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ABSTRACT

The paper examines the rise of e-commerce trends in the past few years, with a
specific focus on online purchasing behaviour in the Republic of North Macedonia. E-
commerce has seen dramatic increase in 2020, especially with the emergence of the
COVID-19 pandemic which influenced consumers towards online shopping. Statistics
demonstrate that in the following years we can expect this rate of growth to continue,
making e-commerce an option for all types of businesses and industries. These trends
are also evident in the Republic of North Macedonia, where e-commerce sales have
increased by more than 50% comparing 2019 to 2020.

Through primary and secondary data, the research in the paper focuses on
establishing online buying habits by consumers in the Republic of North Macedonia.
Primary data was obtained through a survey questionnaire, through a stratified two-
stage random sample, consisted of 202 respondents, aged from 18 to 58 years.

Main findings demonstrate that e-commerce is most prominent in younger age
groups, with the COVID-19 pandemic influencing more respondents from the older age
groups to make their first purchase online. Social media plays a significant role in
online buying behavior, which can also be expanded to customer support as well.
Companies can greatly benefit by introducing e-commerce as an additional channel

and utilize social media to interact with potential and existing clients.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Online shopping has a clearly marked growth in the past years, totalling for 2.48
trillion dollars in worldwide sales in 2020, with the trend expected to continue in the
following period, resulting in an estimated share of total global sales by 2024 of 21,8%
(Statista, 2021). Figures are expected to rise even more rapidly, especially with the

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on online shopping trends and the introduction of
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new ICT technologies. Given that attracting and retaining consumers is a major
challenge for online stores and an important determinant of their success, a number of
studies have appeared in the literature on the factors and methods that encourage
online shopping. Evidence of this is the data on a significant increase in retail sales
from $ 172 billion in 2005 to $ 329 billion in 2010 (Johnson, 2005), or $ 600 billion in
2011 (The Daily Egg, 2012), and according to the latest data at $ 3.53 trillion in 2019
(Statista, 2020). There are 32 countries in the world with an Internet penetration rate
higher than 50% (Internet World Stats, 2020). There are 4.66 billion Internet users in
the world today (Datareportal, 2021). The total number of Internet users worldwide
has grown by 319 million in the past 12 months - almost 875,000 new users every day
(Datareportal, 2021). Potential benefits for consumers from online shopping include
convenience, wide and diversified selection, low cost, original services, personal
attention and easy access to information among others. The proliferation of online
shopping stimulates widespread research aimed at attracting and retaining consumers
from a technology-oriented perspective (Jarvenpaa and Todd, 1997). For example,
online consumer behavior is examined from the perspective of demographic
consumption perspectives (Brown et al. 2003; Korgaonkar et al.,, 2004; O'Keefe et al,,
2000; Park and Jun, 2003; Stafford et al, 2004), cognitive / psychological
characteristics (Huang, 2003; Lynch and Beck, 2001; Wolfinbarger and Gilly, 2001; Xia,
2002), risk perceptions and the benefits of online shopping (Bhatnagar and Gose,
2004; Featherman and Pavlou, 2003; Garbarino and Strabilevitz, 2004; Huang et al,,
2004; Joines et al., 2003; Kolsaker et al., 2004), purchasing motivation (Johnson et al,,
2004) and purchasing orientation (Swainathan et al., 1999).

Penetration of online sales and e-commerce is evident in all countries, even
ones with low economic growth such as the Republic of North Macedonia. According
to the data from the National Bank of the Republic of North Macedonia (NBRM, 2020),
the year 2020 was characterized by an enormous growth of e-commerce as a result of
the corona crisis, with more than 439 new e-shops opened by the end of 2020.
Therefore, the total number of active registered e-shops was higher than 1459, which
is an increase of 43% compared to the previous year 2019. According to the latest
published data on payment statistics from the National Bank of the Republic of North
Macedonia, the growth of the value of realized online transactions to domestic online

points of sale is 135% in 2020 compared to 2019 (Graph 1) (Gjorgjieva, 2021).
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Graph 1. Value (in mil. Eur) and increase (%) of the value of online

transactions to domestic and foreign e-tailers 2016-2020
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In the year 2020, domestic e-merchants realized transactions in amount of 178
million euros, out of which 11 million euros or 6% were made with foreign cards,
compared to 2019, when such transactions were recorded in the amount of 76 million
euros. Also according to the data of the National Bank, the transactions with foreign e-
merchants made with domestic payment cards decreased by more than 54% in the
year 2020, compared to 2019. In absolute numbers, the total revenue was 62 million
euros in the year 2020, compared to the revenue amounted on 135 million euros
recorded in 2019. According to their analysis, this decline is probably due to a series
of restrictions due to the crisis and the traveling restrictions.

