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Abstract: Thisstudy focuses on the effect of website visitors' degree of goal-oriented search
mode on purchase intention in online environments. In a study of 874 respondents recruited
from 13 online shops representing a diversity of product categories and customer segments,
the effect of visitors' degree of goal-oriented search mode on purchase intention isfound to be
moderated by product risk. Furthermore, product involvement, product risk and Internet
experience are found to have positive effects on the degree of goal-oriented search mode of
thevisitors. Also, product knowledge, product risk and Internet experience are reported to
have direct effects on purchaseintention. Theresults point to theimp ortance of understanding
the characteristics of website visitors, and to customize the support and search services
offered on the website to the characteristics and preferences of the individual visitor to

increase purchase intention, and eventually onlinesales.
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1 Introduction

Understanding customers' objectives when they visit aweb siteis of vital importance to assist
theindividual consumer effectively by offering support that isin accordance with the
customers’ specific needs[1]. Supporting customers’ search behavior may lead to more
satisfied customers and increase the purchaseintention of thevisitors. Thus, itisof vital
importance to know the objectives and plausible search mode of consumers when they visit a
web site. Categorizing customers depending on their search modes when visiting aweb site
therefore seem to be a useful strategy. Several suggestions have been made on categorizing
customers’ online search mode. Moe [2] divided online customers’ shopping strategiesinto
four categories based on customers’ search behavior (directed versus exploratory) and
customers purchasing horizon (immediate versus future). Moe[2] also related the online
search behaviors to purchase intention, and made interesting findings indicating that online
search mode is closely related to purchasing intention. Hoffman and Novak [3] divided online
customers’ search process into goal-directed and experiential. A goal -directed search process
is among other factors characterized by utilitarian benefits and directed search. An
experiential search processis characterized by hedonic benefits and non-directed search.
Singh and Dalal [4] divided visitors to aweb site into searchers, defined as goal-oriented
customers looking for specific information, and surfers, defined as fun -seekers that desire
entertainment and stimulation. They find thatthe emotional appeal of a home page hasa
stronger persuading effecton surfersthan arational appeal, pointing to the importance of
understanding the objectives of consumers’ search behavior at aweb site to obtain positive
persuading effects. Furthermore, Dholakia and Bagozzi [5] suggest differentiating between
goal -oriented and experiential mind sets. Goal -oriented mind-sets are divided into deliberative
and implemental mind-sets while experiential mind-sets are divided into exploratory and

hedonic mind-sets. Although the authors discuss the relevance of this typology to digital



environments, they do not discuss antecedents of the mind-sets or effects of the mind-sets on

purchase intention.

Building on the line of work mentioned above, the purpose of thisarticleisfourfold. One
purposeisto focus on the antecedents of customers’ search behavior when visiting aweb site.
Dueto the interactivity characterizing Internet, online customers are often highly involved
and goal-oriented when searching for information. Exploratory search characterizes a person
who is not actively searching for information whereas goal -oriented search refersto some
level of planned and active information search[6]. Dueto the interactivity of the Internet, we
assume some level of active search, and thus, some level of goal-oriented search mode among
customersvisiting aweb site. We, therefore, focus on the degree of goal -oriented search mode
in this study. Second, we argue that consumers’ search mode is a psychological construct, and
that it should be measured as such rather than through behavioral measures as done by Moe
[2]. By understanding the determinants of consumers’ search mode it will be easier to predict
their search behavior when they visit aweb site, and, thus, to adapt the web site to the visitors
search objectives. Third, Moe [2] revealed a general effect of customers’ search behavior at a
web site on their purchaseintention. In this article we al so focus on potential moderating
effects on the relation between customers search mode and their purchase intention. The
fourth purposeisto study direct effects of other variables than search mode on consumers
purchase intentionwhen visiting web sites. Although we base some of this article on the
promising work of Moe[2], the purpose of the articleis not to validate Moes’ [2] four
categories of search mode. Rather, we focus more on one of the search behaviors discussed by

Moe[2] - directed search.



2 Theoretical framework

Consumers’ buying decision process can be divided into interpretation, integration, and
behavior [7]. Interpretation includes how customers select sourcesof information and how
they create the subjective meaning of the selected information. This part of the decision
process often has alow level of goal-oriented search. I ntegration points to the overall

evaluation of aproduct based on various sources of in formation and choices among

Comment: Denne setningen madugd
alternative behaviors toward the product. Consumers will be more goal-oriented in their giennomen gang il Herbjorm

behavior in the integration phase than in the interpretation phase due to the fact that they have
aclearer picture of their goal asaresu It of theinformation search they have undertaken
during the interpretation phase. Thus, in different phases of the consumers’ buying decision
process, the level of goal -oriented search behavior at aweb site may vary. A managerial
implication may be that companies should offer more applications to support structured
information search and sales functions when dealing with consumersin later phases of a
decision process than when dealing with consumersin the interpretation phase. In the

interpretation phase, promotional offerings should have ahigher priority [8].

