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Abstract 
Building trust is crucial for adopting and using 

information and communication technologies, 

particularly in highly competitive markets with almost 

homogeneous products between providers. However, 

assessing consumer trust is challenging, as contractual 

obligations or high switching costs can lead to 

misinterpretations. This study investigates consumer 

trust in mobile providers in Germany. Initially, we 

conducted 13 qualitative online interviews with industry 

experts in Germany (except one from Switzerland) to 

develop hypotheses, which we then tested through a 

quantitative online survey of German consumers (N = 

502). Contrary to the experts’ critical assumptions, the 

findings showed that consumer trust exceeded 

expectations. We found no correlation between the 

duration of customer relationships and trust. These 

results are especially relevant for mobile providers. 

Moreover, marketing/product managers from other 

sectors with comparable consumer goods (e.g., 

subscription-based media products or information 

goods) can also gain insights into strategies to enhance 

consumer trust and manage customer relationships.  

 

Keywords: trust, mobile communications providers, 

mixed methods, expert interviews, quantitative 

consumer study 

1. Introduction  

Mobile communications products represent an 

essential, ubiquitous mass consumer good of everyday 

life with stable demand and a generally high willingness 

to buy/pay in industrialized countries such as Germany. 

The target group is comprehensive and diverse as it 

includes the broad mass of the population. Concerning 

the mobile communications market in Germany, the 

market saturation and penetration of smartphones and 

SIM cards are very high: 83.3 percent of households use 

at least one mobile plan (RMS, 2024), and 105.5 million 

SIM cards are in active use (Bundesnetzagentur, 2024), 

which is 1.25 SIM cards per inhabitant (Federal 

Statistical Office, 2024a). Thus, the mobile 

communications industry constitutes a highly 

competitive market in which customer retention is 

essential, e.g., by poaching (Karjaluoto et al., 2012; 

Sichtmann, 2007). 

A special market feature is that exchanges between 

providers and customers mainly occur via phone or 

online, rarely face-to-face (Hapsari et al., 2020; Aksoy 

et al., 2013; Karjaluoto et al., 2012). Therefore, gaining 

trust plays a key role and is decisive for customer 

retention or churn (Alvares de Souza Soares, 2023; 

Mohd Noor, 2012), especially in markets with few 

providers (Marett et al., 2015). Measuring trust is 

challenging, as high switching costs or contractual 

obligations can be misinterpreted as high trust (Steyn & 

Mostert, 2022). 

Another challenge is the national, or in this case 

EU-wide, regulatory framework that affects both 

providers and consumers in telecommunications 

markets. The (latest) major interventions by EU 

regulation in the telecommunications industry that 

strengthened consumer protection include, for example, 

the limitation of contract durations by setting a 

maximum of initial 24 months as well as the obligation 

to offer transparent product information sheets (EUR-

Lex, 2018) and the abolition of EU roaming charges in 

2017 allowing consumers to use their mobile plans 

without extra costs when traveling across EU member 

states (EUR-Lex, 2015). The EU updated the roaming 

regulation in 2022 with the aim of “achieving a high 

level of […] trust” (EUR-Lex, 2022, p. 17). In general, 

“full harmonisation of their rights increases the trust of 

end-users” (EUR-Lex, 2018, p. 84). However, there 

have also been less user-oriented interventions in the 

telecommunications sector in recent years, such as the 

ban on streaming passes in 2021. The latter enabled the 

consumption of social media, video, or music content 

without using the data volume included in the mobile 

plan (= zero rating). Despite the user-friendliness of free 

streaming options, the European Court of Justice (2021) 

prohibited them as they violated the Open Internet 

Regulation. It is a major problem when regulations 
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hinder innovative features that restrict the freedoms that 

consumers previously had. We suspect that regulatory 

frameworks also have (either a positive or negative) 

impact on consumer trust, which is why trust is time- 

and context-dependent and requires regular 

measurement and interpretation, taking current external 

circumstances into account. 

