
leaders in a rapidly changing market [31]. It is well known that technological advancements
in the food industry have evolved from production and preservation to online service
channels, enabling customers to identify their favorite food places, select items, and ask
about meals on their websites [30].

Literature [32] suggest that website design improves the perceptions of web users
offline. The robustness of a website provides an opportunity for positive reviews as well
as impressions. According to previous debates, a professionally designed website can
significantly influence customers’ perceptions and keep them connected to the brand [4]. It
is important to consider how a web-based system’s perceived ease of use (usability) impacts
the user experience [4]. According to [33], website convenience substantially impacts brand
advocacy, which is strongly correlated with the BSC. When it comes to providing perfect
quality services, many factors must be taken into consideration. In addition to fulfilling
the order on time, the website should deliver the services described, and receiving orders
should be a simple and convenient process.

Furthermore, customers may be encouraged to associate themselves more closely
with trustworthy brands. A customer must establish meaningful beliefs about a brand,
which in turn will likely strengthen the relationship with the brand in terms of empathy,
trustworthiness, and authenticity when the customer approves of the brand. In the context
of online services, companies can obtain customer data such as buying habits, needs,
likes, dislikes, and so forth. Therefore, personalized services can be delivered more easily,
resulting in improved customer loyalty, company reputation, and perception [34]. Our
current argument is that people have reduced outdoor activities due to COVID-19 threats
and shifted their eating habits to online food services. In light of this, we propose the
accompanying hypothesis (Figure 1).

H2: Perceived ESQ will have a positive influence on BSC.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework.

2.4. Perceived Usefulness of Online Reviews and Self-Brand Connection

A ‘brand as self’ conception is prevalent when consumers view brands as part of
their self-concept [13]. Literature [35] explored the concept of BSC, which explores how
consumers have integrated brands into their self-concepts. It appears that consumers are
more likely to develop an BSC when they have a close association with a reference group.

As retail e-commerce increases and social media explodes, consumers and businesses
are engaging in more open dialogue online about products. [14] study of online reviews
defines it as a combination of customer experiences, attitudes, and opinions that facilitates
the exchange of information between a consumer and a business before they purchase a
service or product. Among the findings of [5] on consumer satisfaction, it appears that the
level of BSC is mediated by customer satisfaction. The positive comments of a customer on
a social networking site can have a major impact on other customers’ opinions of a product,
establishing a personal connection between the consumer and the online brand. Previous
research has demonstrated that users’ perceptions of the PUO influence their attitudes
and behaviors of consumers [36]. Following the prior statement, we suggest the below
hypothesis.

H3: PUO will have a positive influence on BSC.

2.5. Self-Brand Connection and E-Word of Mouth

In the COVID-19 outbreak, E-WOM played an important role in influencing consumer
behavior. Despite this, customer feedback continues to be a significant but largely ignored
concern that motivates consumers to share their positive and negative experiences with
online shopping [23]. In order to develop customers’ awareness and build their individual
identities, customer-brand associations are determined by customer interactions [37]. It
has been found that consumers who have a greater sense of BSC are much more prone to
circulate positive WOM [38]. Consumers who have enjoyed good ESQ are more likely to
use their strong brand connections and personality traits to express strong e-WOM. [39]
contend that emotional bond is a behavioral characteristic that explains the relationship
between favorable WOM and BSC. It is important to note that emotional attachment
contributes to a large number of positive experiences that will be easily available from an
imaginative mind, resulting in positive WOM behaviors.

However, people with low BSC may seek to be involved in positive social interactions
through e-WOM. It is the brand’s responsibility to engage in effective e-WOM. In other
words, it is defined by the individual’s need for emotional stability. In prior studies, BSC
was associated with brand loyalty, brand attitudes, and purchase intention [40]. In spite
of this, there is still a lack of literature exploring the direct relationship between BSC and
e-WOM. Therefore, it may be possible to develop e-WOM with a brand through BSC. As a
result, we propose the underlying hypothesis.
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H4: BSC will have a positive influence on e-WOM.