The consumer research literature has primarily focused on goal-directed search behavior [6].
“Goal -directed behavior occurs when consumers are motivated to use a stored search routine
to gather information more effectively” [6, p. 290. It refersto a planned search for
information or data based on some form of search routine. According to Hoffman and Novak
[3], goal-directed behavior in online environments is characterized by extrinsic motivation,
instrumental orientation, situational involvement, utilitarian benefits, directed search, and goal

directed choice.



Srinivasan [9] divide the consumer information search literature into three lines of research.
Thefirst is the psychological/motivational approach which includes the individual, the
product/service, and task-related variables. The second is the cost-benefit (economics)
approach, and the third is the consumer information processing approach. Within the
psychological/motivational approach, which isapplied in this article, studies of customers
information searchincludes antecedents and effects of information search. Among these
antecedents, characteristics of the customer [10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18], characteristics
of the product/service [10], and situational characteristics[10, § are most often focused.
Customer characteristics included are knowledge, risk, involvement, expertise, skills, prior
brand perception, search motives, and uncertainty. Product/service characteristicsinclude
complexity and differences. Situational characteristics includetime pressure, information
accessibility, and information presentation format. Studies of the effects of information search
typically focus on attitudes and intentions regarding the product/servicein question [19, 2],
and product/service choice decisions [17]. Based on existing research, we included four
antecedents previously shown toinfluence consumers’ search behavior. The antecedents
included were product knowledge, product risk, product involvement, and Internet

experience.

To further elaborate on the promising work of Moe [2], intention to purchase the
product/service in question wasincluded as an effect of the degree of goal-directed search. As
predicted in models explaining purchase intention, characteristics of the customers are
assumed to influence purchase intention [7]. For example, the theory of reasoned action [20]
includes consumer characteristics such as external factors influencing consumer behavioral
intention. However, it also seems reasonable to argue that the effect of search mode on

purchase intention can be moderated by characteristics of the customers. For example,



Janiszewski [6] argues that variables can moderate the effect of goal-directed search on
information gathering efficiency. Thus, weargue that the customer characteristics included in
this study may moderate the effect of goal-directed search on purchase intention. The effects

discussed are summed up in figure 1.

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE

Based on figure 1, we suggest 13 hypotheses on the determinants of online search mode and
purchase intention, on the rel ationship between search mode and purchase intention, and on
moderating variables of thisrelationship. For some of the hypotheses arguments may be
found suggesting alternatedirections of the effects predicted. Some of these arguments are
included in the discussion. Although these arguments may be used to proposeboth positive
and negative effects, the chosendirections suggested in our hypotheses are based on the

dominating findings in psychol ogical/motivational consumer research [9].

3 Hypotheses

Customersin the interpretive phase will typically be in a search mode with low degree of
goal -orientation. In this phase of the decision process, customers do not have strong ideas
about their decision outcome. Customersin the integrative phase have started to form ideas
about their decision and will be in a more goal-oriented search mode. This means that
customers will be more goal-oriented the closer they are to abehavioral decision. In the
interpretative phase customers have probably not reflected strongly about purchase intention.
However, in the integrative phase customers have started to form a purchase intention.
Furthermore, Moe[2] argues that consumers’ underlying objectiveswhen visiting aweb site

will have an effect on consumers' purchase intention on the web site. Results from her study



also indicate a positive effect of a goal-oriented search mo de on purchase intention. Based on

these arguments, we present the following general hypothesis:

H1: Consumers with a high degree of goal-oriented search mode will have amore positive

purchase intention than consumers with alow level of goal-oriented search mode.

Even though there may be a general relationship between a goal-oriented search mode and
purchase intention, it isimportant to understand how the degree of goal-oriented search mode
varies across customers by the phases of the decision processthey arein, and by the type of
product purchased. For example, customers differ in their prior knowledge of products.
Knowledge has been defined as afunction of familiarity and expertise [21]. Prior product
knowledge can influence consumers’ search forinformation [22]. Thus, it may be argued that
customers with ahigh level of product knowledge have alower need for goal-oriented
information search from external sources. From such an argument we may infer that high
product knowledge reduces the level of goal-oriented information search from external
sources. However, given a situation where customers search for information on the Internet,
customers with high product knowledge have often passed the interpretation phase of the
buying process. Thus, their judgment criteria are likely to have been established[23].
Furthermore, consumers with high product knowledge are more likely to know where to look
for relevant information [15]. It is also revealed by Brucks[16] that prior product knowledge
increases search efficiency. Thisindicates that consumers with high product knowledge will
be more goal -oriented in their information search mode than customers with low product

knowledge. Thus, the following hypothesis may be suggested:



H2a: Consumers with much product knowledge will have ahigher degree of goal-oriented

search mode than consumers with low product knowledge.

