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Abstract: The growth of e-commerce has fundamentally transformed consumer purchasing by allowing customers to select 
products without physically examining or experiencing them before purchase. Although this convenience has expanded 
consumer choice, it has simultaneously increased uncertainty regarding product quality, suitability, performance and value. 
Product returns are consequently not only an operational or logistical issue but also an important consumer-behaviour 
phenomenon. This conceptual research paper examines the psychological mechanisms underlying e-commerce product returns, 
focusing particularly on perceived risk, uncertainty, regret and cognitive dissonance. Drawing upon perceived risk theory, 
expectation-disconfirmation theory, cognitive dissonance theory and regret theory, the paper develops an integrated conceptual 
framework explaining how consumers progress from pre-purchase uncertainty to post-purchase evaluation and ultimately to 
return intention. The paper proposes that perceived uncertainty contributes to perceived risk, while negative expectation 
disconfirmation after product receipt can generate regret and post-purchase cognitive dissonance. These psychological states 
may subsequently increase consumers' intention to return the purchased product. The paper further proposes that trust, 
information quality and return-policy leniency can influence these relationships. The framework contributes to e-commerce 
literature by integrating pre-purchase and post-purchase psychological mechanisms within a single explanation of product-
return behaviour. The paper also provides managerial implications for designing product information, return policies and post-
purchase interventions aimed at reducing avoidable returns while maintaining consumer protection. 
Keywords: E-commerce, Product Returns, Perceived Risk, Uncertainty, Regret, Cognitive Dissonance, Expectation 
Disconfirmation, Consumer Behaviour, Return Intention. 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
The rapid development of electronic commerce has changed the manner in which consumers search for information, compare 
alternatives and make purchasing decisions. Unlike traditional physical retailing, e-commerce frequently requires consumers to 
make purchasing decisions without direct physical inspection of the product. Consumers may be unable to touch, try, test or 
otherwise experience a product before completing the transaction. Consequently, online purchasing involves a greater degree of 
uncertainty concerning whether the product eventually received will correspond to the consumer's expectations. 
This uncertainty has important consequences for product returns. Product returns are generally discussed from an operational 
perspective because returned products generate additional transportation, inspection, repackaging, inventory and disposal costs. 
However, the actual decision to return a product is made by the consumer and is therefore fundamentally behavioural. Abdulla et al. 
[1] highlight the importance of consumer behaviour in understanding product-return decisions, while Janakiraman et al. [2] 
demonstrate that return-policy characteristics influence both purchasing and returning behaviour. 
The psychological dimension of returns is particularly important because consumers do not necessarily return products only when 
the product is defective. A consumer may return a perfectly functional product because it does not meet expectations, because 
another alternative appears better, because the consumer regrets the purchase, or because the purchase creates psychological 
discomfort. 
The concept of perceived risk provides an important starting point for understanding this phenomenon. Bauer [3] proposed that 
consumer behaviour involves risk because purchasing decisions involve uncertain outcomes and potential negative consequences. 
Subsequent research has conceptualized perceived risk as a multidimensional construct involving uncertainty and potential loss 
[4,5]. In online shopping, consumers may perceive financial, product-performance, psychological, privacy and convenience risks 
[6,7]. 
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The problem becomes more complex after purchase. Once consumers receive and evaluate a product, they compare actual 
performance with expectations. Oliver's [8] expectation-disconfirmation theory suggests that dissatisfaction emerges when actual 
performance falls below expectations. Recent research confirms that negative expectation disconfirmation is positively associated 
with online product-return intention [9,10]. 
At the same time, consumers may experience cognitive dissonance after making a purchase. Festinger [11] proposed that individuals 
experience psychological discomfort when their cognitions and behaviours are inconsistent. In a purchasing context, consumers may 
begin to question whether they made the right decision. Powers [12] specifically argued that cognitive dissonance can motivate 
consumers to undo a regretted purchase through product returns. 
Regret provides another important psychological explanation. Consumers may compare the chosen product with alternatives that 
were available but not selected. When an alternative is perceived to have been better, the consumer may experience regret and seek 
to reverse the original decision [13,14]. 
Recent research has provided empirical support for the importance of negative expectation disconfirmation and post-purchase 
dissonance in explaining online returns [9,10]. However, there remains scope to integrate these post-purchase mechanisms with the 
pre-purchase concepts of perceived risk and uncertainty. 
Accordingly, this paper develops an integrated conceptual framework linking: 
Perceived Uncertainty → Perceived Risk → Purchase Decision → Expectation Disconfirmation → Regret/Cognitive Dissonance → 
Return Intention. 
The central argument is that product-return behaviour should be understood as a psychological decision process rather than simply 
an operational consequence of product failure. 

