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1. Introduction

One of the main global consequences of the revolutionary development of information and communication
technologies (ICT) was a diffusion of e-commerce, i.e., activities related to purchasing and distribution of
goods and services over the Internet and other channels of electronic communications. Today, every coun-
try with Internet access has some kind of e-commerce, while Europe, Asia and North America are the lead-
ing regions in this segment of trade (Nielsen, 2010). However, further analysis of e-commerce in European
countries reveals cross-country differences. Northwest European countries are leaders while southeast Eu-
ropean (SEE) countries lag in e-commerce development (Eurostat, 2011). For the purpose of this study the
most important data is that Serbia, with only 4% of e-commerce users (Vukmirović et al, 2011), is at the bot-
tom of the list of European countries. This leads to the conclusion that the existing e-commerce initiatives
failed to yield significant result.

Our paper deals with the reasons of e-commerce underdevelopment in Serbia with a focus on cultural factors.
Although there are many reasons for poor ICT development in Serbia (Petrović et al., 2012), the premise we have
followed in this paper is that the low level of e-commerce in Serbia is mainly the consequence of socio-cultural
factors, especially the widely spread atmosphere of distrust that is deeply embedded in the Serbian society.

The paper is organized as follows. The next section, after the introduction, explains and emphasizes that cul-
tural factors are somehow neglected in studies of e-commerce in developing countries. Within the third sec-
tion theoretical framework is devised and used to signify the importance of trust for modernization of a
society. In this sense the modernization potential of e-commerce is discussed along with distrust as the key
obstacle for significant e-commerce development. In the fourth - analytical section general social factors
are analyzed as the reasons for underdevelopment of e-commerce in Serbia with a focus on distrust as an
important cultural element of sociability in Serbia. The fifth section deals with the analysis of the World Val-
ues Survey with special attention to the level of (dis)trust in Serbian society, especially regarding the institu-
tions that should guaranty the security of e-commerce in a modern society. The concluding remarks  include
perspectives for e-commerce development in Serbia. 

The development of electronic commerce (e-commerce) can be analyzed from many different aspects, which
consequently affect the selection of substantial elements that can be used for understanding the obstacles for
e-commerce implementation.  In this paper we analyzed the (dis)trust as one of the elements which is, in our opin-
ion, somehow neglected even though it can be the key factor of slow e-commerce development in Serbia. Al-
though the distrust can be studied on different levels when related to e-commerce, it seems that cultural and
socio-psychological are the most important for the countries that are still in the process of modernization and do
not have a long tradition of free markets. This is why in our paper we focus on two macro factors of distrust in
Serbia: distrust related to the normative and value systems, and distrust as part of the Serbian cultural pattern.
To illustrate to what extent the distrust is embedded into Serbian society we analyzed the results of World Values
Survey, which involved 80000 participants around the world including the citizens of Serbia. In the concluding
remarks of the paper we highlight the importance of transformation of the normative and value system and point
out that without this, all other actions for raising the confidence in e-commerce will have a limited impact.
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2. Culture as a factor of e-commerce development 

In analyzing the different aspects of ICT use, we can distinguish four main perspectives. The first perspec-
tive can be defined as technical - implying that ICT development is perceived through infrastructural prism.
The premise is that the development of infrastructure will automatically lead to a growth in the Internet use.
The second perspective is legislative - the ICT diffusion is perceived through legal prism. This implies that if
suitable laws are adopted, the ICT use will be higher. The third perspective is policy – the spread of ICT is
analyzed through the  institutional prism. The standpoint is that the adoption of different governmental and
nongovernmental strategies and initiatives will result in a higher level of ICT use. The fourth perspective can
be defined as instrumentally – utilitarian where the main aspects of ICT use are perceived through the serv-
ice prism. The focus is on the development of online services which are expected to foster ICT diffusion. How-
ever, there is one more, somehow neglected, perspective which, in our opinion, could have substantial
influence on the ICT use. This is the socio-psychological perspective which uses the cultural prism to em-
phasize the aspects of ICT use that are important but not easily detectable. For instance, The Strategy of In-
formation Society Development in Serbia until 2020 (Official Gazzete of RS, 2010) is dominated by
infrastructural and instrumentally – utilitarian perspective. This can be stated because two main elements of
information society development in this Strategy are: 1) high level of Internet access; 2) development of dif-
ferent e-services. Although the Strategy stresses the need for higher level of information availability, skills,
inclusion of different social groups, it seems that cultural factors are somehow neglected.

