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The metaverse is reshaping the digital commerce landscape, with digital exhibitions emerging
as a novel form of marketing engagement. Despite growing academic interest in immersive
technologies, existing research has largely focused on general consumer interactions within
virtual environments, with limited attention to context-specific applications such as digital
exhibitions. This study addresses this gap by examining the key factors influencing con-
sumers’ willingness to engage with digital exhibitions in the metaverse. Employing a mixed-
methods approach, this research commenced with a qualitative phase, in which 20 in-depth
interviews were conducted. Insights from these interviews facilitated the expansion of the
unified theory of acceptance and use of technology 2 (UTAUT2) model, which served as the
theoretical framework for this investigation. An online survey was subsequently administered
to Chinese consumers, from which 283 valid responses were collected. The data analysis
utilized partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) and fuzzy-set quali-
tative comparative analysis (fsQCA), revealing the following findings: 1) effort expectancy
and the trust-risk relationship significantly impact consumers’ willingness to accept digital
exhibitions; 2) electronic word of mouth significantly mediates the relationships among
performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, hedonic motivation, and beha-
vioural intention, underscoring its importance; and 3) high performance and social needs
orientation as well as trust-related ease of use and hedonic orientation constitute the two
principal configurational pathways leading to heightened behavioural intention. This study
extends the UTAUT2 model to the emerging context of metaverse-based digital exhibitions,
offering a refined framework for understanding consumer acceptance in immersive envir-
onments. The findings provide actionable insights for designers and marketers aiming to
enhance user engagement, build trust, and strategically leverage social influence within digital
exhibition—an area of increasing relevance in the digital economy.
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Introduction
xhibitions serve as a vital platform for enterprises to
showcase their brands, products, and services directly to a
wide audience (Kim & Roh, 2022). With the ongoing
advancement of new technologies, traditional offline exhibitions
are gradually shifting towards digitalization. The emergence of
the metaverse and the digital transformation of industries are
driving businesses to adapt to these evolving trends (Zabel et al.,
2023; Jafar et al., 2023; Ghali et al,, 2024). The metaverse, envi-
sioned as a future iteration of the internet, integrates immersive,
interactive, and continuous virtual and augmented realities,
creating a shared space for diverse activities (Cheung et al., 2024).
This transformation is underscored by the projected growth of
the metaverse market, which is expected to expand from $38.85
billion in 2021 to $678.8 billion by 2030 (Grand View Research,
2023), while 66% of industry participants express significant
interest in adopting virtual reality technologies for future exhi-
bitions (The Global Association of the Exhibition Industry, 2023).
In the context of China, the digital exhibition industry is rapidly
evolving, driven by strong government support and widespread
consumer adoption of digital technologies. China’s metaverse
market is projected to grow from approximately $10.8 billion in
2023 to over $22.6 billion by 2026 (Zhiyan Consulting, 2024).
Tech giants like Tencent and Alibaba have launched virtual
exhibition platforms to deliver highly immersive experiences,
while the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology has
introduced policies to integrate digital technologies with tradi-
tional exhibitions, highlighting national commitment to meta-
verse innovation (ChinalRN, 2025). Digital exhibitions, which
provide unique and captivating experiences by merging real-
world elements with digital content, represent a pivotal trend in
modern exhibition design, characterized by comprehensive inte-
gration, enhanced intelligence, and immersive technologies
(Kozinets, 2023; Chen et al, 2023; Cheung et al, 2024).
Advancements in metaverse technologies, including augmented
reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR), coupled with hardware and
software innovations, are enabling the creation of highly realistic
and dynamic virtual environments, making digital exhibitions
more engaging and accessible than ever before (Chen et al., 2023).
Given the background of the digital era, enterprises have the
opportunity to increase their brand attractiveness through the
employment of cutting-edge immersive technologies in their
marketing initiatives (Park & Yoo, 2020). Although the applica-
tion of digital exhibitions is in its infancy, many enterprises have
already set up digital exhibitions for their own brands. These
enterprises recognize the potential and advantages of digital
exhibitions using the metaverse, and they are actively investing
resources to leverage advanced digital technologies to create
highly interactive and immersive exhibition experiences. For
example, BYD, a highly renowned Chinese new energy vehicle
company celebrated for its significant contributions to the elec-
trification of transportation and groundbreaking advancements in
battery technology, has established BYD World', an interactive
virtual world. This innovative platform is dedicated to offering a
forward-thinking, immersive purchase experience, enabling cus-
tomers across the Americas to engage with the BYD brand and
explore its products in a dynamic and interactive environment
(BYD, 2023). However, many enterprises focus excessively on
employing VR technology and concentrate on devising digital
exhibition gimmicks, thus neglecting the critical aspect of visitor
acceptance (Song et al, 2023). Although metaverse technology
has the capacity to transform the e-commerce industry by
introducing innovative and engaging online shopping experi-
ences, its impact will largely depend on the rate of user adoption.
Additionally, the implementation of information technology
incurs significant costs (Hanelt et al, 2021). Given these
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considerations, it is critical to explore whether consumers are
willing to embrace digital exhibitions as a new form of metaverse
marketing.

The UTAUT2 model extends the original UTAUT framework
to better understand consumers’ adoption and use of novel
technologies (Venkatesh et al., 2012). Specifically, the UTAUT2
model is widely acknowledged for its significant explanatory
power in elucidating users’ acceptance and utilization of tech-
nology, particularly within the consumer technology sector (Gan
& Lau, 2024). While existing research on immersive technologies
such as AR and VR has employed various theoretical frameworks,
such as perceived realism, customer engagement (Cheung et al.,
2024), media richness (Cheung et al., 2024), and representation
fidelity (Lee et al., 2024), to explore user experiences and tech-
nology adoption, the UTAUT2 model offers a more compre-
hensive and integrated perspective. Despite its broad application,
its utilization within the realm of digital exhibitions has yet to be
explored. Existing empirical studies have primarily examined the
employment of immersive technologies in various contexts. These
include digital museums, education, and other scenarios
(Kozinets, 2023; Xie et al., 2024; Saneinia et al., 2024). While
existing studies have explored consumer engagement motivations
in immersive or metaverse environments (Kalender & Guzmadn,
2025), research specifically focusing on digital exhibitions as a
marketing scenario remains limited. Additionally, research has
focused on users’ acceptance of AR and VR technologies them-
selves (Ustun et al., 2023; Lin & Huang, 2024; Schultz & Kumar,
2024). Furthermore, studies have shown that technologies such as
AR and VR have a positive effect on consumer purchase decisions
(Leveau & Camus, 2023). Considering the similarities between the
environments of digital exhibitions and the contexts examined in
existing studies (Schuster et al., 2021) and on the basis of the
results of semi-structured interviews that explored the key factors
influencing consumers’ acceptance of digital exhibitions, the
UTAUT2 model is effectively suitable for this study.

While the UTAUT2 model offers robust explanatory power in
technology acceptance research, particularly in consumer tech-
nology contexts, its applicability may vary across different con-
texts (Trinh et al., 2024). UTAUT is rooted in the specific
assumptions of the Theory of Planned Behaviors and related
social psychology theories. However, emerging perspectives sug-
gest that technology acceptance is also shaped by deeper cognitive
and evolutionary mechanisms given the fast-changing nature of
human-technology relationship (Stephanidis et al., 2019; Ho &
Vuong, 2025; Moravec et al., 2025). For instance, individuals may
subconsciously reject new technologies to reduce informational
disorder or cognitive overload. From this view, constructs like
effort expectancy may not only represent perceived usability but
also reflect a latent cognitive preference for minimizing infor-
mational entropy when engaging with unfamiliar digital inter-
faces (Nesterov, 2022; Vuong & Nguyen, 2024). As human-
computer interactions become increasingly frequent, the bound-
aries between the virtual and physical continue to blur (Shibuya,
2025). Therefore, when applying theoretical models to research
contexts, it is important to consider dimensions of user experi-
ence and to optimize these models based on the specific char-
acteristics of the context. Building on these considerations, this
study conducted semi-structured interviews to refine and adapt
the UTAUT2 model, aligning it more closely with the experiential
realities of digital exhibitions in the metaverse.

Furthermore, electronic word of mouth (eWOM), also known
as online evaluations, suggestions, or reviews, has emerged as a
critically influential factor in the digital era, significantly
impacting consumer behaviour and decision-making processes
(Donthu et al., 2021). Prior studies have emphasized how

| (2025)12:1427 | https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-025-05681-3



ARTICLE

important eWOM is in shaping consumers’ behavioural intention
(Babi¢ Rosario et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2018; Kautish et al., 2023).
eWOM has arguably become the predominant medium through
which consumers seek and disseminate consumption-related
information (Verma et al., 2023). Given the emerging nature of
the adoption of brand digital exhibitions, eWOM may sig-
nificantly affect the intention to accept these innovative market-
ing methods. In the realm of research employing the UTAUT2
model, the majority of studies have predominantly selected
variables such as attitude (Degirmenci & Breitner, 2017), per-
ceived risk (Arfi et al,, 2021), and trust (Hooda et al., 2022) as
mediators to investigate the impact of external factors on
acceptance intention. However, these studies have not considered
the mediating role of eWOM. Furthermore, insights derived from
semi-structured interviews have highlighted the substantial
impact of eWOM on shaping consumer behavioural intention.
Accordingly, this paper innovatively inserts eWOM as an inter-
mediary variable within the UTAUT2 framework to more clearly
elucidate the complex interactions between external influences
and consumers’ willingness to accept (Sharma et al, 2021),
therefore providing a more thorough understanding of the
underlying mechanisms.