   
II. LITERATURE SURVEY 

A. Perceived Risk and Uncertainty 
Perceived risk is one of the earliest psychological explanations of consumer decision-making. Bauer [3] conceptualized consumer 
behaviour as risk-taking because consumers cannot know with certainty whether a purchase will produce desirable consequences. 
Cunningham [4] subsequently differentiated between uncertainty regarding outcomes and the consequences associated with those 
outcomes. 
Mitchell [5] emphasized that perceived risk is multidimensional and may include financial, performance, psychological, social and 
time-related risks. In e-commerce, these dimensions become particularly relevant because consumers cannot physically inspect 
products before purchase. 
Forsythe and Shi [6] found that Internet shoppers experience several forms of perceived risk, while Featherman and Pavlou [7] 
demonstrated that perceived risk influences consumer adoption of electronic services. Pavlou [15] further integrated perceived risk 
and trust into an e-commerce acceptance model, demonstrating that both constructs are central to online transaction decisions. 
Product-performance risk is especially important in the context of returns. Hong and Pavlou [16] showed that consumers may 
experience product-fit uncertainty because they cannot easily determine whether product attributes match their preferences before 
purchase. 
Therefore, uncertainty and risk should be conceptually distinguished. Uncertainty concerns the inability to predict the outcome, 
whereas perceived risk incorporates the perceived possibility and consequences of an undesirable outcome. 
For example, a consumer may be uncertain about whether a product will perform as expected. If the consumer believes that poor 
performance would result in financial loss or inconvenience, that uncertainty becomes perceived risk. 

 
B. Expectation-Disconfirmation Theory 
Expectation-disconfirmation theory provides the theoretical bridge between pre-purchase expectations and post-purchase evaluation. 
Oliver [8] proposed that consumers form expectations before purchase and subsequently compare those expectations with actual 
product performance. 
Three outcomes can broadly occur: 
Positive disconfirmation: actual performance exceeds expectations. 
Confirmation: actual performance matches expectations. 
Negative disconfirmation: actual performance falls below expectations. 
Negative disconfirmation is particularly relevant to product returns because it creates dissatisfaction and may motivate corrective 
behaviour. 
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Recent empirical evidence supports this relationship. Wang et al. [9] found that negative expectation disconfirmation significantly 
predicts online return intention. Similarly, Wang et al. [10] demonstrated that negative expectation disconfirmation and post-
purchase dissonance represent important psychological mechanisms underlying online product-return intentions. 

 
C. Cognitive Dissonance Theory 
Festinger's [11] cognitive dissonance theory proposes that psychological discomfort arises when individuals hold inconsistent 
cognitions or when behaviour conflicts with existing beliefs. 
Purchasing a product represents a commitment to a decision. After purchase, the consumer may encounter information that conflicts 
with the original decision: 
"I selected this product because I believed it was the best choice." 

but subsequently: 
"Another product appears to offer better value." 

Such inconsistency can generate post-purchase psychological discomfort. 
Sweeney et al. [17] developed a multidimensional measure of post-purchase cognitive dissonance, demonstrating that dissonance 
can arise following purchasing decisions. Powers [12] specifically linked cognitive dissonance with retail product returns, 
suggesting that consumers may return products to undo the consequences of a regretted decision. 
Recent research has strengthened this argument. Wang et al. [9] found that post-purchase dissonance independently predicts return 
intention, while Wang et al. [10] showed that both cognitive and emotional forms of dissonance are relevant to online product 
returns. 
 
D. Regret Theory 
Regret is a counterfactual emotion that occurs when individuals compare an actual outcome with an alternative outcome that could 
have occurred. 
Tsiros and Mittal [13] conceptualized consumer regret as arising from comparisons between the chosen and unchosen alternatives. 
Zeelenberg and Pieters [14] further argued that regret motivates consumers to regulate decisions and outcomes. 
Online environments provide numerous opportunities for counterfactual comparison. Consumers can easily compare prices, 
reviews, specifications, ratings and alternative products. Consequently, a consumer may regret a purchase even when the purchased 
product is objectively satisfactory. 
This distinction is important: 
Dissatisfaction: "The product is not good enough." 
Regret: "I should have chosen another product." 
Thus, regret can contribute to returns independently of objective product failure. 
 

III. PSYCHOLOGICAL PROCESS UNDERLYING E-COMMERCE PRODUCT RETURNS 
The proposed framework considers product-return behaviour as a sequential psychological process. 
Stage 1: Pre-Purchase Uncertainty 
Consumers cannot completely determine whether the product will satisfy their requirements. 
 