All the mentioned perspectives of ICT development can be used in analyzing e-commerce. In that sense we can
state that the scope of e-commerce in overall economy depends on the infrastructure development, referent leg-
islative and strategies, overall socio-economic development, business environment, etc. However, when it comes
to the implementation of e-commerce in developing countries, i.e. countries with a short market economy tradi-
tion, it is of great importance to take cultural characteristics into consideration. A similar standpoint can be found
in several studies dealing with factors of slow e-commerce expansion in developing countries. For example,
Efendioglu et al., (2005) found that although the Governments in developing countries, such as China, dispose
with necessary infrastructure capacities, the e-commerce development will not occur until the cultural specifics
of this country are taken into account. For example, the important elements of China’s market tradition are direct
i.e. face-to-face transactions, familiarity with the other party (“guanxi”, strong individual relationship and long term
association between the parties) and getting satisfaction from winning business negotiations of all sorts. It is ob-
vious that such tradition is incompatible with e-commerce. Similar observation is made by Dekhordi et al., (2011)
who conducted a comparative study on e-commerce factors in Iran and United Arab Emirates. They confirmed
two of the three hypotheses of their research - clear evidence that the culture and the previous experience in ICT
use have a strong impact on e-commerce, while the use of e-commerce is not gender sensitive.

Serbia is a country without a long tradition of wide market economy and a country of incomplete or distorted
modernization. That is why one must include cultural factors in order to understand the diffusion of ICT use in
Serbia. Although there are a number of studies dealing with e-commerce in Serbia, only few of them take these
factors into account. One of the few papers that considered cultural factors (among others) is written by Trav-
ica et al., (2007). They analyzed different levels of e-commerce in Serbia and came to the conclusion that a dis-
trustful customer was a major obstacle to its development in Serbia. Travica et al., (2007) defined several factors
of customers’ distrust: collapse of the old chain stores during the crisis in the 90’s in XX century; the collapse
of the banking system that also occurred during this period and came to be known by despoliation of citizens
through subtraction of old savings or savings in private banks of dubious quality. The authors also emphasize
the following factors: socio-psychological factors like the conservatism of old people who are not ready to ac-
cept new brands; and cultural factors – which are characterized by a strong reliance on the past instead of on
the future. They concluded that the distrust is the key socio-psychological obstacle for e-commerce diffusion.

3. Distrust and e-commerce

Distrust is a cultural and psychological phenomenon and as such represents one of the basic building blocks
of every human community. With the development of the society, extensive division of labour, and growing
interdependence of society as a whole and its segments, the role of trust as integrative element is more im-
portant than ever. Nevertheless, when social development overcomes the defined and controlled boundaries,
the society becomes a risk society (Beck, 2001), where the a priori trust (especially in abstract elements of
life) becomes a crucial element for the functioning of a modern society.
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In many theories of different authors that studied the social functions of trust, in our further analyses we de-
cided to focus on two. The author of the first one is Sztompka and he defines trust as a bet about the future
contingent actions of others (Sztompka, 2000). In line with that, he explains two main elements of trust: be-
liefs and commitment. In contrast, the concept of “distrust’’ is treated as the negative mirror-image of trust.
It is also a bet, but a negative bet. It involves negative expectations about the actions of others and it involves
negative, defensive commitment. According to Sztompka, trust has three main dimensions: relational –
which comes as the consequence of social relations; psychological – comes as the consequence of im-
pulse to trust someone; and cultural – a consequence of macro-structural factors. For the purpose of our
analysis, i.e. understanding the underdevelopment of e-commerce in Serbia, we will pay special attention
to the macro-structural factors of trust. Among them Sztompka distinguishes five macro-societal circum-
stances as conducive to the emergence of a trust culture: normative coherence, stability of the social order,
the transparency of the social organization, the familiarity of the environment in which people undertake
their actions, the accountability of other people and institutions. As the majority of these elements are un-
derdeveloped in Serbia, one may assume that it is understandable that the general level of trust is very low.
This will be further explained later in the paper.