To bridge the identified research gaps, we employed a mixed-
methods approach to investigate the factors influencing con-
sumers’ acceptance of digital exhibitions. This study aims to
explore the following research questions:

RQl: How do performance expectancy, effort expectancy,
social influence, facilitating conditions, and hedonic motivation
impact consumer behavioural intention?

RQ2: What is the role of the trust-risk relationship in shaping
consumers’ intention to participate in digital exhibitions?

RQ3: How does electronic word-of-mouth mediate the impact
of performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence,
facilitating conditions, and hedonic motivation on consumer
behavioural intention?

RQ4: What are the potential configurational pathways that lead
to high behavioural intention towards digital exhibitions?

By addressing these research questions, this study constructs a
comprehensive model to delineate the complex interactions
between consumer perceptions, technology adoption factors, and
behavioural intention, thus providing a more nuanced under-
standing of the underlying mechanisms.

This study utilizes a mixed-methods approach, combining
qualitative and quantitative analyses, to answer the proposed
research questions. The findings of this paper offer contributions
to both scholarly research and industry practice. First, on the
basis of qualitative analysis, this paper extends the application of
the UTAUT2 model to the field of digital exhibitions, filling a gap
in the literature regarding empirical studies on this subject. Sec-
ond, by innovatively incorporating eWOM as a mediating vari-
able, this paper not only extends the UTAUT2 model but also
investigates the mechanism of the impact of eWOM on the
correlation between external influences and consumer acceptance.
Third, in light of the scarce literature regarding the acceptance of
marketing using the metaverse, this study utilizes qualitative
research to explore the factors influencing consumers’ willingness
to engage with digital exhibitions in the emerging context of the
metaverse. Building on insights from the qualitative phase, PLS-
SEM is employed for hypothesis testing, and fsQCA is utilized to
examine the interrelationships between variables. This mixed-
methods approach enhances the reliability and dependability of
the research outcomes, providing comprehensive insights that can
inform strategic decisions in the digital exhibition sector. Fur-
thermore, this paper contributes to advancing digital exhibition
practices within the metaverse, catalysing a paradigm shift
towards the digitalization of trade shows and exhibitions. This

contribution not only enriches the theoretical framework for
digital event marketing but also critically examines the factors
influencing consumers’ willingness to engage with marketing
initiatives in the metaverse. The insights derived from this study
will guide companies in effectively leveraging metaverse tech-
nologies, facilitating deeper consumer engagement and the
development of innovative marketing strategies that resonate with
contemporary digital environments. Moreover, this research will
empower enterprises to create more immersive and engaging
digital exhibitions while informing the design of promotional
campaigns and interactive experiences that meet the evolving
expectations of consumers in the metaverse.

Theoretical background

UTAUT?2 model. By adding three more constructs to the original
UTAUT framework, the UTAUT2 model improves upon it to
better understand consumers’ behavioural intention to embrace
and use technologies. These constructs are hedonic motivation,
price value, and habit, which complement the original four
variables: performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social
influence, and facilitating conditions. behavioural intention and
these seven constructs collectively influence user behaviour,
enhancing the model’s explanatory power in consumer technol-
ogy contexts (Venkatesh et al., 2012).

The UTAUT2 model has strong explanatory power for
understanding consumers’ acceptance of new technologies (Gan
& Lau, 2024). Kalinkara and Ozdemir (2023) investigated
students embracing and using metaverse technologies for learning
anatomy, using the UTAUT2 model as a framework. The
components were able to explain 75.30% of the behavioural
intention. The UTAUT2 model also has strong explanatory
power in terms of the willingness to accept and the acceptance
behaviour for technologies such as AR and VR (Ustun et al., 2023;
Noble et al., 2022).

Immersive technologies. Immersive technologies, such as virtual
reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and the metaverse, are
transforming how consumers interact with digital environments.
These technologies enable highly engaging and interactive
experiences by blending the physical and virtual worlds, offering
users a sense of presence and immersion (Cheung et al., 2024). In
the context of digital exhibitions, immersive technologies have
emerged as critical tools for creating captivating and memorable
consumer experiences. By leveraging VR and AR, businesses can
simulate real-world environments, enhance product visualization,
and foster deeper consumer engagement (Leung et al., 2023; Park
& Yoo, 2020).

Recent studies have explored the adoption and impact of
immersive technologies across various domains, including
tourism, education, and e-commerce (Table 1). For example,
Cheung et al. (2024) examined how perceived realism in
metaverse-mediated tourism environments drives consumer
engagement, while Suh (2024) investigated the role of VR in
enhancing collaboration performance. The findings of these
studies underscore the potential of immersive technologies to
reshape consumer behaviour and decision-making processes.
However, research on their application in digital exhibitions
remains limited, particularly in understanding how these
technologies influence consumer acceptance and engagement.
This study adopts immersive technologies as its theoretical
background, focusing on their role in shaping consumer
perceptions and behaviours in digital exhibitions. By integrating
insights from the UTAUT2 model, the emerging literature on
immersive technologies, and the results of semi-structured
interview, this paper aims to bridge this gap and provide a
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Table 1 Research on Immersive technologies.

Lee et al. (2024) Sociability and cyberself engagement in the metaverse

Suh (2024) Cognitive and emotional appraisals of social VR
Ghali et al. Marketing tourism destinations through the metaverse
(2024) and its impact on Generation-Z's (re)visit intentions
Leung et al. VR tourism experiences during COVID-19

(2023)

Study Focus Key Findings

Cheung et al. Holistic customer engagement in the metaverse Media richness enhances metaverse realism, boosting engagement, usage
(2024) intensity, and future visit intention.

Cheung et al. Perceived realism in metaverse-mediated tourism Perceived realism enhances engagement, driving external search behaviour
(2024) and visit intention.

He & Qin. User engagement and offline experience in the MCH engagement boosts offline heritage visits, with perceived benefits
(2024) Metaverse for Cultural Heritage (MCH) (e.g., entertainment, narratives) increasing adoption and risks (e.g., privacy

concerns) dampening engagement.

Representational fidelity impacts social interaction and self-engagement.
VR influences collaboration performance and emotional experiences.
Metaverse social presence and attachment, driven by time, friends, and
virtual places, boost revisit intentions, with engagement amplifying the
effect.

VR enhances memorable experiences and post-adoption intentions.

comprehensive framework for understanding consumers’ will-
ingness to engage with digital exhibitions in the metaverse.

Trust in the digital era. Trust is conceptualized as the belief in
the competence, reliability, integrity, and benevolence of a tech-
nology or service provider. In an online shopping context, trust is
described as having faith that the supplier is willing to act
according to individual expectations and avoid opportunistic
behaviour (Wu et al., 2023). This means that consumers expect
suppliers to act in a way that is transparent, reliable, and aligned
with their stated commitments, reducing concerns about poten-
tial fraud or unfair practices. It is a critical factor in the business
and marketing domains, underpinning the foundational elements
of marketing systems (Wu et al,, 2023).

As transformational advancements occur in domains such as
the metaverse and the smart virtual world, concerns regarding
trust and associated risks are increasingly prevalent among
individuals (Habbal et al., 2024). Trust has become an essential
determinant of transactional success (Zavolokina et al., 2023; Qi
et al,, 2025). The widespread adoption of smart devices, alongside
the risks associated with technology misuse, underscores the
urgent need for robust privacy safeguards (Hooda et al., 2022). In
the digital domain, which is devoid of physical interactions or the
ability to directly inspect goods and services, trust has become an
imperative factor driving consumers’ engagement and acceptance
of digital technologies (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019; Mubarak &
Petraite, 2020). Users frequently express concerns regarding the
loss of data control and potential privacy infringements
throughout the processes of data collection, processing, and
dissemination (Kozyreva et al, 2020). Given the profound
implications of trust in the digital era, especially in the execution
of digital marketing initiatives, its role demands significant
consideration (Taheri et al., 2024). The development of trust can
positively impact consumer behaviours, notably purchase inten-
tions, underlining its importance in fostering successful business
strategies and consumer relationships (Van Pinxteren et al., 2019;
Irshad et al., 2020).

Electronic word of mouth (eWOM). Within the field of mar-
keting, consumer perception forms the nucleus, with attitudes
towards corporations and brands assuming critical significance.
The phenomenon of word-of-mouth (WOM) marketing emerges
as a pivotal area of focus for marketers (Hu & Kim, 2018; Gre-
goriades et al., 2021). WOM encapsulates the spontaneous dis-
semination of information by consumers post-purchase
(Gregoriades et al., 2021). eWOM has emerged with the emer-
gence of the digital era. It is defined as the dissemination of
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evaluative commentary regarding products, services, or corpora-
tions conveyed by prospective, actual, or erstwhile consumers to a
broader audience through internet-based platforms (Zhao et al.,
2020).