This study analyzes consumer trust in German 

mobile providers. We carried out 13 expert online 

interviews on consumer trust to derive hypotheses and 

conducted a subsequent online survey (N = 502) with 

consumers. The aim is to compare expert assessments 

with ‘consumer reality’. In addition, we test literature-

based hypotheses. The empirical results are particularly 

relevant for mobile communications providers to 

improve trust building and customer loyalty. Other 

industries, especially in highly competitive or regulated 

markets, also benefit from the findings on company-

customer relationships and trust-building measures. 

Moreover, the results are interesting for 

marketing/product managers with similar market 

dynamics selling (a) digital products that differ only 

slightly between competitors (“brand parity”) 

(Karjaluoto et al., 2012; Ramirez & Goldsmith, 2009) or 

b) consumer goods (e.g., subscription-based 

products/bundles) such as information goods or media 

products (see “media convergence” in Wirtz, 2023). 

The study primarily makes a practical and 

theoretical contribution to consumer behavior research 

focusing on consumer trust, customer relationships, and 

loyalty management (e.g., strategies to improve 

customer retention and reduce churn rates). The 

research questions focus on the German mobile B2C 

(business-to-consumer) market. Firstly, to what extent 

do consumers trust mobile providers (RQ1)? Secondly, 

what are the effects of consumer trust (e.g., customer 

satisfaction, loyalty, and willingness to switch)? (RQ2). 

2. Research Background 

Trust can refer to interpersonal relationships and 

relationships with systems, technologies, or brands 

(Evanschitzky et al., 2020; Choi & Ji, 2015; Fournier & 

Alvarez, 2012). It describes the extent to which 

properties are classified as predictable and functional 

(Herrenkind et al., 2019; Choi & Ji, 2015). Several terms 

in the literature are closely related to trust, respectively, 

which are effects of trust or used as synonyms (see 

Figure 1).  

 
 
Figure 1. Relationships between trust and similar 

concepts (source: own illustration based on a 
literature review) 

 

Related terms are “customer loyalty” (Steyn & 

Mostert, 2022; Evanschitzky et al., 2020; Hapsari et al., 

2020; Kungumapriya & Malarmathi, 2018; Aksoy et al., 

2013; Karjaluoto et al., 2012; Mohd Noor, 2012), 

“customer commitment” (Steyn & Mostert, 2022; 

Kungumapriya & Malarmathi, 2018; Mohd Noor, 

2012), “customer satisfaction” (Steyn & Mostert, 2022; 

Evanschitzky et al., 2020; Kungumapriya & 

Malarmathi, 2018), or “consumer confidence” 

(Herrenkind et al., 2019; Mohd Noor, 2012). 

Trust positively affects purchase intention 

(Sichtmann, 2007), loyalty, and commitment (Aydin & 

Ozer, 2005). Consumer commitment (synonym: 

customer loyalty) and trust can improve relationship 

management in the mobile sector (Mohd Noor, 2012). 

Conversely, loss of trust (regardless of the industry) can 

lead to churn (Evanschitzky et al., 2020) and delay 

purchase decisions (Maeng et al., 2020). Consumer trust 

(synonym: consumer confidence) plays a crucial role, 

especially in service-oriented industries (with intangible 

or similar products between providers), such as the 

mobile sector (Karjaluoto et al., 2012). Long-term 
customers with fixed monthly costs are the most 

profitable segment (Karjaluoto et al., 2012) due to 

secure long-term revenues (Hassan et al., 2021; 

Kungumapriya & Malarmathi, 2018). High trust in 

mobile providers can also reduce privacy concerns 

(Mohd Noor, 2012) and price sensitivity (Karjaluoto et 

al., 2012). Focusing on willingness to pay, loyal 

customers would pay additional charges of up to 20 

percent before they switch (Dadzie & Boachie-Mensah, 

2011). Some providers have a bad reputation for hidden 

charges, unclear terms and conditions, or being lax with 

personal data (Islam et al., 2021), which lowers trust. 

Building trust through advertising effectively creates a 

positive brand image (Hassan et al., 2021), but mobile 

providers often underestimate the role of trust 

(Sichtmann, 2007). As the introduction mentions, 

contractual obligations can also be misinterpreted as 

loyalty/trust (Steyn & Mostert, 2022). 
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Switching costs for telecommunications services 

are low because loyalty programs rarely exist, and 

(postpaid) customers are open to switching after the 

contract expires, so long relationships do not necessarily 

lead to high trust (Karjaluoto et al., 2012). Mostert et al. 