The number of online transactions in the country and abroad was 10 million in
2020, and 6.7 million in 2019, which means that there was an increase of 50.1%. In
absolute numbers, this would amount to 229.5 million euros spent online to domestic

and foreign e-merchants in 2020, compared to 169 million euros in 2019 (Graph 2).

Graph 2. Value of transactions in e-commerce 2019 & 2020

IN 2019 MACEDONIANS SPENT IN 2020 MACEDONIANS SPENT
204 MIL. EUR: 204 MIL. EUR:
W DOMESTIC E-TAILERS ™ FOREIGN E-TAILERS M DOMESTIC E-TAILERS GROWTH M FOREIGN E-TAILERS GROWTH



https://ecommerce.mk/prometot-kaj-domashnite-e-trgovczi-vo-2020-porasnal-za-135-sporedeno-so-2019-godina/
https://ecommerce.mk/prometot-kaj-domashnite-e-trgovczi-vo-2020-porasnal-za-135-sporedeno-so-2019-godina/
https://ecommerce.mk/prometot-kaj-domashnite-e-trgovczi-vo-2020-porasnal-za-135-sporedeno-so-2019-godina/
https://ecommerce.mk/prometot-kaj-domashnite-e-trgovczi-vo-2020-porasnal-za-135-sporedeno-so-2019-godina/

INTEGRATED BUSINESS FACULTY - SKOPJE

JO URNAL JOURNAL OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT, VOL. 11, ISSUE 26 (2021), 3-17
OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPVENT UDC: 339.1:004.738.5]:366.1:303.71((497.7)"2019,/2020”

In the Republic of North Macedonia, there are no parameters for the
measurement of the role that e-commerce has in terms of Covid-19 protection of the
population, but it can be said that e-commerce and online payment allow citizens to
replace the traditional way of buying in a physical facility and cash payment, so that it
is also possible to respect the protection measures relating to social distance and avoid
going to places where there is a high frequency of people. This primarily refers to the
protection of the population aged 40 to 45 years, but also some of the older citizens
who have almost adapted to the new reality of living, changed their habits and have
begun to use online services such as buying online, payment bills online, etc.
(Stojanchova, 2020).

With the increase in the value of transactions with domestic cards to domestic
e-merchants and the growth of e-commerce by 143% compared to 2019, it can be
freely said that Macedonian citizens during the year 2020 have gained more confidence
in online shopping and that the Covid-19 crisis has a big role for this trend.

Since the pandemic hasn’t finished yet, it is clear that in the future we should
continue to practice this way of working and using digital services. That is why it is
especially important for e-merchants to be fair and transparent, to strive to continue
to apply modern web-based methods to meet the needs of customers, and to build good
mutual relationships in order consumers to continue to shop online in the future, and
give online shopping recommendations to their friends and acquaintances.

Based on the overall obtained theoretical data on e-commerce and online
shopping on the territory of the Republic of North Macedonia and the world, for the
needs of this paper a survey was conducted in order to analyze the opinions and
attitudes of the citizens of the Republic of North Macedonia regarding the online
shopping and the impact of modern web-based methods to increase consumption, and

to confirm or possibly refuse some of the theoretical conclusions.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In the paper the following research methods were used: the empirical method for
collecting, as well as for searching the literature; comparative method and methods of
statistical analysis, such as descriptive statistics, statistical grouping of data and
graphical presentation of data for empirical analysis of the questionnaire, i.e. the

primary data obtained from the survey questionnaire. The sample for the research was
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performed according to the subject and purpose of the research and the availability of
data for sample selection. The subject population in this research are people, citizens
of the Republic of North Macedonia of male and female gender, aged 18 to over 58
years. The research was conducted on a sample of 202 respondents. The sample for
the survey on the opinions and attitudes of the consumers from the Republic of North
Macedonia regarding the impact of modern web-based methods for increasing sales,
was designed as a stratified two-stage random sample. At the same time, the
respondents were selected randomly, on a voluntary basis.