In the digital age, this online discourse—also known as online
evaluations, suggestions, or opinions—has grown significantly in
importance (Augusto & Torres, 2018). Because online word of
mouth offers a wealth of objective information, it has become a
key resource for consumers seeking information about products,
brands and services (Pai et al.,, 2013). In recent years, the research
community has paid a great deal of attention to eWOM as a
research topic (Verma et al,, 2023), demonstrating its critical role
in influencing consumer intentions and behaviours. eWOM
represents a ubiquitous form of communication wherein
individuals routinely assess purchased products or services, share
their experiences and engage in discussions about enterprises and
brands (Verma & Dewani, 2021). Compared with traditional
WOM, eWOM has a greater impact because of its swift
dissemination, wider audience reach, and removal of direct
personal interaction pressures. Moreover, consumers often regard
eWOM as more trustworthy than traditional advertising because
of the perceived impartiality of fellow consumers (Donthu et al,,
2021). eWOM exhibits a definitive persuasive capacity towards
consumers, influencing not only their behavioural intention but
also their consequent actions on the basis of the received
information (Levy & Gvili, 2024).

Research methodology

In this study, a mixed-methods approach was used, and it
encompassed two consecutive phases: a preliminary qualitative
analysis and a subsequent quantitative investigation. The mixed-
methods framework leverages the strengths of both qualitative
and quantitative methodologies. This approach produces out-
comes that are more comprehensive and reliable. It ensures that
the findings are well supported by diverse forms of evidence
(Venkatesh et al., 2013). Qualitative research methodologies are
employed primarily for exploratory purposes, enabling the gen-
eration of novel theoretical insights, fostering a profound
understanding of phenomena, and facilitating the formulation of
hypotheses (Cheng et al., 2020). Quantitative methodologies are
predominantly utilized in confirmatory research, aimed at the
empirical testing of theoretical propositions and causal relation-
ships (Venkatesh et al., 2013).

Considering the nascent stage of research on the acceptance of
digital exhibitions within the metaverse, mixed methods are
particularly appropriate. This approach facilitates a thorough
investigation of the variables influencing consumer acceptance,
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Table 2 Selected quotes from the interviewees.

lllustrative quotes

Construct Category

interested in without any hassle." (Participant 5)
my interest to experience it out myself." (Participant 13)

savvy.' (Participant 2)
‘The interactive elements were delightfull" (Participant 10)

(Participant 4)
virtual spaces.' (Participant 7)

(Participant 16)
‘| would like to experience the digital exhibition." (Participant 20)

‘The digital exhibition provided a wealth of knowledge and interaction that | don't typically find
in tradition exhibition. It's like having a personal tour guide.' (Participant 8)
'Navigating the digital exhibition was straightforward; | could easily find the thing | was

'Seeing my friends share their digital exhibition experiences on social media definitely sparked

'The support available made accessing the digital exhibition simple, even for someone not tech-

'| believe that the companies providing digital exhibition will protect my information security.'
'l am a bit concerned about how much personal information is required to participate in these

'| decided to experience the digital exhibition after reading some glowing reviews online.’

Performance expectancy UTAUT2 based factors
Effort expectancy

Social influence

Facilitating conditions

Hedonistic motivation

Trust Extended influencing
factors

Privacy risk

eWOM

Behavioural intention Consumers’ response

which is crucial given the limited literature on this topic. Com-
bining qualitative interviews and quantitative analyses ensures
that this study captures the complexity of consumer attitudes
while also providing statistically robust conclusions.

Through qualitative enquiry, this study aims to explore the
factors shaping consumers’ attitudes and behaviours concerning
digital exhibitions within the dynamic landscape of the metaverse.
Following qualitative research, PLS-SEM and fsQCA were
employed to further strengthen the study. The convenience
sampling approach to medium sample sizes it is used to evaluate
the complex associations among observable and latent variables
(Hair et al., 2020). Then, fsQCA is employed to identify patterns
and combinations of elements that result in high or low accep-
tance levels, offering nuanced insights that traditional quantita-
tive methods might overlook (Navarro-Garcia et al., 2024).

Study 1: qualitative study

Data collection. Through semi-structured interviews, we gathered
qualitative data to determine the variables that affect consumers’
receptivity to digital exhibitions within the metaverse. The design
of the interview encompassed four principal components. Initi-
ally, the participants were invited to convey their overarching
impressions of digital exhibitions. We subsequently delved into
specific factors that the participants believed would influence
their willingness to accept and engage with digital exhibitions.
The participants were then invited to share their preferences for
the nature of digital exhibitions and any particular features that
they found appealing or off-putting. Finally, open-ended ques-
tions were posed to capture a wide range of perspectives on digital
exhibitions. To mitigate potential information bias, several pre-
cautions were taken. The interview questions were designed to be
structured, granting trained interviewers the flexibility to conduct
more in-depth probing on the basis of the participants’ responses,
particularly when unique insights emerged. Furthermore, to
guarantee the authenticity of the responses, participant anon-
ymity and confidentiality of the information were assured (Cheng
et al,, 2022).

The convenience sampling approach was utilized for partici-
pant recruitment, which was carried out through social media
platforms. Convenience sampling is particularly suitable for
exploratory studies where the primary goal is to generate insights
and to identify key factors rather than to generalize findings to a
larger population. Given the limited literature on this topic,
convenience sampling allowed us to efficiently gather preliminary
data to inform our theoretical model and hypothesis. We set clear

criteria for potential respondents: 'You have an understanding of
digital exhibitions' and 'You are willing to be interviewed for
10-20 min'. A total of 20 participants were interviewed, with each
interview lasting an average of 15 min, achieving a 100% effective
response rate. During the final interviews, no additional insights
were observed, indicating that theoretical saturation had been
achieved.

Data analysis. We analysed the data using an inductive metho-
dology (Cheng et al, 2020). The data analysis procedure was
structured into three rounds.

Round 1: The initial round of analysis focused on identifying
key expressions related to consumers’ willingness to accept digital
exhibitions. We began by thoroughly reading through the
transcribed interviews to pinpoint sentences and phrases that
were pertinent to our study question.

Round 2: We systematically categorized the outcomes of
coding. This round of analysis allowed us to group similar
sentiments and observations, which were then summarized using
a set of descriptive keywords.

Round 3: In the final stages of analysis, these keywords from
Round 2 were linked to higher-level theoretical frameworks
derived from the literature on digital exhibitions and consumer
behaviour in virtual environments. This process facilitated the
development of a coherent narrative around the identified factors,
shedding light on the potential relationships between constructs.

Our analysis was particularly attentive to constructs that were
frequently mentioned across interviews, ensuring that the derived
themes genuinely reflected the perspectives of our participants. As
indicated in Table 2, the qualitative investigation revealed a
number of important variables that affect consumers’ approval of
digital exhibitions, including performance expectancy, trust,
privacy risk, eWOM, effort expectancy, social influence, facilitat-
ing conditions and hedonistic motivation. The outcomes of the
qualitative analysis could offer proof of how concepts were
conceptualized and how hypothesis were developed (Cheng et al.,
2020). Through a systematic comparison of our results with
extant theories, we proposed a number of hypothesized
connections.

Hypothesis development

UTAUT2-based relationships. The intention to employ informa-
tion technology is positively affected by performance expectancy
(Venkatesh et al., 2012). In this study, this refers to the perceived
degree to which consumers believe that using digital exhibitions
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will enhance their effectiveness and facilitate the achievement of
relevant tasks or goals. This encompasses their overall assessment
of the utility and benefits derived from engaging with digital
exhibitions. Previous studies have demonstrated that performance
expectancy is a powerful predictor of behavioural intention
towards digital technology (Escobar-Rodriguez, 2014; Albanna
et al,, 2022). The concept of performance expectancy encapsulates
consumers’ inclination towards prioritizing convenience and time
efficiency as significant determinants in their selection process of
products or services that integrate new technological advance-
ments. Customers are more inclined to interact with one another
when they feel that there is a high level of performance expec-
tancy and exhibit a greater propensity to recommend the service
and participate in eWOM activities (Hwang et al., 2019; Loureiro
et al.,, 2018). As one interviewee stated, "The digital exhibitions
greatly facilitated my shopping experience, allowing me to find
what I needed more efficiently. Therefore, I am very willing to
recommend this service to my friends' (Participant 8). Thus, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H1la. Performance expectancy positively influences consumers’
willingness to accept digital exhibitions.

H1b. Performance expectancy positively influences electronic
word of mouth.

Effort expectancy refers to the perception that using
technology-related products requires minimal effort from users
(Venkatesh et al., 2012). This concept assesses the complexity and
user-friendliness of new technological applications. When a new
technology is embraced in its early stages, effort expectancy is
crucial (Ooi et al.,, 2018).

Effort expectancy is positively associated with AR technology
adoption (Ustun et al., 2023). Customers will enjoy using a new
platform when it is simple to use and navigate, which could lead
to positive eWOM. An interviewee stated the following: 'Using
the digital exhibitions was straightforward and intuitive. I didn’t
need to spend much time figuring out how to navigate the
platform, which made the whole experience more enjoyable. I feel
more inclined to use it again' (Participant 14). Additionally, the
interviewee stated, 'When I find that the platforms associated with
the digital exhibitions are easy to operate, I am willing to
recommend the digital exhibitions to others' (Participant 2).
Therefore, the following hypothesis are proposed:

H2a. Effort expectancy positively influences consumers’ will-
ingness to accept digital exhibitions.