(2020) also found no correlation between the length of 

relationships and satisfaction in the mobile sector in the 

United States, South Africa, and the Philippines. They 

recommend that researchers should test this in a 

developed European country in the future to improve the 

generalizability (Mostert et al., 2020; see also Steyn & 

Mostert, 2022). Telecommunications providers should 

reduce price sensitivity by building trust, especially with 

new customers, and offering extra services to long-term 

customers (Karjaluoto et al., 2012). 

While there is extensive research on trust and 

related constructs, there is a lack of realistic measures 

on how companies can (re-)build or restore trust in an 

effective, customer-oriented way. Addressing this gap 

could significantly improve the understanding of trust in 

the context of customer relationships, particularly in 

rapidly evolving sectors such as the telecommunications 

industry. 

3. Methodology 

In April 2023, we conducted semi-structured online 

interviews via video calls with 13 industry experts 

working for 12 different companies, e.g., mobile 

network operators (MNOs = own infrastructure), mobile 

virtual network operators (MVNOs = service providers 

without significant infrastructure), or consultancies. 

This means that two employees work for the same 

company. All experts operate in management positions 

in the German market (except for one in Switzerland). 

They have an average of 15 years of professional 

experience in the telecommunications industry. We 

recruited most interview partners by cold calling and 

others through contacts from the university network (= 

convenient sample). Table 1 shows an anonymized 

overview of the interview partners surveyed. 

We first asked the experts how high they generally 

rate customers’ trust in mobile providers in Germany. 

We were also interested in whether they had measured 

the trust of their customers in the past and, if so, which 

method they used and what results they obtained. 

Finally, we asked the experts to name the challenges 

mobile communications providers face regarding 

consumer trust and what their companies do to gain (or 

maintain/increase) trust. 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 1. Anonymized information about the 
interviewed experts (source: own illustration) 
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MNO ca. 32.000 

MNO ca. 7.500* 

MNO ca. 7.500* 

MNO ca. 3.000 

MNO ca. 1.500 

MVNO ca. 10.000 

MVNO ca. 900 

Consultancy ca. 2.000 

Consultancy ca. 1.500 

Consultancy ca. 250 

Consultancy ca. 35 

Research institute ca. 30.000  

Price comparison website ca. 500 

Note. MNO = mobile network operator, MVNO = mobile virtual 
network operator, *Two employees work in the same company 

 

Regarding the qualitative data analysis process, we 

anonymously documented the audio records of the 

video interviews with technical support using 

transcription features of Adobe Premiere and Microsoft 

Word. The average interview length was around 10 

minutes. Then, we evaluated the transcriptions using a 

qualitative content analysis method (see Mayring, 2022) 

by coding the statements and building a category system 

to structure the data. Table 2 shows an excerpt from the 

codebook, which summarizes the qualitative data 

analysis process and gives examples for each step. The 

anchor examples are sample quotes that we translated 

from the interviews with telecommunications (telco) 

experts conducted in Germany. 

The codes and categories help to summarize and 

link relevant statements across interviews. Based on the 

identified core statements, we formulated five 

hypotheses (H1-H5) for the subsequent quantitative 

consumer study. Details on the derivation of individual 

hypotheses are part of the next section 4.1 in connection 
with the presentation of the qualitative results of the 

expert interviews. 
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Table 2. Excerpt from the qualitative data analysis 
process (source: own illustration based on 

Mayring, 2022 and Homburg et al., 2020) 
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1. Detect key 
statements 

 

Transcript of 13 
interviews with 
telco experts in 
management 
positions 

“The biggest 
challenge is to 
avoid scandals 
such as net-
work attacks” 

2. Identify 
codes 

Open coding Scandal; 
network attack 

3. Build 
categories 

Aggregation of 
codes to 
categories 

Arguments for 
mistrust/loss of 
trust 

4. Allocate 
further codes 

Distillation of 
further identified 
codes and allo-
cation to existing 
or new catego-
ries (deductive 
and inductive) 