Product risk is often defined as consumers’ perception of the uncertainty and adverse
conseguences of buying a product or service[24]. Several studies have revealed that risk
reducing information search activities increase with higher levels of perceived product risk
[24, 25]. Perceived overall risk isafunction of several sub categories of perceived risk, e.g.
psychological risk, physical risk, socia risk, and financial risk [26, 27]. Goal-directed search
is characterized by extrinsic motivation, instrumental orientation, situational involvement and
utilitarian beliefs [3]. When planning to buy a product characterized by high risk, information
search will be more goal-oriented both to reduce the level of risk in general and to reduce the
specific product risks. When product risk islow, the need to enter agoal -oriented search
mode will be less, and information search will have a more superficial character. We therefore

propose a positive relation between perceived product risk and goal-oriented search mode:

H2b: Consumers who perceive ahigh level of product risk associated with a purchase will
have a higher degree of goal-oriented search mode than consumers who perceive alow level

of product risk associated with a purchase.

Product involvement represents a concern with a product that the consumer bringsinto a
purchase decision [28, 22]. Consumers’ involvement with a product reflects the products’
“personal relevance” [29 p. 347 and it affects consumers’ motivation to engage in problem
solving activities [7]. Customers with high product involvement are therefore supposed to be

more motivated to engage in intensive and goal-oriented search for information about the



product. Therefore, we propose that customers with high product involvement are more goal-

oriented in their search for information than consumers with low product involvement:

H2c: Consumers with high product involvement will have a higher degree of goal-oriented

search mode than consumers with low product involvement.

A study by Navarro-Prieto et a. [30] found that web searchers with much Internet experience
planned their search ahead based on their knowledge about theweb, whereas web searchers
with low experience hardly planned at all and were mainly driven by what they saw on the
screen. It may also be argued that consumers with much Internet experience will perceive a
web site as less complex than consumers with less Internet experience [31], making it easier
for experienced consumers to make goal -oriented search on aweb site. Based on this, we
argue that consumers withmuch Internet experience are more inclined to make goal-oriented
information searches than consumers withless Internet experience. We therefore propose a

positive relation between I nternet experience and the degree of goal-oriented search mode:

H2d: Consumers with much Internet experience will have ahigher degree of goal-oriented

search mode than consumers with less Internet experience.

Studying the effects of product knowledge, risk, involvement and Internet experience on
search mode and purchase intention is complex because these variables may have effects on
both purchase intention [20] as well as moderating effects[6] on the relationship between
search mode and purchaseintention. Wefirst discuss the direct effects of these variableson

purchase intention and then turn to their potential moderating effects.



In abuying process, consumers with much product knowledge have often passed the
interpretation phase. Thus, they are closer to considering a purchase than consumersin the
interpretation phase[7]. Furthermore, having much knowledge about a product may also
indicate that customers already have a high intention of buying the product. Another argument
for a positive effect of product knowledge on purchase intention is that consumers with much
product knowledge are more able than consumers with little pioduct knowledge to infer
intended product benefits from external sources, in particular from technical information[21],

leading to an increased purchase intention. Thus, the following hypothesis seems plausible:

H3a: Consumers with much product knowledgewill have a more positive purchase intention

than consumers with little product knowledge.

Most consumers want to reduce risks related to a product purchase to a minimum. High risk
means that the likelihood of negative consequencesrelated to a purchase is high. Because
consumers want to reduce the likelihood of negative consequences when buying a product,
they avoid buying the product with high perceived risk and choose alternative products.
Erdem [32] showsthat consumers considering a planned product purchase as risky choose a
known product rather than a new product, aresult that is supported by other studiesin this
line of research [33]. We therefore propose a negative relation between product risk and

purchase intention:

H3b: Consumers who perceive a high level of product risk associated with a purchase will
have aless positive purchase intention than consumers who perceive alow level of product

risk.



Product involvement is described as a motivational variable by Kardes[34]. Motivation points
to the consumers’ interestsin elaborating product information from various sources. Product
information presented on businesses’ web sites may be seen asadvertisements [4], and often
have a positive valence. Elaboration of information with a positive valence resultsin a
persuading effect [35, 36] often measured by attitude toward the product [37]. It iswell
established that attitude toward a product has a positive effect on intention to purchase a
product [38]. Thus, we propose a positive relationship between product involvement and

purchase intention:

H3c: Consumers with high product involvement will have a more positive purchase intention

than consumers with low product involvement.