Stage 2: Perceived Risk 
Uncertainty becomes psychologically meaningful when consumers consider the potential consequences of an incorrect decision. 
 
Stage 3: Purchase Decision 
Consumers use available information, reviews, brand reputation, price and return policies to manage perceived risk. 
 
Stage 4: Product Experience 
The consumer receives and evaluates the actual product. 

 
Stage 5: Expectation Disconfirmation 
The consumer compares actual performance with prior expectations. 
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Stage 6: Psychological Response 
Negative disconfirmation may generate: 
 dissatisfaction 
 regret 
 cognitive dissonance 
 anxiety 
 decision uncertainty. 

 
Stage 7: Return Intention 
The consumer considers returning the product as a mechanism for correcting the decision. 
 
Stage 8: Return Behaviour 
The consumer initiates the return if the perceived benefits of returning exceed the psychological, financial and effort costs. 
This framework integrates pre-purchase and post-purchase psychology. 
 

IV. INTEGRATED CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH PROPOSITIONS 
Based on the preceding theoretical discussion, this paper proposes an integrated model in which risk and uncertainty primarily 
influence the pre-purchase decision, whereas regret and cognitive dissonance become particularly important during post-purchase 
evaluation. 

Proposed Conceptual Model 
 

Information Quality / Online Reviews 
↓ 

Perceived Uncertainty 
↓ 

Perceived Risk 
↓ 

Purchase Decision 
↓ 

Expected Performance 
↓ 

Actual Performance 
↓ 

Negative Expectation Disconfirmation 
↓ 

Regret + Cognitive Dissonance 
↓ 

Return Intention 
↓ 

Actual Return 
 

The relationships can be expressed through the following propositions. 
P1: Perceived uncertainty positively influences perceived risk. 
When consumers are unable to predict product performance or suitability, they are more likely to perceive the purchase as risky [3–
7]. 
 
P2: Perceived risk negatively influences purchase confidence. 
Greater perceived risk should reduce confidence in the purchase decision, although the availability of a return option may reduce the 
perceived consequences of an incorrect choice [15]. 
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P3: Return-policy leniency reduces perceived purchase risk. 
A flexible return policy provides consumers with an opportunity to reverse an undesirable purchase and therefore functions as a 
form of psychological risk reduction [2,18]. 
 
P4: Negative expectation disconfirmation positively influences return intention. 
When actual product performance falls below expectations, consumers are more likely to become dissatisfied and consider returning 
the product [8–10]. 
 
P5: Negative expectation disconfirmation positively influences cognitive dissonance. 
A discrepancy between expected and actual performance can generate doubts regarding the correctness of the purchase decision [9–
11,17]. 
 
P6: Negative expectation disconfirmation positively influences consumer regret. 
When the received product performs below expectations, consumers may perceive that another alternative would have produced a 
better outcome [13,14]. 
 
P7: Cognitive dissonance positively influences return intention. 
Consumers may use product returns as a mechanism for reducing psychological discomfort associated with a questionable purchase 
decision [12]. 
 
P8: Consumer regret positively influences return intention. 
Consumers who perceive that they made an inferior choice are more likely to attempt to reverse the decision [13,14]. 
 
P9: Cognitive dissonance mediates the relationship between negative expectation disconfirmation and return intention. 
The effect of poor product experience on return intention may operate partly through psychological discomfort [9,10,12]. 
 
P10: Regret mediates the relationship between negative expectation disconfirmation and return intention. 
Negative product experiences may produce counterfactual thinking and regret, subsequently increasing return intention [13,14]. 
 
P11: Return-policy leniency moderates the relationship between psychological discomfort and return intention. 
When returning a product is easy, inexpensive and convenient, consumers may be more likely to translate regret or dissonance into 
actual return behaviour [2,18]. 