High prices for 
services 
abroad before 
EU roaming 

5. Compare 
codes per 
category 

Identification of 
commonalities/ 
differences 

Arguments for 
low trust 
prevail, 
especially in 
MVNOs 

6. Derivate 
hypotheses 

Condensation of 
commonalities 
into five hypo-
theses (H1-H5) 

Formulation of 
hypotheses H1 
+ H2 (details 
in section 4.1) 

 

To test our hypotheses, we conducted an online 

survey in May 2023 with German consumers (N = 502; 

quota sample) aged 18 and (under) 65. The survey 

questionnaire consisted of 12 content-related closed and 

semi-open questions (single, multiple choices, and 5-

point Likert scales) in three parts: The first part asked 

about the brand of the mobile provider the respondents 

currently mainly use, the length of the customer-

company relationship, the satisfaction with the product 

performance and customer service, the recommendation 

rate (Net Promoter Score = NPS; see Reichheld, 2003) 

and (potential) reasons for the willingness to switch. The 

second part included questions about trust in the current 

mobile provider (including reasons) and suggestions for 

increasing trust. In the third part, respondents had to 

state whether they use a prepaid (= advance payment) or 

a postpaid plan (= monthly payments by invoice) and 

the amount of their monthly expenditure on mobile 

communications. Another eight questions collected 

sociodemographic data, including gender, age, federal 

state, size of the primary residence, employment status, 

education, occupational field, and – voluntarily – 

monthly net income). To ensure validity and 

representativeness, we observed quotas regarding 

gender and age, conducted quality checks (pattern click-

throughs), a pretest (n = 50), and randomly listed 

answers. A panel provider technically supported the 

survey. The study’s originality is the mixed methods 

approach, which combines qualitative expert interviews 

with a quantitative consumer survey to compare trust 

bilaterally – from the perspective of providers and other 

industry experts as well as customers. 

4. Results  

4.1 Expert Interviews. Six out of 13 experts see a 

general problem of consumer trust in mobile providers, 

while four experts estimate that trust is high across 

providers, especially regarding MNOs. The remaining 

experts do not make a clear decision. In our subsequent 

consumer survey, we therefore assume that trust in 

mobile communications providers will be (rather) low 

(H1) and that trust in MNOs is higher than in MVNOs 

(H2). The experts also interpret trust very differently. 

Some directly associate trust with the provider and its 

portfolio, while others refer to customer service, 

product, or network quality. The experts state that 

providers measure trust mainly by customer satisfaction 

measurements, churn rates, or NPS. 

Concerning providers’ challenges regarding trust, 

the most common mistake is focusing on generating 

new customers instead of offering incentives to existing 

customers as a reward for loyalty. The widespread myth 

among consumers that contract cancellation is necessary 

to get the best offers is often true, according to the 

experts. Thus, we assume that existing customers feel 

disadvantaged compared to new ones, which reduces 

trust (H3). In saturated markets, however, 

disadvantaging existing customers only works to a 

limited extent due to high churn rates. Because of 

essentially unchanged market shares, customers are 

only “shifted” between providers instead of building 

long-term relationships. Many experts think the trust 

issue is a general problem within the 

telecommunications communications industry caused 

by scandals in the past (e.g., high prices for services 

abroad before EU roaming). Pricing of mobile plans is 

deliberately not transparent (e.g., price adjustment 

clause) because the industry is strongly promotion-

oriented due to the mass business. Another issue is 

critical reporting (e.g., radiation, network security). 

Thus, it is a major challenge to avoid scandals. Another 

conflict mentioned by the experts is that customers 
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blame providers for technical issues that are not their 

immediate responsibility. For example, the causes of 

inadequate network quality are usually outdated 

devices, poorly performing apps, or isolated locations 

(buildings/cars). In mass businesses, it is hardly efficient 

to solve individual problems. 