2.6. Self-Brand Connection and Willingness to Pay More

In addition, when consumers choose a brand, the brand also offers great value to
the customer because it shapes their self-perception [35]. This happens when consumers
contrast or match items with their real images. During the COVID-19 epidemic, online
food service providers claimed the biggest increase in consumer food purchases, and
food suppliers have also verified a spike in demand [9]. Despite all this, [29] found that
dedication is crucial to a customer’s WPO. The WPO has been established to efficiently and
effectively determine a customer’s product preferences and expected purchase value [41].
Furthermore, customers who are connected to the brand need to behave more consistently.
In previous research, BSC and WPO were strongly associated [42]. Previous research
showed that people are more likely to pay a premium price for a specific meal when they
highlight product quality, nutritional values, and environmental, social responsibility [41].
It is possible to retain thoughts and emotions about a brand faster and more frequently
when there is a strong sense of self-connection to it [43]. In this respect, we propose that
consumers who feel strongly about their brand are more likely to pay for online dining and
food services during an outbreak. As a result, we propose the underlying hypothesis.

H5: BSC will have a positive influence on WPO.

2.7. The Moderating Role of Personal Innovativeness

According to [44], PRI can be used to predict consumers’ adoption of information
technology. This study develops an updated version of the TAM, which was developed
in the early study. As per innovation theory research, a PRI significantly impacts an
individual’s perception of inventive qualities, and new customers are generally better
aware of internet service platforms [45].

In light of customers’ increased use of advanced online services, we argue that they
have a greater connection to an online brand. Thus, the innovative customer will prefer
to use online services for a specific brand, even if they perceive a lower level of ESQ. In
other words, customers who are more innovative are more likely to test out online services
even if they are not of high quality. Several researchers have found that PRI can be used as
a moderator. For example, there is evidence that personalized-innovativeness moderates
the association between customer satisfaction and loyalty to e-services [46]. Similarly,
another study by [47] examined the role of individual innovation in determining perceived
needs and purchase intentions for mobile services. There has been limited research on the
moderating effect of PRI in online food service contexts, while it has significant importance
in the digital world. As a result, we conclude that the interaction effect of PRI will be more
assertive with ESQ and BSC. Hence, we suggest the following hypothesis.

H6: PRI moderates the effect of ESQ on BSC so that when consumers display their PI, the effect of
ESQ on BSC becomes stronger.

3. Method
3.1. Sample and Procedure

Due to the ongoing COVID-19 outbreak, the proposed research model was tested by
conducting an online survey [48–50]. In our context, this approach is deemed most suitable
in light of the suggestion of [51]. In addition to being less costly and allowing for quick
responses, an online survey provides wide geographic coverage, which is considered to be
beneficial. Accordingly, the suggested framework was evaluated using a web-based survey
approach in the Chinese online food service context [6]. A link to an online questionnaire
was distributed through emails and social media sites, such as WeChat, QQ, and TikTok by
data administrators. Therefore, convenience sampling was employed to collect data for
the survey. If the population is unknown and there is difficulty obtaining responses from
the entire sample frame, this method is considered more appropriate. The respondents



Sustainability 2023, 15, 1513 7 of 16

were considered digital natives due to their experience with online food ordering services.
In addition, there were two main sections in the questionnaire. In the first part, personal
statistics, such as gender, age, marital status, education, occupation, income, and duration
of online food delivery services, were collected from respondents, while in the second part,
key constructs were assessed through structural questionnaires. In order to ensure the
validity and reliability of this research, pre-tests and pilot tests were conducted. In order to
conduct the pilot study, a random sample of 30 customers who frequently purchased food
online was selected. A survey was conducted between April and June 2022 among food
service customers in China. The respondents were frequent diners and previously used
online services at their favorite food service providers. In order to verify the accuracy of
the scale before conducting the final survey, 32 food service customers participated in a
pilot study.

We disregarded 33 responses of 456 questionnaires because of insufficient and dupli-
cate responses. As a result, we were able to analyze 423 responses. In the sample, 67.8%
of respondents were male (287 respondents), and 32.1% were female (136 respondents).
Among them, 40.6% are between the ages of 21–30, 49.6% have completed high education,
and 38.1% have a monthly income between CNY 8001–10,000 (see Table 1). There were
23.9% teachers, and 34% are proprietors.

Table 1. Sample demographics.