H2b. Effort expectancy positively influences electronic word
of mouth.

Social influence demonstrates how significantly an individual
feels that important figures in the individual’s life deem it
essential for him or her to adopt new practices (Venkatesh et al.,
2012). Interactions with influential others can significantly
mitigate the individual’s perceived uncertainties, risks, and
anxieties associated with adopting new technologies. This
perception markedly influences people’s readiness to embrace
and adapt to novel platforms (Chopdar et al., 2018).

Quesnel and Riecke (2018) demonstrated that positive
emotions associated with commercial products are predomi-
nantly elicited by social stimuli. Positive emotions may facilitate
the sharing of information among individuals, thus leading to
positive eWOM behaviour (Guo et al., 2018; Hameed et al., 2024).
An interviewee stated the following: 'Seeing familiar people share
information about the digital exhibitions on social media
platforms encourages me to want to experience it. If my
experience is positive, I am willing to recommend it to people
around me' (Participant 7). Therefore, we hypothesize the
following:

H3a. Social influence positively influences consumers’ will-
ingness to accept digital exhibitions.
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H3b. Social influence positively influences electronic word
of mouth.

Facilitating conditions relate to how much customers perceive
that technological advancements improve their ability to
effectively perform a particular activity, thus providing the
necessary support and resources to streamline and improve their
experience (Venkatesh et al, 2012). Facilitating conditions
encompass environments or organizations capable of assisting
consumers in overcoming obstacles to adopting new technologies.
This paper contends that, within the context of examining
consumers’ willingness to embrace digital exhibitions, facilitating
conditions primarily pertain to the extent to which AR, VR, and
other technological infrastructures support consumers’ engage-
ment with digital exhibitions.

In digital environments, facilitating conditions, such as ease of
access and user support, have been shown to positively affect
consumers’ willingness to accept and utilize new technologies
(Queiroz & Wamba, 2019; Ben Arfi et al.,, 2021). In turn, this
encouragement may result in a more positive outlook on sharing
suggestions and good experiences on the internet. For example,
some participants said, 'The application of AR technology
enhanced my understanding of the information and provided
me with a positive experience. This new experience not only
increased my satisfaction but also influenced me to write positive
reviews online, encouraging others to visit' (Participant 13). Thus,
the following hypothesis are proposed:

H4a. Facilitating conditions positively influence consumers’
willingness to accept digital exhibitions.

H4b. Facilitating conditions positively influence electronic
word of mouth.

Consumer happiness or the pleasure that consumers derive
from engaging with technology is known as hedonic motivation,
which reflects the degree of perceived fun or pleasure (Venkatesh
et al, 2012). Digital exhibitions employing VR, AR and other
advanced technologies represent novel experiences for most
consumers. The integration of these emerging technologies
enhances the interactivity and enjoyment of digital exhibitions.
The theory of consumer innovativeness suggests that motiva-
tional factors constitute the foundation for consumer innovation.
This perspective posits that the impetus for individuals to adopt
innovative products or services is propelled by a variety of
motivations, including functional, hedonic, social, and cognitive
motivations. Among them, hedonic motivation is identified as a
significant dimension. Meena and Sarabhai (2023) contends that
consumers’ engagement with online platforms or applications is
predominantly driven by ideals associated with hedonic. Hedonic
motivation significantly influences consumers’ willingness and
behaviour with regard to adopting new technologies and products
(Kim & Hall, 2019). This sense of enjoyment and pleasure
significantly affects individuals’ readiness to engage with and
promote novel platforms. A participant in the interview expressed
the following: 'Exploring the digital exhibitions was genuinely
enjoyable. The advanced technology there, like AR, allowed me to
interact with the exhibits in ways I never thought possible'
(Participant 6). Additionally, after further questioning, the
interviewee expressed a willingness to share the interesting
aspects of the digital exhibitions on social media platforms. Thus,
we propose the following hypothesis:

H5a. Hedonic motivation positively influences consumers’
willingness to accept digital exhibitions.

H5b. Hedonic motivation positively influences electronic word
of mouth.

Trust and privacy risk. In the social sciences, trust has been
extensively acknowledged as a pivotal element influencing indi-

viduals’ behaviour and the propensity to take action that can
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lower the perceived level of risk (Bansal et al., 2016; Zhani et al,,
2022). Bryce and Fraser (2014) emphasize how crucial trust is to
communication transactions, a consideration that gains heigh-
tened significance when users assess the risks associated with
online communication exchanges. The absence of trust coupled
with heightened perceived risk among involved parties typically
leads to the abandonment of transactions (Hansen et al., 2018).
Previous research has revealed that trust can reduce privacy risk
(Featherman et al., 2021). As one interviewee stated, "The more I
trust the company that offers a digital exhibition platform, the
less concerned I am about my privacy risk. When I believe that
the company building the digital exhibitions is reliable, it
diminishes my worry about how my personal information is
handled' (Participant 17). Hence, we hypothesize the following:
He6. Trust negatively influences consumers’ privacy risk.

eWOM and behavioural intention. eWOM is acknowledged as a
pivotal element in consumer behaviour, exerting a substantial
influence on business performance (Babi¢ Rosario et al., 2020).
eWOM transcends the constraints of time and space, amplifying
its influence via the extensive reach of the internet. According to
social identity theory, consumers are likely to consider the views
and experiences of their peers when making decisions. Con-
sumers perceive eWOM communications as more reliable and
beneficial than conventional commercial advertising (Filieri et al.,
2018). Unlike conventional advertising, which is often seen as
driven by the interests of companies, eWOM communications are
perceived as genuine experiences and opinions from real users.
Consequently, consumers place greater trust in these peer-
generated insights, finding them more valuable for making
informed purchasing decisions. The observation of positive pro-
duct or service reviews on social media and other digital plat-
forms can lead consumers to infer superior quality and
satisfactory user experiences, thus enhancing their purchase
intentions. One of the interviewees stated the following: 'The
positive experiences shared by others online really piqued my
interest and made me feel more inclined to see what the exhibi-
tion was all about. Their endorsements made me confident that it
would be worth my time' (Participant 9). Therefore, we propose
the following:

H?7. Electronic word of mouth positively influences consumers’
willingness to accept digital exhibitions.

Privacy risk and behavioural intention. Within the e-commerce
domain, perceived risk is the subjective anticipation of potential
losses that users might encounter in their quest to achieve desired
outcomes. Chopdar et al. (2018) highlighted that perceived risk is
a multifaceted concept that includes informational, financial, and
product risks. Information risk refers to consumers’ concerns
about security and privacy. Among the various perceived risks,
this study’s main focus is on privacy risk. When customers believe
that there is a significant privacy risk, their willingness to adopt
new technological products is likely to be diminished (Merhi
et al., 2019; Ben Arfi et al., 2021). As one interviewee stated, 'T was
interested in visiting the digital exhibitions, but I hesitated
because I was worried about how my personal information would
be used' (Participant 11). Therefore, this paper proposes the
following hypothesis:

H8. Privacy risk negatively influences consumers’ willingness
to accept digital exhibitions.

Meditating influence of perceived risk. The perception of privacy
risk, which is characterized as a detrimental factor, may attenuate
consumers’ acceptance and diminish their subsequent purchase
intentions. If trust exists among the parties involved in

establishing connections, it can mitigate the cognitive subject’s
anxiety regarding perceived risks and enhance the subject’s will-
ingness to adopt new technologies (Zahid & Haji, 2019). Trust
acts as a crucial buffer against the negative impact of privacy risk,
providing reassurance to consumers that their data will be han-
dled securely and responsibly. When trust is established, con-
sumers feel more confident and less apprehensive about engaging
with digital platforms, which can lead to increased acceptance
and usage (Zahid & Haji, 2019). When consumers discern risk in
specific behaviours or decisions, they are inclined to adopt a
conservative stance to avert potential dangers. This conservative
stance is a natural defensive mechanism aimed at protecting
oneself from possible negative outcomes. Therefore, we hypo-
thesize the following:

H9. Privacy risk significantly mediates the impact of trust on
consumers’ willingness to accept digital exhibitions.

Meditating influence of eWOM. Earlier research has shown that
the social value of interaction, hedonic motivation, and the ful-
filment of personal interests within the community can facilitate
the generation of eWOM (Motyka et al., 2018). It allows con-
sumers to reduce uncertainty and effort by relying on peer
experiences and reviews (Verma et al, 2023). Performance
expectancy reflects consumers’ beliefs that digital exhibitions are
useful and enhance their experience. When users perceive high
utility, they are more likely to share positive feedback online,
reinforcing collective perceptions of value. This may indirectly
shape the behavioural intentions of others. Therefore, we propose:

H10a. Electronic word of mouth significantly mediates the
effect of performance expectancy on behavioural intention.