Customers get used to the process of searching for information and buying products on the
Internet when they have extensive experience in using it [39]. This learning process reduces
the reluctance to buying products online and increases consumers’ general online purchase
intention. Also, web pages that Internet novices perceive as complex are probably not
perceived as complex by consumers with high Internet experience [31]. A reductionin
perceived web site complexity may increase consumers’ intentions to make purchases onthe
web site. Although Bruner and Kumar [31] did not find adirect effect of web experience on
purchase intention, they found positive effects of web experience on attitudes toward the web
site and attitudes toward advertisements, a variable found to mediate purchase intention [40,

37]. Thus, we propose a positive relation between Internet experience and purchase intention:

H3d: Consumers with much Internet experience will have a more positive purchase intention

than consumers with less Internet experience.



We have proposed that goal-oriented search mode has a positive effect on purchase intention
(H1). Results presented by Moe[2] also support this proposition. However, Moe[2] only
studied this relationship in an online store selling nutrition products. We argue that there are
direct effects of several product-related variables on search mode and purchase intention.
Thus, it also seems reasonable to argue that the relationship between search mode and
purchase intention may be moderated by the same variables, something Moe[2] was unable to
identify dueto biasin the studied product category. For example, consumers with high
product knowledge more easily interpret product information found on the Internet. They also
have a better understanding of the relevance and importance of information about the
attributes of a product presented on the web. Consumers with much product knowledge,
therefore, have better preconditions for taking advantage of a goal-oriented search onthe
Internet. For consumers with little product knowledge, it will be more difficult to see the
implications of all information accessed in agoal -oriented information search. Consequently,

we propose the following hypothesis:

H4a: The degree of goal-oriented search mode will have a more positive effect on the
purchase intention of consumers with much product knowledge than consumers withlittle

product knowledge.

Product risk leads to risk management activities. Among these activities are search for
information to reduce the level of risk [41]. Entering a goal-oriented mode of extensive
information search is a strategy used to reduce the risks related to a product purchase. In
situations characterized by high product risk, acomprehensive and goal-oriented search for

risk reducing information may be necessary to persuade the consumer about the quality of a



product and to reduce purchase uncertainty. For low risk products, a goal-oriented search
mode will be less relevant because there are few risks to reduce applying an extensive, goal-

oriented information search. We therefore argue that:

H4b: The degree of goal-oriented search mode will have a more positive effect on the
purchase intention of consumerswho perceive high product risk than consumerswho perceive

low product risk.

High product involvement reflects concern with a product and high motivation to engagein
problem solving activities. However, consumers can be persuaded both under high and low
involvement conditions. Under low involvement conditions, this persuasion is often based on
peripheral cueswhile persuasion is based on elaboration of message cues under conditions of
high involvement [42]. For high involving consumers, supporting a goal -oriented search mode
iswell suited for increasing purchase intention. For low involving consumers, superficial
information search with focus on peripheral cueswill probably be amore effective support
strategy than supporting agoal-oriented strategy. Thus, we suggest that the positive effect of a
goal -oriented search mode on purchase intention will be stronger among consumers with high

product involvement than among consumers with low product involvement:

H4c: The degree of goal-oriented search mode will have a more positive effect onthe
purchase intention of consumers with high product involvement than consumers with low

product involvement.

If web sites are perceived as more complex by consumers withlittle Internet experience than

consumers with much Internet experience [31], it seems reasonable to argue that consumers



with much Internet experience are more able to take advantage of applications on the Internet
supporting goal-oriented information search. They can use search engines more effectively
and better utilize product comparison services ("'recommendation agents"). Consumers with
little Internet experience are less able to make structured information search because they
perceive web sites as more complex. It istherefore more difficult for them to make goal-
oriented information search, and their search strategy is often more arbitrary than that of
consumers with much Internet experience. The positive effect of agoal-oriented search mode
on purchase intention will therefore be stronger among consumers withmuch Internet

experience:

H4d: The degree of goal-oriented search mode will have amore positive effect on purchase
intention of consumers withmuch Internet experience than consumers withless Internet

experience.

Twelve of the thirteen hypotheses suggested above are summarized in table 1.

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE

Table 1 illustrates the proposed effects of product knowledge, perceived risk, involvement
and Internet experience on goal-oriented search mode (H2) and purchase intention (H3). As
can be seen from the table, all effects of the consumer characteristics variables on the degree
of goal-oriented search mode are proposed to be positive. Product knowledge, product
involvement and Internet experience are proposed to have positive effects on purchase
intention while product risk is proposed to have a negative effect on purchase intention.