Categories Frequency Percentage (%)

Gender
Male 287 67.8

Female 136 32.1
Age

20 years or younger 79 18.6
21–30 172 40.6
31–40 89 21.0
41–50 52 12.2
51–60 31 7.32

Education
High school 15 3.5

Bachelor’s degree 210 49.6
Master 154 36.4

PhD 44 10.4
Income
<5000 6 1.4

5001–8000 121 28.6
8001–10,000 161 38.1

10,001–13,000 79 18.7
13,001–15,000 46 10.9
Above 15,000 10 2.4

Profession
Teacher 101 23.9

Businessmen 111 26.2
Government Job 59 13.9

Proprietor 144 34.0
Doctor 8 1.9

3.2. Measures and Validation

In order to conduct this survey, we developed a questionnaire based on previous
studies and modified it to meet the needs of the study. A 7-point Likert scale was used
to assess questionnaire items adapted from previous literature. (1 = strongly disagree;
7 = strongly agree). A study by [52] provided the basis for ESQ based on fifteen items.
A sample item is, “The user interface of the online food services has a well-organized
appearance.” The four items of BSC have been taken from [53] study. A sample item is, “To
what extent is this food service brand part of you?” According to [5], we assessed PUO
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by utilizing four items. The following is an example: “It is helpful to me to read online
consumer reviews”. The four items developed by [54] contribute to PI. A sample item is,
“When I hear about new technologies, I try to find ways to interact with them”. In the study
of [55], five items were introduced to measure competitive advantage. The following are
some examples, “I have posted positive reviews about this food service brand on websites
and/or travel review websites”. In Ref. [41], three items constitute WPO. Examples of such
items include “I am willing to pay a premium over competing services to be able to visit
this food service brand again”.

4. Results
4.1. Measurement Model Validation

We used correlation analysis to check the interrelationship between variables. After
analyzing the test, the results showed a significant correlation between variables (See
Table 2). We investigated discriminant validity using the square root of average variance
extracted (AVE). The results generated reveal support for discriminant validity because
AVE has a higher square root value than its correlation with other constructs [56]. An
alternate method to discover discriminant validity is by comparing AVE by MSV value
with all variables. If AVE is greater than MSV, discriminant validity is achieved [57]. The
square root of the average variance extracted (AVE) is higher than its correlation with
other constructs according to discriminant validity estimators [57]. In addition, Table 2
also indicates that all constructs’ composite reliability (CR) is above 0.70, lying between
0.733 to 0.925 [58]. After that, we conducted a convergent validity analysis using AVE and
item loadings to check the potential association between these items [59]. Results confirm
that the AVE values for every variable are more significant than 0.5, which clears that these
variables hit the benchmark and have 50% more variance. The test is shown in Table 3.

Table 2. Discriminant validity.

Constructs 1 2 3 4 5 6

BSC 0.808
PRI 0.180 0.857

PUO 0.689 0.070 0.777
WPO 0.476 0.081 0.556 0.879
ESQ 0.692 0.069 0.764 0.575 0.712

e-WOM 0.580 0.050 0.625 0.765 0.664 0.803
Notes: BSC: brand self-connection, PRI: personal innovativeness, PUO: perceived usefulness of online reviews,
WPO: willingness to pay for online food services, ESQ: perceived e-service quality, e-WOM: e-word-of-mouth.
The bold values are the AVEs.

Table 3. The reliability and validity of the measurement.

Constructs Cronbach’s
Alpha

Composite
Reliability

Average Variance
Extracted (AVE)

Perceived e-service quality 0.925 0.935 0.507
Brand self- connection 0.733 0.849 0.652
Perceived usefulness 0.782 0.859 0.604

Personal innovativeness 0.748 0.846 0.735
e-word of mouth 0.816 0.879 0.644

Willingness to pay more 0.852 0.911 0.772

4.2. Reliability Analysis

We used the Cronbach-alpha approach to analyze the reliability of all constructs. The
results reveal that the Cronbach value for all constructs exceeded the threshold value of 0.70,
as recommended by [60], validating the reliability of the data. To examine the coherence of
all variables’ items, a CR estimation was performed. As a result of the study, it has been
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determined that the CR values exceed the cutoff value of 0.70 [61]. The results are compiled
in Table 3.