Effort expectancy is linked to ease of use, which influences user
satisfaction and their willingness to communicate that experience
to others. Consumers engage with eWOM information with the
anticipation of minimizing the time and effort associated with
decision-making processes, thus increasing the likelihood of
reaching more satisfactory outcomes (Babi¢ Rosario et al., 2020).
When digital exhibitions are easy to navigate, users are more
likely to engage in eWOM, encouraging others to try the
platform. Therefore, we propose:

H10b. Electronic word of mouth significantly mediates the
effect of effort expectancy on behavioural intention.

The advancement of social technologies has reintroduced social
interaction into the online purchasing process, transforming it
into a more socially driven experience (Lho et al., 2022). Social
influence can encourage users to participate in digital exhibitions,
but the translation of this pressure into action is often reinforced
through shared user experiences. eWOM acts as a channel where
social cues become validated and amplified. Therefore, we
propose:

H10c. Electronic word of mouth significantly mediates the
effect of social influence on behavioural intention.

Enjoyable and emotionally engaging experiences often trigger
users to share their satisfaction online (Liu et al., 2021). These
hedonic experiences, when communicated through eWOM, can
persuade others to participate. Accordingly, we propose:

H10d. Electronic word of mouth significantly mediates the
effect of hedonic motivation on behavioural intention.

Supportive technical infrastructure may not directly affect
behavioural intention but may encourage users to share their
seamless experiences with others. These shared experiences, in
turn, build confidence among potential users (Yadav et al., 2024).
Thus, we propose:

H10e. Electronic word of mouth significantly mediates the
effect of facilitating conditions on behavioural intention.

Our research model is shown in Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1 Research model.

Study 2: PLS-SEM analysis
Sample and data collection. To evaluate the hypothesis, we
modified the measurement instruments for the constructs (Table
3) from the literature. These instruments have been previously
validated, and their reliability has been demonstrated. We dis-
seminated an online questionnaire after a pre-test. Between April
and May 2023, we garnered 367 responses. Following the exclu-
sion of invalid responses characterized by exceptionally brief
completion times, insufficient information, or overly consistent
selections, 283 valid responses were retained for analysis.
Among the recovered questionnaires, the relatively balanced
male-female ratio helps ensure the validity and reasonableness of
the collected questionnaires. The majority of participants fell
within the 18-40 age group, representing the demographic with
the highest internet usage. The study was conducted in
compliance with the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki.
For participants under the age of 18, ethical measures were
rigorously applied, including obtaining informed consent from
parents or legal guardians and ensuring the anonymity and
confidentiality of responses. The majority of the respondents had
received a college education, which likely contributed to their
greater ability to understand the questionnaire items and greater
receptiveness to new things (Table 4).

Data analysis. The measurement and structural model were
evaluated using PLS-SEM (Hair et al., 2019). To determine the
configurations of the antecedent conditions influencing the
results, fsSQCA was subsequently used (Ragin, 2008).

In studies with small sample sizes and data that are not
regularly distributed, PLS-SEM is more suitable. Furthermore,
PLS-SEM enhances modelling flexibility by accommodating
complex models and formative constructs (Hair et al., 2019).
Given the intricate nature of our research model, we have opted
for the PLS-SEM approach. This method allows us to effectively
handle the complexity and specific requirements of our study,
ensuring robust and reliable results.

In daily life, results typically emerge from various antecedent
condition combinations, not just a single factor, especially
in situations of substantial causal complexity. The fsQCA method
is uniquely well suited for dissecting these causal mechanisms,

offering a configurational perspective on the interplay of causes
leading to outcomes and addressing considerable causal complex-
ity (Romero-Castro et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2023). Therefore, we
applied fsQCA to supplement the findings of the qualitative
method, allowing for a more in-depth analysis in this study and a
more comprehensive understanding of business behaviour
complexity (Navarro-Garcia et al., 2024).

Measurement model: By employing PLS-SEM within SmartPLS
4.0, the analysis shows that the measurement model satisfies all
accepted general requirements. Table 5 shows that since the
standardized loading of every single item was greater than 0.7,
every single item met the requirements for reliability. In addition,
convergent validity was analysed on the basis of factor loadings
and AVEs; each item within the variable dimensions exhibited
standardized factor loadings greater than 0.6, and the AVE values
exceeded 0.5, indicating strong convergent validity (Hair et al,,
2019). Furthermore, as shown in Tables 6 and 7, the square root
of the AVE for every variable is greater than the correlation
coefficients of that variable with the other variables, and the
HTMT ratios between all the variables are significantly less than
0.9. These results indicate that the variables possess strong dis-
criminant validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

Common method bias: Common method bias (CMB) arises when
variance in observed data is due to the use of a common mea-
surement instrument rather than the actual constructs being
measured. It can occur when both independent and dependent
variables are collected using the same method, such as a self-
report questionnaire, leading to spurious correlations and mis-
leading conclusions. To assess CMB, we used Kock’s (2015) full
collinearity test. According to Kock (2015), if the variance infla-
tion factors (VIFs) in the inner model are <3.3, the model is free
of CMB. Our results revealed that all VIFs ranged from 1.000 to
1.678, well below the threshold, indicating that CMB is not an
issue in this study and that the observed relationships are free
from methodological artefacts.

Structural model and hypothesis testing: The variance inflation
factor (VIF) is used to examine multicollinearity. Table 7 shows
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Table 3 Measurement instruments.

Variables

Corresponding item and its description

Source

Performance expectancy

exhibition.

exhibition.
Facilitating conditions
(FO)

exhibition.
Hedonistic motivation

without my permission.
Electronic word of mouth

PET: Digital exhibition can provide me with a better pre-purchase experience.

(PE) PE2: Digital exhibition can help me better obtain useful information about the product.
PE3: Digital exhibition can help me better perceive the image of the brand and the
enterprise.

Effort EET: | believe it is easy to access the digital exhibition through platforms such as web

expectancy pages or apps.

(EE) EE2: | think learning how to navigate the digital exhibition is straightforward.

EE3: | think the platform for experiencing the digital exhibition is understandable.

Social SI1: Those who are significant to me believe that | should engage with the digital

influence exhibition.

sh SI2: Those who are familiar with me believe that | should experience the digital

SI3: Those who impact my behaviour believe that | should experience the digital
FC1: | have the necessary resources to experience digital exhibition.

FC2: | possess the required knowledge to navigate and utilize the digital exhibition.
FC3: Assistance is accessible if | encounter issues while engaging with the digital
HMT: Digital exhibition is interesting to me.

TR1: | believe that the service providers of digital exhibition are trustworthy.
TR2: | believe that when | experience digital exhibition the personal information, |

PR2:I think the digital exhibition service providers might share my personal information

(HM) HM?2: Digital exhibition is novel.
HM3: Digital exhibition will make me feel relaxed and happy.
Trust
(TR)
provide will be kept confidential.
TR3: | believe that the service providers of digital exhibition are reliable.
Privacy PR | will be concerned about privacy issues.
risk
(PR) with third parties without my consent.

PR3: | think service providers of digital exhibition may use my personal information

eWOM?T: | will discuss the positive aspects of digital exhibition.

Venkatesh et al.

Venkatesh et al.
Arfi et al.

Venkatesh et al.

Al-Saedi et al.

Chopdar et al.

Kautish et al.

Venkatesh et al.

that the VIF values are notably well below the critical threshold of
3, ranging from 1.000 to 1.678 (Hair et al., 2019). This observa-
tion suggests that multicollinearity is not a concern in this
analysis.

We used 5000 resamples of bootstrapping for hypothesis
testing. As displayed in Table 8, effort expectancy (p=0.130,
p<0.05), eWOM (B=0.182, p<0.01) and privacy risk (f=-
0.278, p<0.001) significantly influence behavioural intention,
supporting H2a, H7 and H8. Performance expectancy (p = 0.049,
p>0.05), social influence (p=0.054, p>0.05), facilitating con-
ditions (p=0.034, p>0.05), and hedonistic motivation

(eWOM) eWOM2: | will talk about the positive reviews with digital exhibition.
eWOMS3: | will spread the positive reviews about digital exhibition.
Behavioural BI1: I will be willing to adopt digital exhibition.
intention BI2: | intend to experience digital exhibition.
(BI) BI3: | plan to experience digital exhibition.
Table 4 Demographics of the respondents (n = 283).
Category Item Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Male 148 523
Female 135 47.7
Age <18 n 3.89
18-25 7 25.09
26-30 86 30.39
31-40 73 25.8
41-50 35 12.37
>50 7 2.47
Education High school or below 19 6.71
Bachelor 246 86.93
Master or above 18 6.36

(B=10.089, p>0.05) have no significant effect on behavioural
intention. Thus, Hla, H3a, H4a and H5a are not supported.

To examine the mediating roles, we adopted the bootstrapping
method (Roldan et al., 2017). As shown in Table 9, the indirect
effects indicate that eWOM acts as a major mediator in the
relationship between performance expectancy (t=2.057,
p <0.05), social influence (t=2.060, p <0.05), effort expectancy
(t=12.187, p<0.05), and BIs. However, the mediating effects on
the relationship between hedonistic motivation (t=1.662,
p>0.05) and FCs (t = 0.785, p > 0.05) with behavioural intention
are not significant. The significant mediating role of privacy risk
in the relationship between trust (t=3.732, p<0.001) and
behavioural intention is also confirmed in this study.