Moderating effects on the relation betweengoal-oriented search mode and purchase intention



areall proposed to be positive (H4). In addition to the twelve hypotheses p resented in table 1,
we also proposed ageneral positive effect of degree of goal -oriented search mode on purchase

intention (H1),

4 Method

To test the thirteen hypotheses proposed in section 3, a 13-group posttest only research design
was developed. To get sufficient variation in product knowledge, risk, involvement and
Internet experience, subjects were recruited at 13 different web shopsincluding web malls,
bookstores, music stores, computer and electronics stores, care sales sites, used product
auction sites, and banks. A banner advertisement and atext link with equal wording were put
at similar locations of the front page of each of thesesites. If subjects clicked on the banner or
text link, they were brought to the start page of the study. This pag eintroduced a stimulus
setting presenting different services and support tools applied to help consumers’ information
search. The subjects were then asked to " keep in mind the product they were searching for
information about right now” if they were now considering buying a specific product. If not,
they were asked to keep in mind * the product they were searching for information about the
last time they considered buying a product”. The subjects were next asked to categorize and
describe the product of this particular information search episode. This procedure was used to
link our measures to a specific product and information search episode that was clear and
evident in the consumers mind. After thisinitial "priming", subjects were guided through an
online questionnaire containing our measures. The questionnaire was personalized based upon
the information given about the specific product of their recent information search so that the

subjects were constantly reminded of their stimulus context.



A conven ience sample of 874 usable responses was recorded after elimination of repeated
answers and careless response (carel ess response was identified as subjects answering the
guestionnaire using less than 180 seconds). The demographic characteristics of the sample are

shown in table 2.

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE

When comparing the demographic characteristics of the sample to known Internet population
demographics, it was found that our sample contained a smaller proportion of young subjects
and a larger proportionof men than the local Internet population (bi-monthly demographic
statistics from the corresponding Internet population are available from Gallup ASA, see
http://www.gallup.no). Actually, according to Gallup (May, 2003), users between 13 and 19
years arethe heaviest Internet usersin the local population (88 percent of the usersin this
category have used the Internet during the last 30 days), underlining the importance of
including this group of online consumersin surveyslike the one reported here. The youngest
user group reported in table 2 range from 0 - 19 years. Based upon visitor information from
the web sitesthe respondents were recruited from, we assume that most of the respondents in
this category are teenagers. Furthermore, 72 percent of the men and 60 percent of the women
inthe population have used the Internet the last 30 days, indicating that women are
underrepresented in the sample used in the study reported here. Therefore, all analyses
presented below have been controlled for gender and age. However, no interactions were
found between these variables and the results presented below. Thus, we concluded that, for
the purpose of our investigation, the sample was representative of the local Internet

population of the study.



The following constructs were included in the questionnaire: Search mode, purchase
intention, product knowledge, product risk, product involvement and Internet experience.
Only multiple measures were applied, and all items except purchase intention were measured
by the subjectsindicating their agreement or disagreement with item statements on a seven
point scale. Search mode was measured using six psychometric items based upon the
behavioral measures of Moe's four search behavior categories[2]. The search mode items
were further analyzed applying principal components analysis. Two factors were extracted.
Thefirst factor may be interpreted as the degree of goal -oriented search mode, while the
second factor may be interpreted as the degree of exploratory search mode, mainly reflecting
the directed versus exploratory search behavior dimension of Moe[2]. By using the two items
with the highest factor loadings of the factor reflecting goal-oriented search, a measure of the

degree of goal-oriented search mode with satisfactory reliability (? of 0.70) was designed.

Product knowledge was measured using four items collected from Smith and Park [43] and
Mitchell and Dacin[44], and adapted for our purpose. Product risk is a less standardized
construct. Our measure was adapted from Chaudhuri [18]. It is based on product risk
stemming from economic risk, functional risk, security risk, risk of lost cognitive self
recognition, and risks from social consequences of use. The measure is adapted to our setting
and contains items representing three of these sources of product risk. Product involvement
was measured with a seven point semantic scale using five bipolar expressions. The measure
hasprevioudy been used by, among others, McQuarrie and Munson[45] showing good
reliability. Internet experience was measured using five items partly adapted from Bruner and
Kumar [31] that we have used and tested in previous studies of online search behavior [46].
All independent variable items are shown in Appendix A. In appendix B, a confirmatory

factor analysis of al these itemsis shown. This measurement analysis shows acceptable



convergent and discriminant validity of al concepts applied. In table 3, the mean, standard

deviations, reliability and correlation matrix of all measures are shown.

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE

Purchase intention was measured by using a multiple measure designed by combining the
Juster scale [47] and a psychometric measure of purchase intention used by Singh and Cole
[48] and Singh et al. [49]. The measure has areliability of ?=0.79, and both items have
previously been shown to be highly correlated with actual purchasing behavior. Even though
some of the measures had to be developed and adapted for our purpose, most of them are
based upon previously validated scales and are considered to be sufficiently reliable and have

acceptable convergent and discriminant validity.

5 Results
Regression analysis was used to test the proposed hypotheses. In table 4, results of these
analyses are shown. We also indicate the relevant hypothesistested as well as whether the

hypothesisis supported or not.