Some experts emphasize features of the German 

market, which is considered very fragmented (e.g., 

number of brands). One expert points out the high 

smartphone penetration in Germany (as in other 

industrialized countries). As mentioned above, 83.3 

percent of German households use at least one mobile 

plan, and 30.4 percent (of households) have purchased a 

smart/mobile phone within the last year (RMS, 2024). 

The high market saturation affects the acquisition of 

new customers and the retention of existing customers. 

According to the experts, another issue is the poor image 

of network coverage in Germany, which is better than 

its reputation. 

Overall, the aspects that positively influence trust 

are service quality, value for money, and loyalty 

programs (benefits for existing customers as growing 

data volume at the same price). Critical experts name the 

following aspects that harm trust: Preference for new 

customers, lack of data protection, misleading 

marketing promises, complex mobile plans (cost 

structure), critical reporting, long contract terms, lack of 

information, and poor network coverage. The experts 

also cite measures to increase trust: more digital service 

offerings (e.g., surveys or apps; resulting in H4), 

transparent pricing, flexible contract cancellation, and 

better communications (e.g., network expansion). 

In summary, we developed the following five 

hypotheses from the expert interviews that we tested in 

our subsequent quantitative consumer survey: 

 

H1: Consumer trust in mobile providers is generally 

low (across providers). 

 
H2: Consumer trust in MNOs is higher than in 

MVNOs. 

 
H3: Existing customers feel disadvantaged compared to 

new ones, which reduces trust. 

 
H4: More digital service offerings (apps) increase 

trust in providers. 

 
H5: Younger customers prefer digital service 

offerings (apps). 

 

Further, literature-based hypotheses supplement the 

hypotheses based on the expert interviews: Since 

Mostert et al. (2020) found no correlation between the 

length of relationships and satisfaction in the mobile 

sector in the United States, South Africa, and the 

Philippines, we aimed to test on the German market 

whether the length of relationships influences trust and 

whether satisfaction influences trust, as these two terms 

are highly related (see Figure 1). Therefore, we test the 

hypotheses that the longer a customer relationship 

exists (customer loyalty), the higher the level of 

consumer trust (H6), and the higher the customer 

satisfaction, the higher the consumer trust. (H7). 

 
H6: The longer a customer relationship exists 

(customer loyalty), the higher the consumer trust. 

 
H7: The higher the customer satisfaction, the higher 

the consumer trust. 

 

4.2 Consumer Study. First, this section examines the 

extent to which the sociodemographic data of the 502 

study participants can be considered representative. 

Compared with the database of the Federal Statistical 

Office, according to which (in the relevant age group of 

18 to under 65 years) the proportion of women is 49.8 

percent (Winzer & Massarczyk, 2023); 48.4 percent of 

the participants in our study were women (factor 0.972 

= 48.4 / 49.8). As complete congruence is hardly 

achievable, this is broadly representative. In terms of 

age groups, respondents between 45 and 54 years old (at 

23.0 percent) are slightly underrepresented (factor 0.902 

= 23.0 / 25.5) compared with the data from the European 

Society for Opinion and Market Research (ESOMAR) 

(25.5 percent; not publicly available). The proportion of 

study participants living in large cities with 100,000 to 

(under) 500,000 inhabitants (20.3 percent) is 

overrepresented (factor 1.344 = 20.3 / 14.7) compared 

with the data from the Federal Statistical Office (2023; 

15.1 percent). Regarding employment status, most of 

the participants are employed (60.0 percent), followed 

by non-employed (10.0 percent), self-

employed/freelancers (8.0 percent), and retired (7.0 

percent). Non-employed persons are overrepresented 

compared with the data from the Federal Statistical 

Office (2.8 percent; 2024b). One-third of the 

participants (31.0 percent) have completed a dual 

apprenticeship/vocational training, 19 percent have a 

secondary/intermediate school leaving certificate, and 

15 percent have acquired a technical college or 

university entrance qualification. The general 

educational level of the participants tends to be above 

the German average (see Federal Statistical Office, 

2020). 