The structure of the survey questionnaire consisted of 10 questions which were
answered only by marking the answer. The questions were designed and posed in a
way that will be essential, simple and understandable for each category of people, and
which will give the desired outcome appropriate to the previously obtained theoretical
knowledge. The questions were more general, but contained all the necessary

elements to obtain the desired information.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

From the conducted analysis, the desired results were obtained, which are presented
and analyzed below.The first question of the survey was intended to find out the
gender of the respondents. The aim was to analyze the opinions of respondents of both
sexes. Accordingly, 19.8% of the total respondents were male respondents, while
80.2% of the total were female respondents. From this question it can be concluded
that women have shown a greater interest in answering the questions of the survey
designed to examine the opinions and attitudes of people regarding the purchase of
goods and services online and the impact of social media in this regard. This figure
shows the possibility that women buy more than men and that the answers obtained
from the survey are more relevant when it comes to women. The second question from
the survey was asked to see the age structure of the respondents and to get a
conclusion whether all age categories / generations are active in e-commerce and
Internet. According to the obtained data shown in the graph, it can be seen that the
survey questions were answered by respondents under the aged of 57 years, but not
by respondents aged 58 years and older. The division of the categories "from - to" in
the offered answers was offered arbitrarily starting from 18 years due to the fact that

minors do not have their own payment cards and can not manage their own funds on
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a transaction account without a power of attorney by parents or guardians.
Considering the answers received, most of the respondents, 69.3%, or. 140
respondents, who are probably the most active on the Internet and social networks,
are respondents aged from 25 to 35 years. Then, 14.9% of the respondents or 30
respondents are aged from 18 to 24 years. The percentage of those respondents who
are aged from 36 to 46 is slightly lower, i.e. 9.9% or 20 respondents. The smallest part

of the respondents, 5.9% or 12 respondents, are aged 47 to 57 years.

Graph 3. Preference for buying products
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Source: Own research

The third question obtains information about the way in which consumers
prefer to buy goods or services, whether it is in a store and in a physical facility, or on
the Internet and online via computer. The aim was initially to get a general picture of
how many of the respondents are already shopping online, and later to follow up on
the fourth question, which should provide information on other additional impacts
such as the Covid-19 crisis in our case. According to the answers received, as expected,
more than half of the respondents, 69.3% ie. 140 respondents answered that they
usually want to shop in a store where they can physically feel the products, to have a
clear idea of what the products look like, whether they suit them or not, how long they
have a shelflife and so on. The remaining 30.7% of the respondents answered that they
most often prefer the Internet, i.e. shopping online via computer. Most often, from
practice, this category includes consumers who have already seen the quality of a
particular product or service for which there is a possibility to buy online; furthermore
consumers who are loyal to a particular brand (such as buying sportswear online in a

store like Sport Vision, or buying cosmetics from a catalog like Avon, Farmasi, and
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many other examples); consumers who want to save time and money going to the store

(usually to buy products that are not completely necessary), etc.

Graph 4. Did COVID-19 influenced your frequency of buying products online?

® VYes
® No
Partially

Source: Own research

The answers to this question from the graph show that more than half of the
respondents, high 53.5% or 108 respondents, started shopping more intensively
online as a result of the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, in order to protect their
health. Another 25.7% or 52 respondents answered that the crisis with the Covid-19
pandemic partially encouraged them to use the Internet more, to search for different
products on the Internet and to practice shopping online. The remaining 20.8% of the
respondents, ie 42 respondents answered no, which alludes to the assumption that
these respondents either used the Internet a lot and practiced to buy products online
or did not use the Internet at all before, so the crisis can not initiate interest for online
shopping.

From the answers received, it can be concluded that the Covid-19 pandemic is
massively encouraging consumers to start buying products/ services online more

intensively.
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Graph 5. Categories of products purchased online
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Based on the previously theoretically obtained data in this paper about what
the respondents buy online most often, the above answers were offered as a guide.
Therefore, in this case as well, it was confirmed that consumers mostly buy clothes
online, as confirmed by 46.5% or 94 respondents, which is almost half of the total
number of respondents. Furthermore, 14.9% or 30 respondents answered with
"other", i.e. that they buy products or services that are not listed here, but are available
for purchase online. Another 9.9% or 20 respondents answered that they mostly buy
cosmetics online, 7.9% or 16 respondents answered that they mostly buy food online,
12 respondents or 5.9% answered that they mostly buy household items online, then
10 respondents or 5% of the respondents answered that they most often buy
equipment, i.e. accessories online, 3% or 6 respondents answered that they usually
spend money on a certain service online, and finally, the lowest percentage of
respondents, 2% or 4 respondents, answered that they buy computer equipment
online most often.