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE

Wefirst analyzed the relationship between search mode and purchase intention. The analysis
revealed no direct effect of search mode on purchase intention. Thus, we found no support for
H1. Next, the direct effects of product knowledge, risk, involvement, and Internet experience
were also tested using regression analysis. The results are shown in table 4. We found that the

proposed direct relationships between product risk, involvement and Internet experience and



degree of goal-oriented search mode were positive and significant. The proposed effect of
product knowledge on the degree of goal-oriented search mode was not found significant.
These findings supported hypotheses H2b, ¢, and d, but not H2a. A similar analysis of the
direct effects of product knowledge, risk, involvement, and Internet experience on purchase
intention supported the hypotheses that proposed a direct effect of product knowledge (H3a),
product risk (H3b) and Internet experience (H3d), but not the hypothesis of adirect effect of

product involvement (H3c) on purchase intention.

Separate regression analyses including search mode, product knowledge, risk, involvement,
Internet experience and the interactions between search mode and these variables were used to
test the hypotheses of moderating effects on the rel ationship between search mode and
purchase intention. These analyses were done by first investigating the two main effects on
purchase intention and next investigating the added explained variance and significance of the
interaction term of the two main effects. In table 4, the results showing the incremental

e lained variance of the interaction terms and the significance of the interaction terms are
shown. These analyses revealed that product risk significantly moderated the relationship
between search mode and purchase intention. Even though the level of significance is not very
high, these findings supported hypotheses 4b proposing a moderating effect of product risk on
the relationship between search mode and purchase intention. One of the conclusions that may
be drawn from thisfinding is that investigating the relationship between search mode and
purchase intention for single categories of products or homogeneous products may result in a
spurious effect of search mode on purchase intention that should be attributed to the

interaction of product risk with search mode rather than with search mode itself.

6 Discussion



One of the purposes of this study wasto investigate recent research by Moe[2] and others[4,
5] on search behavior, search mode and purchase intention in online environments. The
results revealed in this study partly confirm and extend the findings of these studies that
search mode and purchase intention are related. Although no main effect was found for the
degree of goal-oriented search mode on purchase intention, the rel ationship between the two
variables was moderated by product risk. Thus, an effect of goal -oriented search modeis
found on purchase intention in some situations. For example, when product risk islow, alow
degree of goal-oriented search mode gives the highest purchae intention, but when product
risk is high, ahigh degree of goal -oriented search mode gives the highest purchase intention.
Thisfinding reflects the identified interaction effects of search mode and product risk on
purchase intention. It also confirms our conception of the degree of goal -oriented search mode
as an important dimension of search mode with respect to purchase intention. It also confirms
our assumptionsthat purchase intentions may be high in situations of impulse purchasing of
product with low risk when the degree of goal -oriented search mode islow, and in situations
of planned purchasing of productswith high risk when the degree of goal-oriented search
modeishigh. Thus, to attain sale from websites, visitors’ degree of goal-oriented search
mode should be matched with information about the visitors’ perception of product risk.
Sales-generating efforts should be implemented differently based on information of visitors’
likely degree of goal-oriented search mode and knowledge of custoners’ risk perceptions for
various product categories. The product category studied by Moe [2] was nutrition products, a
product category mainly consumed by persons who probably perceive food consumption as
more risky than most people. Thus, it can be argued that the direct effect of goal-oriented
search mode on purchase intention indicated by Moe[2] was revealed among consumers
perceiving food as a high risk product category, thus supporting the moderated effect found in

this article.



Product risk, produ ct involvement and I nternet experience were found to have direct positive
effects on goal -oriented search mode. Given that the degree of goal-oriented search mode in
some situations has a positive effect on purchase intention, the effects of these variables on
goal -oriented search mode should be considered carefully by companies operating on the web.
Customization of websitesto attain the best fit betweenprovided services and the users
characteristics and preferences seems to be a strategy for improving website effectiveness and
obtain competitive advantage. Visitors with a high degree of goal-oriented search mode may,
for example, be offered a broader selection of decision support servicesthan visitors with a

low degree of goal-oriented search behavior.

Our results also revea positive effects of product knowledge and Internet experience on
purchase intention in online environments and a negative effect of perceived product risk on
purchaseintention. These results have implications for th e marketing strategy of website
operators. Visitors with much product knowledge and I nternet experience seem to be the
customers closest to making a purchase. Thus, on websites offering transaction based
services, sales promoting efforts may in particular be targeted towards these customers. In
addition, decision support functions offered on the website may in particular focus on serving
these customers sincethey represent the most plausible buyers. In addition, the results point to
the importance of more marketing activities to increase customers’ product knowledge and
Internet experiencein general. Through such activities, customers’ general purchase
intentions are stimulated. Increased product knowledge may aso lead to the customer
perceiving the product purchase aslessrisky and indirectly increase purchase intention.