Most participants are customers of the main brand 

of an MNO, led by Vodafone (22.7 percent), followed 

by O2/Telefónica (17.8 percent), Telekom (16.9 

percent), and 1&1 (12.0 percent); 1&1 is currently 

transitioning to an MNO, as 1&1 has its own 5G license 
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but has so far achieved a very limited network capacity 

and is therefore not yet perceived as MNO by 

customers. The use of MVNOs and sub-brands of 

MNOs is lower: Aldi Talk (7.6 percent), Congstar (5.8 

percent), and Blau (3.6 percent). 

We asked the participants how long they had been 

customers of their current provider. The results show 

that the average relationship duration ranges from (over) 

two to five years. 22.3 percent have been customers of 

their current provider for over ten years. 

The group of new customers (loyalty of up to one year) 

is the smallest (13.6 percent). Thus, providers are more 

successful in retaining existing customers than 

acquiring new ones. This aligns with the RMS survey 

(2024), according to which 13.8 percent plan to change 

their mobile plan/provider. 

Focusing on satisfaction measured by a 5-point 

Likert scale, the largest share is “very satisfied” (37.6 

percent) with the product performance of its provider 

(mean: 3.82/5.00). Regarding customer service, 

satisfaction is marginally lower (very satisfied: 34.2 

percent; mean: 3.77). The NPS is +14.3, representing a 

low positive value (on a scale from -100 to +100; see 

Reichheld, 2003). That is close to the data by Gocheva 

(2023), which shows an average NPS (of Telekom, 

Vodafone, and O2/Telefónica) of +13.7. The most 

frequent reasons for switching are value for money (39.1 

percent), network coverage (19.6 percent), and customer 

service (13.4 percent). 

Trust in the provider is relatively high (mean: 4.05). 

Value for money (33.0 percent) is the most frequent 

reason for high trust (by those who indicated high trust), 

followed by service quality (25.8 percent) and network 

coverage (25.1 percent). In contrast, other consumers 

justified low trust with long contract terms or poor 

network coverage (each 14.6 percent), false marketing 

promises (12.6 percent), preference for new customers, 

and complex mobile plans (each 11.3 percent). 

Suggestions to increase trust are improved value for 

money (22.3 percent), rewards for existing customers 

(18.8 percent), more flexible cancellation options (14.7 

percent), and better network coverage (13.2 percent). In 

addition, 65.2 percent use postpaid plans (34.8 percent 

prepaid). The answers regarding monthly expenditure 

vary widely, with 9.95 to 14.94 euros being the most 

common response. 

 

4.3 Discussion. This section contains hypotheses tests 

(H1-H7), including correlation analyses (H5-H7). Table 

3 summarizes the results and provides an overview of 

the method and significance tests. We reject H1, as trust 

in the provider is relatively high at 4.05/5.00, although 

the experts predicted lower trust values. 

Table 3. Results of hypotheses testing including 
correlation analyses (source: own illustration) 
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1 CT level Lik. 4.05/5.00 / reject. 

2 CT; 
provider 

Lik. Tab. 3 / partially 
conf. 

3 Reasons 
low CT 

MC Reason 
lost CT 
for 11.3% 

/ partially 
conf. 

4 Demand 
digital 
services; 
CT 

MC 5.9% 
agree 

/ reject. 

5 Demand 
digital 
services; 
age 

Eta/
An-
ova 

η2=.1792 

=.032 
<.001 reject. 

6 Length 
relation-
ship; CT 

Ktb/
Sr 

.084/.099 .023/ 
.026 

reject. 

7 Satis-
faction 
product/ 
service–
CT 

Ktb/
Sr 

Satis-
faction 
product 
.453/.501
; service 
.373/.416 

<.001 conf. 
(moder. 
positive 
corre-
lation) 

Note. CT = consumer trust, Lik. = 5-point Likert scale, MC = 
multiple-choice, Ktb/Sr = Kendall’s tau-b/Spearman’s rho, 
reject. = rejected, conf. = confirmed, moder. = moderate 

 

Concerning trust scores by provider/brand (see 

Table 4), the Telekom brands (Telekom, Congstar) 

achieve the highest level of trust. This is also confirmed 

by the fact that the trust scores of brands that exclusively 

use the Telekom network (4.21) are slightly ahead of 

brands that (exclusively) use the O2/Telefónica (4.10) 

or Vodafone network (3.72). We included 1&1 in the 

group of MVNOs (see above) and grouped sub-brands 

separately. 