The next question was about how the respondents make online purchases most
often, whether through social networks where they have the opportunity to deliver the
shipment home and pay at the door upon receipt of the shipment, or directly through
the website of the online store where payment is generally made by card when placing
the order of the product, also with the possibility of delivery of the shipment to the
home or to the post office. The purpose of this question initially was to determine the
impact of social networks, i.e. modern web-based methods on consumer decision-
making to buy a particular product, and thus increase sales, and the other purpose was

to indirectly determine whether and how much people trust in buying products
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through social networks. When we talk about trust, we mean that many e-shops that
advertise products or services on social networks are not actually registered, and
therefore not safe to buy, and instead of a number of benefits, consumers may
encounter a number of difficulties and inconsistencies, such as delivery of substandard
products, products without warranty, inability to replace products, payment for the
product that will not be delivered without returning the user's funds back to the
account, products totally different from those advertised (different shape, different
dimension, different brand, different color) etc. In another case, when the products or
services are ordered directly from the website of the e-store, there is so much more
trust, because it contains additional useful data with options it offers. It is much easier
to get the impression about the experience that the consumer could have if he buys
something from that site online. Also in terms of payment there is greater certainty
that if the product runs out of stock and it is not delivered to the customer, the money
that was previously withdrawn from the user's account will be returned. However, it
should be noted that this is not always a fact, but that it is a very common example of
consumer practice and experience.

According to the answers of the respondents shown on the graph, it can be seen
that the opinions differ. The most of the respondents, 56.4% or 114 respondents buy
products or services directly through the website of the e-shop, and a smaller part of
them, ie 43.6% of the respondents or 88 respondents answered that they usually do
online shopping directly through one of the social networks.

The next, seventh question is a follow-up to the previous, which aimed to
provide information through which social networks the respondents most often buy a
particular product or service. Several answers were offered: Facebook, Instagram,
Pinterest, Twitter, Snapchat, Youtube, LinkedIn and TikTok based on the theoretical
insights that they are the most commonly used social networks for advertising and
selling the products and services of a businesses worldwide . From the analysis,
according to the data shown in the graph, the users in the Republic of North Macedonia
mostly buy on Facebook and Instagram. This was confirmed by 57.4% of the
respondents or 116 respondents who shop on Facebook, and 41.6% of respondents or
84 respondents who answered that they shop on Instagram. The remaining 1%, or the
answer of only two respondent, refers to purchases using Youtube. Not a single

respondent opted for the other few social networks.
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The eighth question "What motivates you to buy a product/ service online even though
you have not previously planned to do so?" was asked in order to determine which of
the most commonly used marketing strategies to increase online buying and selling
give the biggest effect on consumers in the Republic of North Macedonia in terms of
leading them to buy something online without previous intentions to buy (Email
Marketing; Advertising / Sponsored Posts; Gifts / Giveaways; Video Marketing). At the
same time, the other goal was to determine whether the highlighted best practices of
selected companies that use online marketing models to increase sales and purchases
are used by companies in the Republic of North Macedonia and specifically which of
them (Product upgrades and cross-selling; Use of personalized product
recommendation for product discovery; Increase social proof and display of product
reviews and evaluations; Combine marketing with influencers; Add timer to create
sense of urgency; Limit inventory availability to create a sense of disadvantage;
Creating a loyalty program; Using game effect to increase consumption; Sending
personalized repurchase messages).

From the obtained results it is evident that the biggest interest that arouses the desire
to buy among consumers without previous intentions to buy are the sponsored posts
that are displayed on social networks, which also include a combination of other
practices.By clicking on the product for which there is a sponsored post, the user/
consumer is redirected to the company's website where the full product specification
is displayed, where at the same time it is advertised by an influencer, marketing the
content and reviews about its use by people who have already tried it. This is by far the
best practice that every business should adopt and practice from time to time, which
will bring a series of positive effects in the long run. Small number of the respondents
are attracted to the use of the "Wheel of Fortune" (probably because this is not a very
common practice) and to the receipt of "Reminder to complete the order" which
generally comes as an email notification.

It should be noted that none of the respondents opted for the offered answer
"Using the effect of a game" which aims to increase consumption. This is associated
with the fact that this practice is unknown to consumers in the Republic of North
Macedonia, which again associates with the fact that this practice is not applied by
many companies in the Republic of North Macedonia. It is also very important to say

that most of the companies in the Republic of North Macedonia, including the online
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stores do not pay attention to the optimization of the mobile application from the web
store, which is a big drawback and a problem, not only for the users, but also for the
company itself.

The next, ninth question, addresses the factors that influence consumers'
decision to purchase products and/ or services online. The offered answers, as in the
previous questions, were separated and listed from the previously theoretically

obtained data.