Study 3: fsQCA analysis. The initial phase in the fsQCA process
is data calibration. This process entails converting variables into
fuzzy sets by assigning them set membership scores that range
from 0 to 1. Here, a score of 1 represents full membership in the
set, whereas a score of 0 denotes full non-membership (Pappas &
Woodside, 2021). For this study, the thresholds for full mem-
bership, the crossover point, and full non-membership were set at
the 95th, 50th, and 5th percentiles of the original data, respec-
tively. The data calibration results are shown in Table 10.
Before carrying out a sufficiency analysis, it is essential to
perform a necessity analysis to explain that a single independent
variable alone cannot constitute a necessary condition for
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explaining the dependent variable. Doing so involves determining
whether there are necessary antecedent conditions that produce
the outcome variable. According to Fiss (2011), when a condition
has a consistency score greater than 0.9, it is considered required
(Wang et al,, 2021). As shown in Table 11, the consistency of each
antecedent condition is less than 0.9, indicating that an output
behavioural intention cannot be produced by a single condition.

By constructing a truth table, this paper further explored the
sufficiency of different configurations of multiple antecedent
condition variables in shaping consumer behavioural intention.
To prevent distractions from less significant configurations, this
study used a frequency cut-off of 3 (Pappas & Woodside, 2021)
and a consistency cut-off of 0.8 (Ragin, 2008).

The findings derived from the fsQCA, as presented in Table 12,
reveal two configurations for behavioural intention. The overall
solution consistency and solution coverage exceeded the thresh-
olds recommended by Ragin (2008), specifically 0.75 and 0.25,
respectively. Furthermore, the consistency of each solution

exceeded 0.8, affirming the sufficiency of all identified solutions.
Additionally, the coverage of every solution was greater than zero,
demonstrating its empirical relevance (Ragin, 2008).

For behavioural intention, effort expectancy (EE), social
influence (SI), hedonistic motivation (HM) and eWOM are
present in both configurations, and privacy risk (PR) is absent in
both configurations, indicating their importance in the analysis.
In configuration 1, high behavioural intention are associated with
the presence of EE, SI, and HM, alongside eWOM. The absence of
PR also characterizes this configuration. Configuration 2 for high
behavioural intention also includes EE, SI, and eWOM, similar to
configuration 1. However, facilitating conditions (FCs) and trust
(TR) are also present, indicating additional pathways that
contribute to behavioural intention.

Discussion and implications

Discussion. Using both PLS-SEM and fsQCA, this paper
explored the factors influencing consumers’ acceptance of digital
exhibitions. Drawing upon the findings from semi-structured

interviews, the paper proposed an augmented model grounded in
Table 5 Measurement model. UTAUT2, which integrated the trust-privacy risk relationship
and innovatively included eWOM as a mediating variable. The
Construct Item Factor Cronbach’'s AVE Composite PLS-SEM results indicated that, except for effort expectancy (EE),
loading alpha reliability the other independent variables have no significant influence on
Performance  PE] 0877 0832 0.748 0.899 behavioural intention. However, eWOM was identified as an
expectancy PE2 0.881 important mediator. Additionally, the findings from fsQCA also
PE3 0.836 underscored the critical role of eWOM, confirming its significant
Effort EE1 0.868  0.830 0.746 0.898 mediating influence within the UTAUT2 model. Furthermore,
expectancy  EE2 0.866 the significant role of the trust-privacy risk relationship in
EE3 0.857 behavioural intention was validated in this study. The results
Social Sh 0.864  0.840 0758 0.904 derived from fsQCA elucidated a more detailed and multifaceted
influence 52 0.874 perspective on the interrelations among the constructs under
Facilitating ﬁg 8223 0.855 0778 0913 investigation. The detailed analyses are as follovys.: .
conditions FCo 0876 The PLS’—SEM results .conﬁr.med th?t EE positively influences
FC3 0.908 consumers’ behavioural intention, which has been confirmed by
Hedonistic HM1 0.863 0.828 0.742 0.896 many scholars (HOOda et al., 2022; Ben Arfi et al., 2021) This
motivation HM2 0.836 study has once again proven this point. Consumers’ willingness to
HM3 0.884 accept digital exhibitions is influenced by EE, reflecting the
Trust TR1 0.876  0.853 0.768 0.908 importance of the ease of use of digital exhibitions for consumers.
TR2 0.909 Within this context, eWOM serves as a partial mediator. This
TR3 0.843 result suggests that while EE directly impacts consumer
Privacy PR1 0871 0.849 0.768 0.909 intentions, eWOM also contributes to this process by influencing
risk PR2 0.890 how EE affects consumer attitudes and behaviours towards digital
i PR3 0.868 exhibitions.
Electronic eWOMT  0.869 0828 0744 0897 With respect to performance expectancy (PE), it is evident that
word eWOM2 0.866 . . . . . . .
of mouth cWOM3 0.853 in cgrtaln scenarios, users might not regard it as their primary
Behavioural BN 0879 0832 0.748 0.899 consideration; instead, other factors could emerge as more pivotal
intention BI2 0.855 (Venkatesh et al., 2003). The study’s empirical evidence supports
BI3 0.861 this viewpoint. Moreover, the empirical results indicate that PE
significantly influences eWOM, with eWOM acting as a crucial
Table 6 Fornell-Larcker criterion.
EE FC HM PE PR sI TR BI eWOM
EE 0.864
FC 0.296 0.882
HM 0.455 0.321 0.861
PE 0.413 0.256 0.446 0.865
PR —0.365 —0.288 —0.36 —0.302 0.876
S 0.441 0.237 0.505 0.343 —0.350 0.871
TR 0.349 0.336 0.335 0.326 —-0.327 0.294 0.876
BI 0.409 0.251 0.388 0.328 —0.469 0.358 0.177 0.865
eWOM 0.457 0.248 0.442 0.412 -0.377 0.435 0.258 0.437 0.862
EE effort expectancy, FC facilitating conditions, HM hedonistic motivation, PE performance expectancy, PR privacy risk, S/ social influence, TR trust, Bl behavioural intention, e WOM electronic word of mouth.
The bold values on the diagonal represent the square roots of the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for each construct.
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Table 7 Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT).

EE FC HM PE PR SI TR Bl eWOM
EE
FC 0.352
HM 0.538 0.375
PE 0.499 0.294 0.540
PR 0.436 0.336 0.418 0.357
S| 0.527 0.275 0.599 0.410 0.413
TR 0.416 0.394 0.396 0.392 0.368 0.343
BI 0.491 0.288 0.456 0.393 0.561 0.428 0.208
eWOM 0.549 0.289 0.523 0.494 0.450 0.519 0.306 0.525

mouth.

EE effort expectancy, FC facilitating conditions, HM hedonistic motivation, PE performance expectancy, PR privacy risk, S/ social influence, TR trust, Bl behavioural intention, eWOM electronic word of

Table 8 Direct effects.

Path B t-value p-value Confidence Intervals VIF supported
2.5% 97.5%
PE —>BI 0.049 0.815 0.415 —0.064 0.165 1.414 no
EE —>BI 0.130 219 0.029* 0.016 0.249 1.561 Yes
FC —>BI 0.034 0.623 0.533 —0.069 0.139 1.189 no
HM —> BI 0.089 1.517 0.129 —0.025 0.207 1.678 no
SI —> Bl 0.054 0.854 0.393 —0.07 0.176 1.539 no
eWOM —> Bl 0.182 2.866 0.004** 0.052 0.304 1.536 Yes
PR —> BI -0.278 4.397 0.000*** —0.399 —0.155 1.321 Yes
Bl R2=0.342
EE—> eWOM 0.217 3.649 0.000*** 0.098 0.334 1.469 Yes
FC—> eWOM 0.045 0.872 0.383 —0.058 0.146 1163 no
HM—>eWOM 0.154 2.218 0.027* 0.023 0.294 1.630 Yes
PE—> eWOM 0.177 2.883 0.004** 0.054 0.298 1.362 Yes
SI —> eWOM 0.190 3.208 0.007*** 0.073 0.306 1.466 Yes
eWOM R*=0.334
TR —>PR -0.327 6.246 0.000*** —0.432 —0.227 1.000 Yes
PR R?=0.107

intention.
***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05.

PE performance expectancy, EE effort expectancy, SI social influence, FC facilitating conditions, HM hedonistic motivation, TR trust, PR privacy risk, eWOM electronic word of mouth, Bl behavioural

mediator in the relationship between PE and behavioural
intention. This finding suggests that although PE is important,
consumers may seek to validate their expectations through the
experiences of others, thus converting these expectations into
behavioural intention under the influence of eWOM (Babi¢
Rosario et al., 2020). In the context of Chinese culture, this
indirect path may be better understood through the lens of
collectivist values, which emphasize social harmony, group
consensus, and interpersonal influence (Qi & Ploeger, 2021).
Therefore, the mediating role of eWOM in the relationship
between performance expectancy and behavioural intention may
reflect a culturally rooted preference for socially validated action
over purely individualistic evaluation.