The other important theory that can help understanding how trust is related to the e-commerce is defined
by Giddens (1990). He sees the trust as confidence in the reliability of a person or a system, regarding a
given set of outcomes or events, where that confidence expresses a faith in the probity or love of another,
or in the correctness of abstract principles (technical knowledge). The second part of this definition is of
particular importance for our analysis. According to Giddens, the very nature of modern institutions is deeply
bound up with the mechanisms of trust in abstract principles i.e. symbols (money) and expert (technical) sys-
tems. Practically, every time when we use the money, enter the elevator, or travel by plane or train; we be-
have in accordance with our unquestioned trust in the functioning of these abstract principles. It does not
mean that we do this without any feeling of discomfort, but without an a priori trust the development of mod-
ern societies would be impossible. Practically, by accepting the benefits of abstract principles, we also ac-
cept the included risks of their use. For example, the included risk of driving a car in Serbia in 2011, can be
represented by 721 killed and nearly 20 000 injured in road accidents (www.mie.gov.rs). This “price” is even
more drastic if it is calculated for the last 30 years – 38 784 killed and more than 550 000 injured on the
roads (http://prezentacije.mup.gov.rs/usp/Index/Pokazatelji%20BS%202010.pdf). However, although aware
of this risk, no one is nearly ready to give up the benefits of car use.

E-commerce is a par excellence example of abstract principles - predictors of modernization as defined by
Giddens, since it combines two key elements: symbols and expert systems. Similar to other expert systems,
e-commerce cannot be done without an a priori trust, since it is essentially different from the traditional trade
i.e. it is characterized by uncertainty, anonymity, lack of control and potential opportunism. In a situation
where the action and its consequence are separated in time and space (for example, the act of buying and
the actual receipt of merchandise), perceived risks are higher and that is why trust is the most important el-
ement of e-commerce, even more important than the price itself (Kim et al., 2012). In other words, the lack
of the trust, i.e., the distrust is one of the decisive reasons for lack of participation in e-commerce both by
companies and individuals (Beldad et al., 2010; Abbasi et al., 2011; Ling et al., 2011). Therefore we can
agree with Grabner-Kraeuter who sees the distrust as the most important long-term barrier to realizing the
e-commerce potentials (Grabner-Kraeuter, 2002). 

Because trust is a complex and ambiguous phenomenon, in order to analyze it in the context of e-com-
merce, we must include different levels of observations. The first and the simplest approach is related to the
most obvious aspect – perception of the security of buying online (in the technical sense). This is, above all,
related to different software solutions for insecurity reduction. The second level is related to the reputation
of the distributor, his brand and the way he trades. The third level can be described as normative trust – trust
in the transaction system. The fourth one is associated with profound cultural and psychological precondi-
tions and the overall level of trust in one society. 

The first two levels can be seen as general or universal and these levels are familiar and widely investigated
(Grabner-Kraeuter, 2002; Efendioglu et al., 2005; Dehkordi et al., 2011; Li et al., 2012). However, the other
two levels are more specific and much more prominent in the cross-country and cross-regional differences
(Gefen and Heart, 2006; Connolly and Bannister, 2007). Therefore, since in this paper we deal with Serbia,
our attention will be focused on the macro indicators which are, in our opinion, a necessary precondition for
e-commerce development, although they are not the only ones.
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4. Social factors which adversely affect the development of e-commerce in Serbia