Graph 6. Factors influencing purchasing decisions online

Price

Availability
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Source: Own research

According to the received answers, the consumers are usually motivated and
interested in the price of products and services. This is evidenced by a high 37.6% of
respondents or 76 respondents. This clearly demonstrates that if the product can be
found for a lower price online, it would be one of the decisive criteria to make a
purchase through the Internet. Next, what is quite important for consumers are the
benefits that online shopping offers. The survey shows that 15.8% of the respondents,
ie 32 respondents, decided on the benefits as a factor, while 11.9% of the respondents,
ie 24 respondents, decided on the "Purpose of Purchase" as a factor. Furthermore, for
10.9% of respondents, ie 22 respondents, the most important factor is the perceived
quality of the product (regardless of whether that product or service was previously
purchased online or directly from a store). Furthermore, 8.9% of the respondents
decided on the security and privacy offered by online shopping and 16 respondents, ie
7.9% of the respondents answered that affordability and easy way of shopping is the
most important factor due to which they decide to buy online. Eight respondents, ie

4% of them, decided on the review as a motive for buying.
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The last question was asked in order to determine whether theexperience of the
respondents from the online purchase of goods and services via the Internet is positive
or negative. According to the obtained data, it is more than obvious that most of the
time it is positive. Only 16 respondents or 8% answered that their experience of
shopping online is mostly negative. Unlike them, 92% ie. 184 respondents answered
that their experience of shopping online is mostly positive. Given the positive
experience of consumers in this regard, it can be concluded with certainty that they
will continue to buy, which means that it would be good if companies continue to keep
up with trends and apply modern web- based methods to increase sales, and also to
increase customer satisfaction by offering them various benefits. Therefore, here we
will point out once again that in addition to the most commonly used practices, taking
the fact that today consumers most often do things through mobile phones, it is
especially important to pay more attention to mobile app optimization from the web

store.

CONCLUSION

The analysis of the results obtained from the research on consumer experiences
and behavior provides an answer to the general and individual challenges of e-
commerce, especially in times of crisis. Through the analysis of the practices in our
country and abroad, the character of the methods used to increase online shopping and
their impact on consumers in the Republic of North Macedonia was determined.

The basic hypothesis has been confirmed that the Covid-19 crisis has a
significant positive impact on the development of electronic commerce in the Republic
of North Macedonia. That fact is theoretically confirmed by many researches in
different countries in the world. Thus, statistically, the year 2020 is characterized by
an enormousgrowth of e-commerce as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, with more
than 439 new e-shops opened, with the total number of active e-shops of 1459 by the
end of 2020, which is 43% increased compared to the previous year 2019. The growth
of the value of realized online transactions to domestic internet points of sale is 135%
in 2020 compared to 2019. Furthermore, in the year 2020 178 million euros were
realized to domestic e-traders, out of which 11 million euros or 6 %, were made with
foreign cards, compared to 2019, when such transactions were 76 million euros. The

survey also confirmed that the Covid-19 crisis is encouraging consumers to change the
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way they shop and start shopping more online instead of previously preferred type of
shopping through physical facility and going to the store. In this way, the benefits that
are obtained outweigh the disadvantages.

It has been indicative that the majority of the online consumers who shop online
are women. According to the survey, online shopping includes people up to the age of
58, with the most people buying at the age of 25 to 35, and the least at the age of 47 to
57.

With the increase in the value of transactions with domestic cards to domestic
e-merchants and the growth of e-commerce by 143% compared to 2019, it can be
freely said that Macedonian citizens during the year 2020 have gained more confidence
in online shopping and that however the Covid-19 crisis has a big role in this trend.
The hypotheses that mobile devices and other innovations drive e-commerce in the
future and change its landscape have also been confirmed. Social media improves
customer services by making it accessible to customers who tend to seek urgent
feedback with prompt responds in regards to their problems and questions.
Consumers rely on social media to find out more data and information about products
and services. Optimized profiles and useful information will create a positive first
impression for online businesses. Comparing social media platforms, Facebook is the
most used, as well as most influential platform for purchasing behaviour and online
buying activities, followed by Instagram.

Because of these findings, it is necessary for companies to apply social media to
their business practices, including the use of modern web methods to encourage
continuous sales growth of their products or services, because it is clear that the future
promises further growth as the world population begins to use the Internet . Hence,
social media expences should be part of a company's marketing budget, as it provides
a powerful way to connect with the target audience. From Instagram to LinkedIn there
are virtually unlimited ways to interact and share information, as well as to advertise
companies' products and services. Social networks also enable connecting with new
customers and maintaining contact with existing customers, i.e. maintaining their

loyalty.
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