Social influence (SI) has no appreciable effect on customers’
intention to experience digital exhibitions. One possible explana-
tion posits that, in instances where the adoption of technology is
perceived as discretionary, the influence of social factors on
behavioural intention may be less pronounced or diminished
(Venkatesh & Morris, 2000). Considering the significant mediat-
ing role of eWOM, this paper posits that within the realm of
digital exhibitions, consumers may be influenced not only by
their immediate social circle but also by the wider network of
opinions and recommendations available online (Wang et al,
2022). In the context of Chinese culture, this may reflect a shift in

how social influence operates under collectivist values, with
decision-making increasingly hinging on distributed digital
consensus rather than traditional authority figures or close
personal ties (You & Hon, 2019). This point reaffirms that
eWOM serves as a vital conduit to access a wider spectrum of
social opinions and feedback, thus influencing consumers’
decisions. This underscores the importance of focusing on and
optimizing eWOM strategies in managing digital exhibitions,
such as pushing satisfied customers to spread the word about
their positive experiences, thus fostering broader social accep-
tance and participation (Yeo et al., 2022).

In this study, it was discovered that consumers’ intentions to
embrace digital exhibitions were not significantly impacted by
facilitating conditions (FCs). This finding conflicts with several
previous studies (Albanna et al, 2022; Escobar-Rodriguez &
Carvajal-Trujillo, 2014). Previous studies have also demonstrated
that FCs and behavioural intention do not significantly correlate
(Wang et al,, 2020; Ben Arfi et al., 2021). UTAUT theory focuses
primarily on users’ subjective perceptions and evaluations of
technology use, which includes three core dimensions: PE, EE,
and SI. The final FCs may be encompassed by these three core
dimensions, so when their impact on acceptance intention is
verified, significant results may not be obtained (Venkatesh et al.,
2003). In a study on the acceptance of the Internet of Things by
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consumers, relevant scholars have noted that, as a disruptive
technology that most people are not familiar with, the
behavioural intention towards using this technology may depend
on specific devices (Ben Arfi et al. 2021). The same is true in
digital exhibitions, where some devices may require more
technical support while others require less support. However,
this also depends on the specific research context and subjects, as
factors affecting acceptance may differ across different scenarios
and backgrounds (Tamilmani et al,, 2021).

The empirical results showed that while hedonic motivation
(HM) has no discernible influence on behavioural intention, it
significantly improves eWOM. Integrating the results from
fsQCA, it is evident that HM, as a solitary factor, has little
impact on consumers’ acceptance intentions towards digital
exhibitions. However, when combined with other conditions
(such as effort expectancy), it influences behavioural intention. As
noted by Tamilmani et al. (2021), while consumers exhibiting
lower levels of PE and EE demonstrate a reduced willingness to
utilize mobile internet, the actual usage rates may remain
relatively high, influenced by hedonic motivation and additional
factors.

In this study, we extended the original UTAUT2 model
dimensions by including trust as an independent variable. In
recent years, trust has been proven by many scholars to be an
extended variable that is related to consumer behavioural
intention (Hooda et al., 2022; Al-Saedi et al. 2020). This study
validated the mediating role of privacy risk in the relationship
between trust and behavioural intention, as previously indicated
by scholars (Arfi et al., 2021; Bugshan & Attar, 2020). This means
that privacy risk serves as a bridge between trust and acceptance
intentions towards digital exhibitions.

The fsQCA yielded a complex constellation of conditions
associated with consumers’ willingness to accept digital exhibi-
tions. The findings confirm that rather than isolated, individual
effects, specific configurations of factors contribute collectively to
the outcome. In the first configuration, the presence of PE, EE, SI,

Table 9 Indirect effects.

Path t-value p-values supported
HM ->e -> Bl 1.662 0.097 no

PE -> e -> Bl 2.057 0.040* Yes

Sl ->e -> Bl 2.060 0.039* Yes
TR->PR->Bl 3732 0.000*** Yes

EE -> e -> Bl 2187 0.029* Yes

FC -> e -> BI 0.785 0.433 no

HM Hedonistic motivation, PE Performance expectancy, SI Social influence, TR Trust, EE Effort
expectancy, FC Facilitating conditions, Bl Behavioural intention, e WOM Electronic word of
mouth.

***p<0.001, *p<0.05.

HM, and eWOM emerged as core conditions positively
contributing to behavioural intention. This finding suggests a
significant route where consumers’ expectation of performance,
the ease with which digital exhibitions can be navigated, the social
endorsement they receive, the enjoyment they provide, and the
positive discourse surrounding them collectively drive the
acceptance of digital exhibitions. Notably, in this configuration,
facilitating conditions and privacy risk are absent, indicating that
even without optimal support or infrastructural conditions, the
combination of the other factors is sufficient to lead to positive
behavioural intention (Venkatesh et al., 2003).

Moreover, the second configuration excludes PE but includes
EE, SI, hedonic HM, trust, and eWOM as core conditions that are
present, along with facilitating conditions that, in this case,
positively contribute to behavioural intention. Here, the presence
of trust contrasts with its peripheral role in the first pathway,
underscoring its significance in the absence of PE. The inclusion
of FCs suggests that when consumers perceive the necessary
support to experience digital exhibitions, in the presence of trust,
combined with other conditions, facilitating conditions can
positively drive their intentions to engage, even in the
absence of PE.

Theoretical implications. This study makes several significant
theoretical contributions to the literature on immersive technol-
ogy adoption and consumer behaviour in the context of digital
exhibitions. First, this study contributes to the literature in the
area of immersive technology adoption by exploring the factors
influencing consumers’ willingness to engage with digital exhi-
bitions in the metaverse. While previous studies have explored
the antecedents of immersive technology adoption from theore-
tical perspectives such as perceived realism (Cheung et al., 2024),
media richness (Cheung et al., 2024), and the experience econ-
omy framework (Leung et al., 2022), few have delved into con-
sumers’ psychological responses in the specific emerging context
of digital exhibitions. This study extends the unified theory of
acceptance and use of technology 2 (UTAUT2) model to the
digital exhibition context. This adaptation not only validates the
applicability of the model in a novel technological setting but also
enriches the understanding of how consumers interact with
immersive technologies in marketing-oriented environments.
Second, this study innovatively incorporates electronic word-
of-mouth (eWOM) into the UTAUT2 model, confirming its
critical mediating role in the digital exhibition acceptance process.
While prior research has focused primarily on variables such as
attitudes, perceived risk, and trust as mediators in technology
acceptance models (Degirmenci & Breitner, 2017; Arfi et al., 2021;
Hooda et al, 2022), this study emphasizes the importance of
eWOM in shaping consumer behavioural intention. This result
aligns with the findings of Babi¢ Rosario et al. (2020), who
highlighted the role of eWOM in consumer decision-making
processes, but it extends their work by demonstrating how

Table 10 Data calibration.

Full membership

Performance expectancy 5.00
Effort expectancy 5.00
Social influence 5.00
Facilitating conditions 5.00
Hedonistic motivation 5.00
Privacy risk 433
Trust 5.00
eWOM 5.00
Behavioural intention 5.00

Crossover point Full nonmembership
3.33 1.67
3.33 1.67
3.33 2.00
3.33 1.67
3.33 1.67
2.67 1.00
3.00 1.67
3.33 1.67
3.33 1.67
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Table 11 Necessary conditions.

Conditions tested Outcome variable: Bl

Consistency Coverage
PE 0.725880 0.708450
~PE 0.568067 0.571777
EE 0.721316 0.723534
~EE 0.558012 0.546439
SI 0.718320 0.692732
~SI 0.541040 0.551421
FC 0.684590 0.686549
~FC 0.596521 0.584271
HM 0.732084 0.707610
~HM 0.529131 0.537993
PR 0.504386 0.519882
~PR 0.760894 0.726098
TR 0.677530 0.646987
~TR 0.583400 0.600882
eWOM 0.746489 0.749428
~eWOM1 0.542538 0.530840

PE performance expectancy, EE effort expectancy, S/ social influence, FC facilitating conditions,
HM hedonistic motivation, TR trust, PR privacy risk, eWOM electronic word of mouth, B/
behavioural intention.

Table 12 Truth table.

Behavioural intention

1 2
Performance expectancy .
Effort expectancy () o
Social influence o ()
Facilitating conditions (2>} .
Hedonistic motivation . .
Trust .
eWOM () ()
Privacy risk @ @
Consistency 0.937275 0.939175
Raw coverage 0.241888 0.35235
Unique coverage 0.0613279 0.17179
Solution coverage 0.413678
Solution consistency 0.93099

The black circle represents the presence of core or peripheral conditions. The crossed-out circle
represent the absence of core or peripheral conditions; Blank cells show a 'do not care’ situation.

eWOM mediates the relationships between key UTAUT2
constructs and behavioural intention in the context of digital
exhibitions. This contribution not only extends the applicability
of the UTAUT2 model but also offers a fresh perspective for
future studies to explore how enhancing eWOM can improve
consumers’ psychological readiness and acceptance of digital
exhibitions, guiding enterprises in building better digital
experiences.