Social factors which adversely affect the development of e-commerce in Serbia can be divided into indi-
rect – those that generally affect the Internet use, and direct – seen as cultural and psychological charac-
teristics of the Internet users. When it comes to indirect factors, we can say that the potential maximum
number of e-commerce users is equal to the number of Internet users in Serbia – penetration of 42% in
2011, with a modest trend of growth (Vukmirović et al., 2011). This unsatisfying trend cannot be justified by
the global economic crisis because other countries from the region have experienced intensive growth of
Internet users, in spite of the recession. Therefore, the reasons must be sought in Serbia itself. The first and
the basic factor of a low penetration of Internet users in Serbia is the bad economic situation in the coun-
try – by the end of 2011 the average household income was below 500 euros (National Statistic Office of
RS, 2012). According to the latest survey on ICT use in Serbia (Vukmirović et al., 2011) 600 euros of aver-
age household income can be seen as the breakpoint - 84% of these households has an Internet access.
At the same time, only 26% of households with average income less than 300 euro are connected to the
Internet. However, besides the bad economic situation, the problem is also the indifference of the Gov-
ernment regarding the ICT development. Although Serbia has adopted several Strategies on ICT develop-
ment, there are no detailed action plans and timelines. That is why the Serbian ICT Strategies can be seen
more like wish lists than the actual plans that are, or are going to be, realized. Different e-services like e-
government, e-commerce, e-learning, which reflect Governments’ commitment to ICT development, prac-
tically function on the basic level. Last but not the least is the socio-demographic image of Serbian Internet
users which does not provide a good basis for the development of e-commerce. Because the users are
dominated by young people and many of them still do not have their own or significant material resources
it is not likely that they should be expected to be the drives of e-commerce in Serbia. On the other hand,
some positive characteristics can be found in the fact that the Serbian Internet users are above the na-
tional average as regards education and income. However, the key question is why even 81.9% of Internet
users in Serbia never shopped online i.e. while only 9.3% of them (i.e. 3-4% of Serbian population) have
experience of online shopping (within last three months). The answer to this question, in our opinion, lies
in direct factors (which we explained earlier in the paper). 

We identified cultural and socio-psychological characteristics of the Serbian population as direct factors
for underdevelopment of e-commerce. One of these factors is the absence of motivation for the Internet
use. According to the findings of the National Statistical Office for 2011, 56% of non-users say it is so be-
cause they have no need or simply because they do not want to use the Internet. However, the absence
of motivation is not the only reason for a low level of online shopping in Serbia. Travica et al., (2007) found
the reason in the widespread feeling of distrust which occurs as a result of fear of possible fraud in this
kind of trade. This feeling of distrust is the consequence of several factors which will be elaborated in the
paper: 1. the lack of trust in state institutions which should be a guarantee of reliability and fairness. A low
level of trust in these institutions is primarily the consequence of various events that have occurred in the
past twenty years (unfair transition, despoliation of citizens by state and private banks, sanctions, wars,
lack of social functions of the state); 2. Low level of trust is deeply embedded in cultural patterns in Ser-
bia that can be seen as pre-modern. 3. Distrust comes as a natural and psychological mechanism that
people use to protect themselves from risks in everyday life. Since the third reason is a universal one and
overcomes the scope of this paper, we will focus on the first two that are more related to the specifics of
the Serbian society.

5. The embeddiness of distrust in Serbian society 

The basic reasons for distrust in the Serbian society can be found in the unfinished modernization charac-
terized by traditional social patterns mostly based on irrational understanding of nature and society. Miladi-
nović (2008) points out the traditionally-conserving values as dominant in Serbia during many years. He sees
these social values as a relapse of pre-industrialized society that is still present in Serbia because technical
modernization and industrialization were not fully completed. The key to understanding the attitude towards
new technologies lies in fact that the traditional way of thinking imply relaying only on the past, together
with a negative attitude towards new ideas such as individualism, freedom, industrialization, technology i.e.
the aversion to any kind of change. Poor modernization of the Serbian society was followed by the collapse
of socialism at the end of 80’s in XX century, leaving a normative vacuum and a crash of dominant values
system.  This was followed by civil wars, hyperinflation, despoliation of citizens done by banks, economic
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sanctions by international community. All these circumstances led to additional re-traditionalization of the Ser-
bian society, withdrawal into the private sphere and a loss of confidence in the Government.