However, explicit presentation of risk reducing information on companies’ websites should be



focused to reduce customers' perceived risk and through this, increase their purchase

intention.

It should be noted that no main effect of degree of goal-oriented search mode on purchase
intention was revealed, and that only one of the four variables proposed to moderate this
relation were significant. Although the result can be interpreted as a partial support of a
significant relation betweenthe degree of goal-oriented search modeand purchase intention, it
seems reasonable to argue that other variablesthan search modeshould also be focused to
increase the purchase intentionof online customers. In particular, results from the study
reported here indicate that product knowledge, perceived product risk and Internet experience
influence purchase intention directly. Thus, information on consumers' degree of goal-
oriented search mode may still be important to predict purchasing intention, but the
explanatory variables are more likely to be I nternet experience, perceived produ ct risk, and
product knowledge than search mode. It, therefore, seems like websites should be adapted to
visitors’ product knowledge, perceived product risk, and Internet experience rather than to

their degree of goal-oriented search mode.

The constructs used in the study are based on measures used inrelated studies and thus, are
assumed to have high construct validity. Also, the reliability of the constructs used isfairly
good. However, there are several potentia limitations to the findings presented in this study.
Self-selection of respondentsin this study isa potential threat to internal validity. However,
biases in gender and age were controlled for and revealed no interaction with the results
presented in the article, indicating that the sample was representative of thelocal online
population targeted in this study. Thus, based on these variables, self-selection doesnot seem

to have biased the results presented in this article significantly. Thedegree of goal-oriented



search mode was measured by two items with an alpha of 0.70. Even though measures of
goal -oriented search mode as a psychological construct in empirical research are rare, other
items may be included in our measure to increase the reliability of the measure. Further
research on the psychometric properties of the construct “goal-oriented search mode' isalso

suggested.

The study setting implied that respondents clicked on a banner advertisement to get access to
the questionnaire. The banner was available at 13 online shops. Respondents were not
recruited from online shops with particular high/low level of product complexity, risk, or
involvement. Rather, products available at the online shops reflected a broad range of product
types. Theresultstherefore, should be valid for most types of online shops. The setting and
instruments used in the study were pre-tested and these tests revealed no comments indicating
that the experimental setting was perceived asunusual. Also, no particular external incident
took place during the period of the study that may have influenced our results. The
respondents were asked to "keep in mind the product they were searching for information
about right now or the last time they were searching for information about a product”. This
meant that some of the respondents answered the questionnaire while being in acurrent
search situation while other respondents had to recall from memory their lastonlinesearch
situation. However, we have no indications that the mix of respondents being in acurrent
search situation and respondents recalling an online search situationdiffered attheir levels of
goal -oriented search mode. In addition, the customization of the measurement instrument
based upon the subject’* most recent product search history was applied to reduce recall
problems as athreat to internal validity aswell asto create a quas-experimental situation
similar to what istypically applied in traditional experimentsintroducing a specific stimulus

context.



The study revealsthat the effect of search mode on purchase intention is moderated. Other
variables than those included in this study may also have an impact on customers' information
search. Examples of such variables are product expertise and familiarity [21]. More potential
moderating variables should therefore be included in future studies to reveal more detailed
knowledge of the moderated effect of search mode on purchase intention. From attitude
theory, purchase intention of a product is assumed to be afunction of attitudes toward the
product [38]. Also, attitudes toward market information about the product (advertisements)
have been shown to have an effect on purchase intention [37]. Thus, further research should
include traditional antecedents of purchase intention to develop amore comprehensive model
explaining purchaseintention in online environments. Still, findings from our study indicate
that product knowledge, product risk, product involvement and Internet experience have an
impact on search mode and purchase intention. This means that these variables should be
included as covariatesin future studies of online buying behavior to more fully explain the

drivers of purchaseintention.
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Table 1. The hypotheses.

Degree of goal- Purchase Degree of goal-oriented search
oriented search intention mode
mode | |- >Purchase intention
H2 H3 H4

Knowledge (8 + + +
Risk (b) + - +
Involvement (c) + + +
Experience (d) + +




Table 2. Sample demographics

Income (USS$) % (N=786) |Age % (N=796)
Below 25 17,7 0-19 10,1
25-49 29,5 2029 334
50-74 31,4 30-39 30,3
75-100 14,5 40-49 16,8
Above 100 6,9 5059 7,7

Above 60 1,8
Gender % (N=794) | Education % (N=793)
Male 71,9 Primary 7,4
Female 28,1 Secondary/High school 334
Marital status % (N=791) | University/College, lessthan 4yrs 33,0
Married or equiv. 59,7 University/College 4yrs or more 26,1
Single or equiv. 31,1
Other 9,2




Table 3. Mean, standard deviation, reliability and correlations between variables.