In terms of categories (H2), trust in MNOs (4.08) is 

slightly higher than in MVNOs (4.02) (see Table 4). 

However, sub-brands of the MNOs are rated worst on 

average (3.92), mainly due to Otelo’s low individual 

rating. Thus, we (partially) confirm H2. 

The issue of prioritizing new customers (H3) is 

cited (11.3 percent; see Table 3) as a reason for low 

trust, as frequently as long contract terms and poor 

network coverage (14.6 percent each) or false marketing 
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promises (12.6 percent). However, concerning the most 

requested trust-building measures, the issue of new 

versus existing customers ranked second (18.8 percent), 

after better value for money (22.3 percent), so H3 can 

be (partially) confirmed. 

Regarding H4, 5.9 percent state that more digital 

service offerings are a measure to increase trust (see 

Table 3). Thus, we reject H4, meaning the desire for 

more digital offerings as a trust-building instrument is 

hardly present on the consumer side. This contradicts 

Karjaluoto et al.’s (2012) recommendation to offer 

additional services as trust-building measures. 

 
Table 4. Trust per a) provider/brand, b) category, 

and c) network (source: own illustration) 
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Congstar Sub-brand MNO 
(Telekom) 

Telekom 4.21 

Telekom MNO Telekom 4.20 

AldiTalk (Pure) MVNO O2 4.18 

O2/Tele-
fónica 

MNO O2 4.10 

Mobilcom (Pure) MVNO Multiple 4.07 

Blau Sub-brand MNO 
(O2/Telefónica) 

O2 4.05 

1&1 MVNO (MNO) Multiple 4.01 

Vodafone MNO Vodafone 3.93 

Freenet (pure) MVNO Multiple 3.80 

Otelo Sub-brand MNO 
(Vodafone) 

Vodafone 3.50 

b) Category ⌀ CT 

MNOs (excl. 1&1) 4.08 

MVNOs (incl. 1&1) 4.02 

Sub-brands 3.92 

c) Network ⌀ CT 

Network Telekom 4.21 

Network O2/Telefónica 4.11 

Network Vodafone 3.72 

 

We test H5 to H7 by correlation analyses. 

Depending on the scale types, we use Eta (effect size 

from ANOVA) for nominal-metric scale pairs (H5) 

and the correlation coefficients Kendall’s tau- 

b/Spearman’s rho (Ktb/Sr) for metric-ordinal (H6) or 

ordinal-ordinal scale pairs (H7). We interpreted the 

results according to Cohen (1988), who defines a weak 

correlation above 0.10 (to 0.29), a moderate 

correlation above 0.30 (to 0.49), and a high correlation 

above a value of 0.50. To ensure that the result is 

significant, i.e., reliable and not random, Table 3 also 

contains the p-values, which should be below an alpha 

level of 0.05 (significant) or better below 0.001 (highly 

significant). It is important to note that a low p-value 

reduces the probability of a type error and confirms 

statistical significance but does not affect the strength 

of the correlation. We reject H5 because there is no 

correlation between age and preference for digital 

offerings (Eta 0.179). We also reject H6 because there 

is no correlation between the length of the relationship 

and trust (Kendall’s tau-b 0.084; Spearman’s rho 

0.099; see Table 3). This aligns with the findings of 

Mostert et al. (2020; see above). In contrast, Aydin & 

Ozer (2005) found that trust among mobile customers 

in Turkey positively influences loyalty. We see a 

moderate positive and highly significant correlation 

between satisfaction and trust (H7), with the values of 

the correlation between product satisfaction and trust 

(Kendall’s tau-b 0.453; Spearman’s rho 0.501; see 

Table 3 above) being slightly higher than between 

satisfaction with customer service and trust (Kendall’s 

tau-b 0.373; Spearman’s rho 0.416; see Table 3). This 

confirms H7 and the assessment of the experts who 

determine trust by measuring satisfaction. 