Third, by integrating the concepts of trust and privacy risk
within the UTAUT2 framework, this study confirms the
significant role that these factors play in technology acceptance.
In doing so, this study builds on and extends the work of Arfi
et al. (2021) and Bugshan and Attar (2020), who examined trust
and privacy risk separately in the context of the IoT and social
commerce. However, this research uniquely demonstrates how
trust mitigates privacy risk, thus enhancing consumers’ will-
ingness to engage with digital exhibitions. In the Chinese context,
national policy documents tend to convey a predominantly
positive and development-oriented tone (Hine & Floridi, 2024),

which may help reduce consumers’ perceived risk and increase
their willingness to engage with emerging technological innova-
tions. This model extension highlights the psychological necessity
of building trust and managing privacy risk when creating and
promoting digital exhibition services, as these factors are
increasingly decisive in user technology acceptance in the
digital age.

Fourth, the integration of fuzzy-set qualitative comparative
analysis (fsQCA) into this study provides a nuanced and
configurational understanding of consumers’ willingness to
engage with digital exhibitions. By identifying two distinct
pathways—Configuration 1 (performance expectancy, effort
expectancy, social influence, hedonic motivation, and eWOM)
and Configuration 2 (effort expectancy, social influence, facilitat-
ing conditions, trust, and eWOM)—the fsQCA results highlight
the complex interplay of factors driving consumer behavioural
intention. These configurations align with Pappas and Wood-
side’s (2021) emphasis on the importance of examining causal
complexity and the combined effects of multiple conditions
rather than isolated variables. The findings underscore that
consumer acceptance is determined not by a single factor but by
specific combinations of conditions, which can vary depending on
contextual factors such as the presence of trust or the emphasis
on ease of use. This configurational perspective extends the
theoretical understanding of the UTAUT2 model by demonstrat-
ing how different pathways can lead to the same outcome,
offering a more holistic view of consumer behaviour in the
context of digital exhibitions.

Finally, from a methodological perspective, the use of semi-
structured interviews combined with the PLS-SEM and fsQCA
methods offers a composite methodological example that
captures and interprets complex relationships within the data
more comprehensively. The interview phase played a founda-
tional role in adapting the UTAUT?2 framework to the context of
digital exhibitions, which were later confirmed and theorized in
the quantitative stages. Specifically, the PLS-SEM results reveal
the linear relationships among key variables, while the fsQCA
results uncover multiple equifinal paths toward acceptance. The
integration of fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA)
into this study provides a nuanced and configurational under-
standing of consumers’ willingness to engage with digital
exhibitions. By identifying two distinct pathways—Configuration
1 (performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence,
hedonic motivation, and eWOM) and Configuration 2 (effort
expectancy, social influence, facilitating conditions, trust, and
eWOM)—the fsQCA results highlight the complex interplay of
factors driving consumer behavioural intention. These configura-
tions align with Pappas and Woodside’s (2021) emphasis on the
importance of examining causal complexity and the combined
effects of multiple conditions rather than isolated variables. The
findings underscore that consumer acceptance is determined not
by a single factor but by specific combinations of conditions,
which can vary depending on contextual factors such as the
presence of trust or the emphasis on ease of use. This extends the
theoretical understanding of the UTAUT2 model by demonstrat-
ing how different pathways can lead to the same outcome,
offering a more holistic view of consumer behaviour in the
context of digital exhibitions. Moreover, the fsQCA results
complement the PLS-SEM findings, providing deeper insights
into the mechanisms through which trust, eWOM, and other
factors influence consumer decisions. By adopting this dual-
method approach, this study not only validates the robustness of
the findings but also offers a methodological example for future
research exploring complex consumer behaviour in emerging
technological contexts.
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Practical implications. This study not only addresses the press-
ing needs of organizations in the digital exhibition space but also
contributes to the broader discourse on digital marketing strate-
gies and consumer behaviour in the evolving landscape of the
metaverse.

First, the significant effect of effort expectancy is shown by our
findings. To enhance this aspect, organizations should prioritize
creating intuitive and user-friendly interfaces that minimize
cognitive and physical effort. This can be achieved by designing
seamless navigation and interaction frameworks to reduce user
friction, leveraging augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR)
technologies to simplify the exploration of digital exhibitions, and
conducting usability testing to identify and address pain points in
user journeys. For example, the Louvre Museum’s virtual tour
platform uses simple click-and-drag navigation and clear direc-
tional cues, making it easy for users to explore exhibitions without
frustration. Similarly, BYD’s 'BYD World' metaverse platform
demonstrates this principle through its interactive showrooms,
where users can effortlessly explore vehicles with intuitive controls
that replicate real-world dealership experiences.

Second, the study confirms the significant mediating role of
eWOM in shaping behavioural intention, demonstrating that
positive eWOM can amplify consumers’ interest and trust in digital
exhibitions. To capitalize on this finding, organizations should
encourage users to share their experiences by incentivizing reviews,
testimonials, and social media posts; create shareable and engaging
content that highlights the unique features and benefits of digital
exhibitions; and actively monitor and respond to eWOM on
platforms such as social media and review sites to address concerns
and amplify positive feedback (Kautish et al., 2023). By fostering a
robust eWOM ecosystem, organizations can enhance the visibility
and credibility of their digital exhibitions, increasing adoption
rates. For instance, Nike’s 'Nikeland' on Roblox effectively leverages
eWOM by encouraging users to share their virtual experiences via
social media, thereby amplifying engagement.

Third, the incorporation of trust and privacy risk into the
consumer acceptance model highlights the need for stringent
security measures and transparent privacy policies. By emphasizing
the importance of robust data security measures, transparent data
handling practices, and clear communication of privacy policies,
organizations can address consumer concerns and foster a sense of
reliability. Additionally, leveraging secure authentication and
encryption technologies further reinforces the safeguarding of user
interactions, which is critical in mitigating perceived risks. Creating
a trustworthy environment not only builds consumer confidence
but also encourages sustained participation in digital exhibitions, as
demonstrated by one participant’s statement: T believe that the
company providing the digital exhibition will protect my
information security’ (Participant 4). This research underscores
the need for organizations to prioritize trust-building as a strategic
imperative, ultimately driving higher adoption rates and long-term
success in the digital exhibition space. By integrating these insights,
organizations can position themselves as secure and user-centric,
thus enhancing their competitive edge in an increasingly privacy-
conscious market.

Finally, while factors beyond effort expectancy do not directly
influence behavioural intention, they may affect them either
through the mediating role of eWOM or in conjunction with
other elements. From the fsQCA, we identified two configurations
associated with behavioural intention. The first configuration
shows that PE, EE, SI, HM, and eWOM constitute core
conditions. This finding indicates that consumers have a greater
tendency to form positive behavioural intention when they expect
high performance (e.g., informative and entertaining content)
and social interaction from digital exhibitions. To capitalize on
this finding, organizations should design exhibitions that are
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immersive, interactive, and entertaining; incorporate social
features such as live chats, forums, and collaborative spaces to
foster community engagement; and integrate gamification
elements to increase users’ enjoyment and hedonic motivation.
For example, BMW’s Joytopia metaverse event successfully
merged high-performance visuals, such as realistic virtual test
drives with interactive social features like live chats with
engineers, creating a multifaceted experience that attracted
significant consumer engagement. The second configuration
identifies EE, SI, FCs, HM, trust, and eWOM as core conditions.
This configuration emphasizes that in addition to the simplicity
of the user experience and fun, the establishment and
maintenance of trust and positive social influences significantly
impact behavioural intention. Organizations should provide
technical support, tutorials, and resources to ease user navigation,
foster trust through consistent, reliable service and transparent
communication, and leverage eWOM to reinforce trust and social
validation. Together, these pathways offer actionable strategies for
organizations to create engaging, trustworthy, and socially
enriched digital exhibition experiences that drive consumer
participation and long-term success.

Conclusions and future work

Conclusions. This research seeks to identify the factors influen-
cing consumers’ willingness to accept digital exhibitions. To that
end, we used semi-structured interviews to identify important
variables. On the basis of the semi-structured interview findings,
we identified the significant role of eWOM and incorporated the
trust-privacy risk relationship into the UTAUT2 model to con-
struct the research model for this paper. We subsequently ana-
lysed 283 questionnaire responses using the PLS-SEM and fsQCA
methods, revealing the mediating role of eWOM in the UTAUT2
model, as well as the impact of effort expectancy and the trust-
privacy relationship on behavioural intention. Simultaneously, we
identified two configurational paths that lead to high behavioural
intention, contributing to both theoretical research and man-
agement practice.

Limitations and future directions. This study has some limita-
tions that also offer avenues for future research. First, the cross-
sectional design of the study restricts the ability to observe changes
and trends over time. Conducting a longitudinal study would be
beneficial for determine whether the interrelationships among the
variables considered persist over time and for capturing the
dynamic nature of consumer behaviour in the evolving metaverse
landscape. These future directions will help build on the current
findings and provide deeper insights into the factors influencing
consumers’ engagement with digital exhibitions. Second, the study
was conducted within a single national context China, which
means that it does not account for cross-cultural differences in how
consumers perceive and accept digital exhibitions in the metaverse.
Future studies can explore not only the comparative applicability of
models like UTAUT2 across countries, but also how localized
understandings of key constructs. This has important implications
for digital governance, especially as global platforms must navigate
diverse ethical, legal, and cultural expectations in designing user-
centred technologies (Ho et al., 2023).

Data availability

The datasets generated during and/or analysed during the current
study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable
request.
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