4.3. Multicollinearity

A regression test is executed to check the multicollinearity issues to find Tolerance
and Variance inflation factor (VIF) values. The VIF value should be between 0 and 3 [62].
According to the results (see Table 4), this model does not have any multicollinearity issues
because values of VIF and Tolerance are within the suggested range of each variable and
are in line [63].

Table 4. Loading and VIF of the indicators.

Constructs Items Loadings VIF

Website design WEBD1 0.836 2.218
WEBD2 0.886 2.775
WEBD3 0.819 2.318

Reliability RLB1 0.788 2.282
RLB2 0.816 2.234
RLB3 0.821 2.646

RLB4 * - -
Responsiveness RSP1 0.807 2.540

RSP2 0.875 2.021
RSP3 0.762 1.923

Trust TRST1 0.903 1.184
TRST2 0.870 2.187

Personalization PLSN1 0.807 2.690
PLSN2 0.875 2.327
PLSN3 0.762 2.454

Brand self-connection BSC1 0.768 1.415
BSC2 0.814 1.480
BSC3 0.839 1.647

BSC4 * - -
Perceived usefulness of online reviews PUO1 0.746 1.500

PUO2 0.783 1.654
PUO3 0.859 1.845
PUO4 0.713 1.488

Personal innovativeness PI1 0.821 1.225
PI2 0.866 1.458
PI3 0.907 1.393
PI4 0.803 1.369

E-word of mouth eWOM1 0.815 1.836
eWOM2 0.815 1.732
eWOM3 0.772 1.594
eWOM4 - -
eWOM5 0.807 1.639

Willingness to pay WPO1 0.905 2.446
WPO2 0.875 2.201
WPO3 0.856 1.870

Note: * Indicates that items were removed from the model (loadings < 0.708).

4.4. Structural Model and Hypothesis Outcomes

In addition to testing our hypothesis links with each other and the presented model,
we also tested the reliability and validity of our reliable measures. The Value of R2 was
found to be 0.67, affirming a meaningful explanation as it achieved the recommended
value of 0.35 [64]. Additionally, the covariance-based regression analysis and the SEM
algorithm were utilized to test the model relationship. It is clear from the results that the
linearity between all links is extreme in terms of the f-value. In addition, we ran various
fitness tests to validate our data matches the proposed structural model (i.e., CFI = 0.972,
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PNFI = 0.756, AGFI = 0.924, TLI = 0.945, RMSEA = 0.061, χ2/df = 2.541, and SRMR = 0.054)
clearly demonstrate the structural model’s fit to our data [65].

An analysis of the results showed a significant positive impact of ESQ on the PUO
(H1–β = 0.770, p < 0.01) and BSC (H2–β = 0.393, p < 0.01), hence H1 and H2 supported.
Furthermore, PUO has a positive and significant association with brand-self connection
H3–β = 0.380; p < 0.01), confirming H3. Additionally, the direct impact of the fourth and
fifth hypotheses indicated that self-brand connection is positively and significantly related
to WPO (H4–β = 0.476; p < 0.01) and e-WOM (H5–β = 0.580; p < 0.01). So, both are accepted.

To determine the moderating influence, we used Hayes’ PROCESS in SPSS. The results
of moderating effects are presented in Table 5 and Figure 2. In hypothesizing H6, we find
that PRI (H6–β = 0.103, p < 0.05) significantly moderates the relationship between perceived
ESQ and BSC. As a result, our study’s hypothesis H6 was supported.

Table 5. Hypotheses testing.

Hypotheses Beta p Values Decision

H1: ESQ→ PUO 0.770 *** 0.01 Accepted
H2: ESQ→ BSC 0.393 *** 0.01 Accepted
H3: PUO→ BSC 0.380 *** 0.01 Accepted
H4: BSC→WPO 0.476 *** 0.01 Accepted

H5: BSC→ e-WOM 0. 580 *** 0.01 Accepted
H6: ESQ × PRI→ BSC 0.062 ** 0.05 Accepted

Note: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05.

Figure 2. Results of hypotheses. Note: ** = 0.05, *** = 0.01.