5. Conclusion, Limitations, and Outlook  

Regarding RQ1, the (self-)perception of experts 

concerning trust in mobile providers in Germany is 

much worse than the measured (external) perception 

that emerges from the consumer survey (N = 502). 

While most experts generally rate trust as low within the 

mobile industry, the measured average trust among 

customers is relatively high (4.05/5.00). Trust in (major 

brands of) MNOs (Telekom, Vodafone, and 

O2/Telefónica) slightly perform best (4.08), followed 

by “pure” MVNOs (Freenet, AldiTalk, Mobilcom, and 

1&1) with a value of 4.02. The sub-brands of MNOs 

(Congstar, Otelo, and Blau) reach a value of 3.92 (with 

a wide range from Congstar at 4.21 to Otelo at 3.50). 

Regarding RQ2, a moderate positive correlation 

exists between customer satisfaction and trust, which 

justifies derivations of satisfaction measurements such 

as NPS to determine trust. Consistent with earlier 

findings, we found no correlation between the length of 
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the relationship (indication of loyalty) and trust. 

Although trust grows in the first months to five years of 

the customer-company relationship, it declines after 

more than five years in our consumer survey. This lack 

of correlation shows good opportunities to poach (even 

long-standing) customers in the competitive mobile 

communications market. Thus, there are market 

opportunities for new brands/providers in the (German) 

mobile market. As mentioned above, providers derive 

trust from the NPS or churn rates (willingness to 

switch), which fits with previous results. In our study, 

one-third have changed their provider within the last 

two years. Customers who stated they do not want to 

switch are significantly more satisfied, so willingness to 

switch impacts low trust. 

In conclusion, providers must strengthen consumer 

trust in the German mobile market. Suitable measures 

for this purpose are improved value for money (22.3 

percent), rewards for existing customers (e.g., loyalty 

programs; 18.8 percent), more flexible mobile plans 

(e.g., cancellation options; 14.7 percent), and better 

network coverage (13.2 percent). 

The study’s originality is that it combines expert 

interviews (N = 13) with a quantitative consumer survey 

(N = 502). Thus, it directly compares expert assessments 

with consumer opinions about trust in mobile 

communications providers. Lastly, providers could act 

more confidently and optimistically, as trust scores are 

much better than expected. We learn that despite an 

average of 15 years of experience in the industry, the 

interviewed experts have (historically conditioned) a 

rather pessimistic view and underestimate the level of 

consumer trust even though the vast majority measures 

trust regularly. 

Consistent with Mostert al. (2020), who found no 

correlation between the duration of the customer 

relationship and satisfaction in the mobile sector in the 

United States, South Africa, and the Philippines, we also 

found no correlation in Germany (as an example for a 

European industrialized country) between the duration 

of the customer relationship and trust, which is closely 

linked to satisfaction (see section 2 and Figure 1). Our 

study also reflects this link by proving a moderate 

positive and highly significant correlation between trust 

and satisfaction. This applies especially to satisfaction 

with the product as well as satisfaction with customer 

service. This confirms the experts’ approach, which is 

to derive trust from satisfaction measurements. Unlike 

our results and Mostert et al. (2020), Aydin & Ozer 

(2005) confirmed a positive influence of trust on loyalty 

in the Turkish mobile telecommunications market. 

Lastly, contrary to Karjaluoto et al. (2012), additional 

services (such as apps or surveys in our study) hardly 

influence customer trust. 

Concerning limitations, this study focuses on 

German experts (and one from Switzerland). The 

interview with the representative from the Swiss 

industry shows how strongly national 

telecommunications markets differ, even between 

countries with comparable economic situations. Thus, 

the results are not transferable to other 

telecommunications markets, and national 

circumstances must be considered (e.g., regulatory 

framework, network coverage/expansion, or number of 

competitors). For the telecommunications industry, a 

longitudinal study could shed light on the extent to 

which consumer trust changes after significant 

(external) interventions such as EU regulations. Future 

research could also investigate the influence of trust on 

willingness to pay and its role in the decision process for 

mobile plans, as loyal customers are more willing to pay 

(Dadzie & Boachie-Mensah, 2011). 
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