One of the limitations of this study lies in fact that the authors were not in the position to conduct a survey
of their own and obtain detailed and precise data about the level of distrust and its relation to e-commerce
in Serbia. In line with that, the future research direction is aimed at  conducting a survey focused on factors
that arouse the (dis)trust in online shopping. However, in order to illustrate the level of distrust in Serbia we
will discuss the results of Word Values Survey-WVS conducted from 2005 to 2008. About 57 countries (include
Serbia) and 80 000 respondents participated in this survey and results can be found at a specially designed
web portal (www. worldvaluessurvey.org). 

In order to analyze normative trust we focused on results regarding trust in two state institutions – police and
justice system, as the most important in preventing criminal acts and protecting citizens from e-commerce
frauds. According to the WVS only 28.5% of Serbian citizens have full (2.5%) or high (26%) level of confi-
dence in the justice system, while the world average is 53.2%. In the European Union and USA, where e-
commerce is highly developed, about 50% of citizens have trust in justice system (in Europe the highest
number is in Norway 86% and the lowest in France 40.1%, while this result is 57.4% for USA and 82% for
Japan). Countries in the region showed lower scores but still higher than Serbia (Romania 29.3%; Bulgaria
36.9%; Slovenia 32.8%). 

The results are similar regarding the confidence in the police. Only 35% of Serbians has full (4%) or par-
tial (31%) trust in police - far below the world average (58.4%). In the EU, over 60% of citizens have at least
partial trust in the police (the lowest number is in Holland and the highest in Finland 91.8%). This number is
70.3% in the USA and 83.1% in Australia. Similar to the results regarding trust in the justice system, coun-
tries in the region display a higher level of trust in the police in comparison with Serbia (Romania 39.8%; Bul-
garia 54.8%, Slovenia 38.4%). 

In addition to not having trust in state institutions, Serbian citizens show a low level of general trust. Serbia
is among the countries with the lowest level of trust in other people – only 15,3% of Serbian citizens think
that they can trust most of people in general, and that is lower than the world average - 26.4%. Findings for
Serbia are similar to the data obtained for countries in the region (Slovenia 18.1%, Bulgaria 22.2%, Roma-
nia 20.3). When it comes to the EU, cross-country differences are higher (only 18,8% of Frenchmen have trust
in other people, while this number is 74.2% in Norway). From a global perspective, 39,3% of Americans
(USA) have trust in other people, 39,1% of Japanese and 46,1% of Australian citizens.   

A similar level of distrust was found when respondents were asked about the extent to which  they agree with
the statement - most people try to take advantage of me. In Serbia, 14.6% citizens agree with this, while
the world average is 10.7% and the average of west-European countries is 5%. In the countries of the region,
the level of distrust similar to the Serbian can be found in Romania (14,9%), while it is significantly lower in
Slovenia (8%) and Bulgaria (9.3%). Here we also want to point out that Serbia (with the result 1.2%) is the
last in the list of countries in the survey when it comes to agreeing with the statement that a majority of peo-
ple try to act fair and the world average is many times higher - 9.9%.

Nevertheless, maybe the most illustrative finding of WVS for us is the one that shows how many Serbians
agree with the statement that it is justifiable to cheat on taxes. This finding is important not only to illus-
trate the attitudes of citizens regarding their home state (because this can be further explained with unfa-
vorable attitude of the state towards them), but to illustrate to what extent the idea of “cheating” and
accompanying fear of cheating are the important elements of the Serbian behavioral pattern. According to
WVS findings, among all other countries in the survey, Serbia is the one with highest number of people that
think that it is always or often justified to cheat a state regarding tax paying (29.5%). The world average is
6,1%, and the countries with the results closest to those in Serbia are Mali (17,6%), Zambia (13.4%), Brazil
(16.4%) and in Europe - Moldavia (11.7%). In line with these findings we can conclude that the possibility to
make a fraud or to be a victim of fraud is widespread among Serbian citizens and that, as such, is a major
obstacle to the further modernization of the Serbian society. 

Without changing the prevailing atmosphere of distrust, especially in the situation where people do not have
a direct insight into all phases of a process, there will be no intensive development of e-commerce in Serbia.
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Conslusion
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