4.5. Second-Order Construct

Figure 3 illustrates the second-order construct used to measure perceived ESQ. As a
result of multicollinearity, when a model incorporates both first-order and second-order
constructed variables, it is required to verify the first-order variables’ effects on the second-
order variables. The weights assigned to ESQ and its components were determined in this
regard. Our findings suggest that there is a strong relationship between website design
(0.840), reliability (0.912), responsiveness (0.866), trust (0.860), and personalization (0.866)
with ESQ (Table 6).
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Figure 3. Simple slope analysis.

Table 6. Assessment of second-order e-service quality construct.

Second-Order Construct First-Order Constructs Weights p Values

ESQ Web site design 0.839 *** 0.000
ESQ Reliability 0.912 *** 0.000
ESQ Responsiveness 0.865 *** 0.000
ESQ Trust 0.850 *** 0.000
ESQ Personalization 0.863 *** 0.000

Note: *** = 0.01.

5. Discussion and Implications
5.1. Theoretical Implication

The findings of this research make numerous contributions to the body of literature
on hospitality marketing to a broad extent. In the post-pandemic food industry, the current
research examines consumers’ perceptions of ESQ and the usefulness of online reviews in re-
sponse to the latest calls for a better understanding of perceived ESQ [66,67]. Based on these
results, perceived ESQ is positively associated with PUO and BSC, identifying that superior
online services are associated with stronger brand connection and perceived usefulness. To
build a strong relationship with online shoppers, foodservice brands should provide high-
quality online services. In recent years, researchers have successfully implemented this
concept of perceived usefulness to understand how well online shoppers evaluate content
from web pages concerning ESQ, e-shopping behavior, and satisfaction [68]. Based on the
prior literature, it is evident that offering efficient services and providing a convenient, user-
friendly platform can improve the customer experience level, BSC, and PUO [13,36,69]. In
addition, the current results are consistent with the TAM, which asserts that consumers are
more inclined to embrace simple technologies owing to their complexity. Numerous TAM
studies indicate that perceived usefulness is the most influential element when customers
are contemplating adopting an internet-based service [68].

Second, our findings suggest that PUO influences BSC, which is, in turn, positively
related to e-WOM and WPO. It’s completely obvious that WOM outreach conducted
online has a greater effect on companies than its more conventional version [70]. In social
media, online consumers can connect with a brand by finding more relevant and helpful
information. That brand is worth a lot more to them. According to [5], consumers’ positive
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comments on social media platforms are likely to create an emotional connection with
other consumers and encourage e-WOM marketing. Consequently, BSC plays an essential
role in building positive e-WOM for businesses in the current competitive landscape and
generating increased online sales for retailers. Therefore, it can be an important factor
in maintaining the financial viability of businesses in the online hospitality/food service
industry in the wake of a pandemic.

Finally, PRI moderates the relationship between ESQ and BSC. It’s been shown that
early adopters have a stronger emotional attachment to companies and a more positive
overall online shopping journey than the typical customer [22]. We propose that consumers
who are more willing to go outside the box and employ cutting-edge online services are
more interested in a specific online brand. Furthermore, despite its scientific importance,
research has not examined PI’s direct or indirect influence in the post-pandemic online food
service scenario. This motivated us to design a research strategy based on the assumption
that a strong connection between ESQ and BSC would lead to a more profound effect.

5.2. Practical Implications

We also provide practitioners, marketers, and service providers with a variety of
useful insights; as a result, they ought to take these important ideas into account while
updating their processes and policies in the wake of a pandemic. Firstly, the current study
supports the idea that the digital revolution significantly influences customers’ inclinations
toward web-based products and services. Due to the COVID-19 epidemic, online food
service providers should recognize the internet-related customer support that will impact
customers’ opinions of a brand and stimulate them to utilize e-WOM via social media
networks. When developing online services, it is important to consider every element of
Internet technology. The Internet enables consumers to browse food online on a webpage,
along with other essentials. In the same way, people can view other necessities online and
view food online on a website page [29,30].