 
V. DISCUSSION AND THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION 

The proposed framework contributes to the literature in several ways. 
First, it conceptualizes product returns as consumer psychological behaviour rather than merely reverse-logistics activity. Existing 
return literature has addressed operational costs, policy design and purchase behaviour, but the psychological process leading to 
returns requires greater integration [1,2]. 
Second, the framework distinguishes between pre-purchase and post-purchase mechanisms. Perceived uncertainty and perceived 
risk are primarily relevant before purchase, whereas expectation disconfirmation, regret and cognitive dissonance become 
particularly important after consumers experience the product. 
Third, the framework integrates cognitive and emotional explanations. Expectation disconfirmation represents a product-evaluation 
mechanism, cognitive dissonance represents psychological inconsistency, and regret represents counterfactual emotional evaluation. 
This distinction is supported by recent empirical research. Wang et al. [9] found that negative expectation disconfirmation and post-
purchase dissonance independently contribute to return intention. More recent evidence indicates that both cognitive and emotional 
dissonance can influence return intentions, with emotional dissonance showing particularly strong effects in the context of holiday 
shopping [10]. 
Fourth, the framework explains why a return does not necessarily mean that the product is objectively defective. A consumer may 
return a functional product because the product fails to meet expectations, because another option appears superior, or because the 
consumer experiences psychological discomfort regarding the original decision. 
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Fifth, the framework provides a theoretical explanation for the apparent paradox of return policies. A lenient return policy may 
increase purchase confidence by reducing perceived risk, but it may also make returning a product easier once dissatisfaction, regret 
or dissonance occurs. Janakiraman et al. [2], through a meta-analysis of 21 studies, found that return-policy leniency can have 
different effects on purchasing and returns depending on the specific dimensions of leniency. 
Thus, return policies should not simply be viewed as mechanisms for preventing or encouraging returns. They can simultaneously 
influence purchase confidence, perceived risk and post-purchase behavioural responses. 

 
VI. MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The psychological framework has several implications for e-commerce retailers. 
 
A. Improve Information Quality 
Retailers should reduce uncertainty through accurate and diagnostic product information. Detailed specifications, realistic 
photographs, videos, customer reviews and comparison tools can help consumers form more accurate expectations. 
The objective should not simply be to provide more information, but to provide decision-relevant information. 
 
B. Manage Expectations 
Retailers should avoid creating unrealistic expectations through exaggerated claims or excessively idealized product presentations. 
Negative expectation disconfirmation is a significant driver of return intention [9,10]. 

 
C. Design Balanced Return Policies 
Return policies should reduce legitimate purchase risk without unnecessarily encouraging avoidable returns. Research suggests that 
return-policy leniency affects purchase and return behaviour differently depending on the policy dimension [2]. 
Retailers should therefore consider: 
 return duration; 
 refund conditions; 
 return effort; 
 exchange alternatives; 
 product-category restrictions; and 
 customer-service support. 

 
D. Address Post-Purchase Dissonance 
Not every consumer experiencing uncertainty necessarily needs to return the product. Retailers can intervene through post-purchase 
support, product-use guidance, troubleshooting and reassurance. 
Such interventions may reduce psychological discomfort when the underlying problem is informational rather than functional. 
 
E. Identify Psychological Return Reasons 
Return data should distinguish between: 
 defective product; 
 incorrect product; 
 expectation mismatch; 
 change of mind; 
 better alternative found; 
 price dissatisfaction; 
 fit or suitability problem; and 
 buyer regret. 
This allows retailers to address the underlying psychological cause rather than treating every return identically. 
 
F. Sustainability 
Avoidable returns generate additional transportation, packaging and handling requirements. Reducing psychologically driven 
avoidable returns can therefore contribute to more sustainable e-commerce operations. 
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However, the objective should not be to discourage legitimate returns. The appropriate managerial objective is: 
"Reduce avoidable returns while preserving legitimate consumer choice and protection." 
 

VII. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
Product returns in e-commerce represent a complex intersection of consumer psychology, marketing and retail operations. The 
decision to return a product cannot be explained entirely through objective product failure because consumers may return products 
even when those products function as intended. 
This paper proposes that four psychological constructs are central to understanding the phenomenon: perceived risk, uncertainty, 
regret and cognitive dissonance. 
Before purchase, uncertainty concerning product suitability and performance contributes to perceived risk. Consumers attempt to 
reduce this risk through information, reviews, trust, brand reputation and return policies. After purchase, consumers compare actual 
performance with their expectations. Negative expectation disconfirmation can then produce dissatisfaction, regret and cognitive 
dissonance. 
Regret occurs when consumers believe that another alternative would have been better, whereas cognitive dissonance arises when 
the actual experience conflicts with beliefs that justified the original decision. Both psychological states can increase return 
intention. 
The proposed framework therefore conceptualizes the process as: 
Uncertainty → Risk → Purchase → Expectation → Experience → Disconfirmation → Regret/Dissonance → Return Intention. 
 
Future empirical research should test this framework using survey-based structural equation modelling, experimental methods or 
actual retailer transaction data. Researchers could also examine whether product category, price, consumer experience, trust, return-
policy design and online reviews moderate these relationships. 
Future studies should further distinguish between functional returns, caused by genuine product problems, and psychological 
returns, driven by regret, expectation mismatch or post-purchase dissonance. 
Overall, understanding the psychology behind product returns can help retailers move from simply managing returns to preventing 
avoidable returns through better information, realistic expectations and psychologically informed customer experience design. 
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