Variable N Mean | Std. | Alpha| 1 2 3 4 5
dev.

Goal-oriented 7971 450 | 1.62 | 0.70

search mode (1)

Product 836| 461 | 1.38 | 0.87 |0.023

knowledge (2)

Product risk (3) |808| 2.69 | 1.58 | 0.77 |0.140* | 0.009

Involvement (4) (810 471 | 1.33 | 0.81 | 0.108* | 0.210** | 0.033

Experience(5) |789| 4.87 | 144 (092 |[0.083 | 0.403** | -0.035 | 0.082*

Purchase 507|479 [1.01 | 0.79 |0.050 | 0.232**| -0.088 | 0.032 | 0.138**

intention (6)

Note: ** and * indicate significance at p<0.01 and p<0.05 respectively




Table 4. Regression analyses

Dependent Independent variable | d.f. | R? B SEB |2 Hyp. Supp.
variable
Purchase God-oriented search | 504 | 0.003 | 0.006 | 0.057 | 0.050 + n.s.
intention mode
Goal-oriented | Product knowledge | 790 0.001 | 0.003 | 0.042 | 0.023 |+ n.s.
search mode
Product risk 774]10.020 | 0.142 | 0.036 | 0.140** | + +
Involvement 770(0.012 | 0.130 | 0.043 | 0.108** | + +
Experience 756 | 0.007 | 0.009 | 0.041 | 0.083* |+ +
Purchase Product knowledge | 502 | 0.054 | 0.350 | 0.065 | 0.232** | + +
intention
Product risk 491 0.008 | -0.116 | 0.059 | -0.088* | - -
Involvement 487(0.001 | 0.005 | 0.070 | 0.032 + n.s.
Experience 485 0.019 | 0.208 | 0.068 | 0.138** | + +
God-oriented search | 499 ( 0.001 | -0.001 | 0.039 | -0.068 | + n.s.
mode * Product
knowledge
Godl-oriented search | 489 | 0.012 [ 0.004 | 0.018 [ 0.198* |+ +
mode * Product risk
Goal-oriented search | 484 0.001 | 0.003 | 0.041| 0.171 |+ n.s.
mode * Involvement
God-oriented search | 482 0.002 | -0.003 | 0.040 | -0.183 | + n.s.

mode * Experience

Note: ** and * indicate significance at p<0.01 and p<0.05 respectively, n.s. indicates not

supported, R? for interaction terms indicate incremental R?




Degree of goad -
oriented search mode

Figurel. Theoretical framework

Purchase intention

* Product knowledge
* Product risk

* Product involvement
* Internet experience




Appendix A.
Items of goal-oriented search mode, product knowledge, risk, involvement and Internet
experience (item number used in the measurement analysis indicated)

Goal-oriented search mode:
1. I need muchinformation search to decide when buying this product

2. When buying this product | have to be goal-oriented in my search for information

Product knowledge:

1. | feel very knowledgeable about this product

2. | have enough knowledge about this product to give others advice about it
3. Others often seek my advice on this type of product

4. | feel very confident about what is relevant when buying this product

Product risk:

1. Unknown brand s of this product may damage your health or be a security risk

2. Using unknown brands represents arisk that | will not identify myself with the product
3. Using unknown brand represents arisk that otherswill look at meinways| don't want

them to

Involvement:

1. Entertaining/Not very entertaining

2. Interesting/Not very interesting

3. 1 am very concerned with it/l am not very concerned with it
4. Exciting/Not very exiting

5. Means alot to me/ Meanslittle to me

Internet experience:

1. | see myself as an experienced Internet user

2.1 see myself asgood at utilizing the Internet to find the information | search for
3. Compared to other | know, | am an expert at using the Internet

4.1 know what is required to use the internet effectively

5. Others often seek my advice on using the Internet




Appendix B.

Measurement analysis of independent variable items (factor loadings below 0.25 not shown).

Factor no:

Eigenvalue:

Explained variance: (26.035)

Search mode 1

Search mode 2

1

(4.947)

Product knowledge 1

Product knowledge 2

Product knowledge 3

Product knowledge 4

Product risk 1
Product risk 2
Product risk 3
Involvement 1
Involvement 2
Involvement 3
Involvement 4
Involvement 5
Experience 1
Experience 2
Experience 3
Experience 4

Experience 5

0.874

0.854

0.857

0.870

0.822

2

(2.951)

(15.530) (11.376)

0.582

0.810

0.861

0.834

0.722

3

(2.161)

0.876

0.883

0.756

0.799

4 5

(1.936)  (1.404)

(10.190)  (7.392)
0.836

0.859

0.772
0.858

0.849