Secondly, online food service providers should consider reviewers’ opinions about the
products and services they offer and encourage their customers to write positive reviews
of the products and services they offer. In order to encourage customers to write and
comment on quality reviews, online retailers should develop a user interface for online
reviews [2,7]. In addition, online retailers should provide secure payments by applying a
variety of methods, such as SSL protocols, digital wallets, and verification symbols, which
diminish the risk perception and facilitate online shopping [14]. In an effort to simplify
customers’ problems and improve WPO, service providers can take advantage of these
factors. It is important to note that the findings of the present research may also be helpful
to businesses in the food industry, restaurant owners, governmental bodies, wholesalers,
and marketers.

Thirdly, food service providers may use online brand communities to encourage
customers to connect with their own brands. For instance, McDonald’s has developed
separate social media communities for customers based on their rewards status [39]. As a
result of these programs, customers are encouraged to pay more to cultivate loyalty and
spread positive WOM. Additionally, a well-designed mobile application contributes to
BSC. A Starbucks mobile application allows customers to pay using their smartphones and
keep track of their desired products, making it easier for them to keep connecting with the
brand.

Finally, food suppliers may also be aware of the division between innovators and
independent consumers (e.g., younger people tend to be more innovative than older
people). In terms of planning an event (e.g., reserving tables), consumers with independent
personalities prefer mobile apps over calling or visiting a service center.

6. Conclusions

This research employed a post-COVID-19 setting to evaluate the causes and con-
sequences of the perceived usefulness of online reviews. As a further step, we have
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substantially contributed to the TAM model by examining the moderating role of personal
innovativeness between the relationship of e-service quality and brand-self connection. The
observational results of the study show that e-service quality is a key driver of perceived
usefulness of online reviews and brand-self connection in the context of food service deliv-
ery. The findings further suggest that personal innovativeness has a significant moderating
effect on the relationship between perceived e-service quality and brand-self connection.
The study’s findings support the idea that food service companies should provide top-notch
online services when they want to build sustainable relationships with online consumers.
In a similar fashion, good customer feedback on social media platforms is likely to create
an emotional connection with other customers and improve e-word of mouth marketing
and their willingness to pay for online food services.

The findings of this study contribute significantly to the literature on hospitality and
marketing in the following ways: First, in response to potential calls for deeper insight
into perceived ESQ concept [66,67], we investigate whether online reviews and BSC affect
customers’ perceptions in post-pandemic settings. Second, we examine the influence of
BSC on customers’ WPO and e-WOM, which emphasizes the importance of BSC in post-
pandemic food service delivery management. The study contributes significantly to the
literature in hospitality marketing as it addresses a critical gap for empirical investigation in
this area [70,71]. The PLS-SEM approach to product indicators identifies the moderator role
of PRI in ESQ and BSC, which has been unclear in pandemic-based hospitality and food
delivery contexts [72]. This reveals fundamental managerial insights in the post-COVID-19
outbreak in light of the moderating effect of individual innovativeness. Finally, we find that
customers are more likely to pay for enhanced perceived ESQ and to spread e-WOM after
COVID-19 if they recognize the value of online reviews. Thus, the development of perceived
ESQ strategies in the post-COVID-19 era is critically dependent on the development of PUO
and BSC with the food service providers. Moreover, practical implications are provided for
food service providers and managers, who can contribute to improving consumer behavior
and decision-making after COVID-19 conditions.

The present study also has some limitations that may provide opportunities for future
research. Firstly, the future study has to be enhanced with other methodologies since only
quantitative approaches were used to acquire data in this research. For instance, it would be
beneficial to conduct a multi-method study design to gain a deeper understanding of ESQ
and WOM marketing, in particular in the hospitality sector. Secondly, we only utilized infor-
mation from one country (China); therefore, we need to expand the scope of our research
to include other cultures, nations, and geographical regions. To gain additional insight, we
recommend undertaking research on pandemics across nations/cultures. Thirdly, further
investigations may explore other factors of the PUO, such as consumer feedback, consumer
knowledge, and risk perception (for new insights) [5,40,73]. Fourthly, future research can
incorporate other moderating constructs such as perceived trust, perceived risk, and tech-
nology efficacy [73]. Finally, the ability of message-based advertisements to attract users
may differ among customer review sites. Therefore, it is crucial to understand these factors’
role in shaping and modifying consumer attitudes and behaviors in the future.
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