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Abstract—The role of product information signals on
product uncertainty has been getting some attention lately since
2008, however uncertainty effect within online commerce
context is still limited, especially on selling agro-based product
online. This paper discusses the effects product information
signals i.e. factors that contribute to the mitigation of product
uncertainty, specifically for agro-based product. An
agribusiness portal in Malaysia is chosen for this study, in
which a variety of agro-based products are marketed.
Constructs were employed from literature review and existing
research models. Hypotheses were crafted and their effects
were then measured using statistical techniques. Based on the
empirical result obtained, it has been discovered that product
description together with product information signals such as
value, facilitation of buying process, communication, third
party product certification and seller description have different
influencing power to reduce product uncertainty in agro-based
product. Specifically, third party product certification and
facilitation of buying process have the least influence power in
this context of study. Suggestions are also provided towards
improving the portal in reducing product uncertainty. By
incorporating elements suggested in online product description,
sellers’ integrity will be raised, thus increasing trust for
purchasing agro-based products online.

Index Terms—product uncertainty, product information
signals, agro-based product, product descriptions

I. INTRODUCTION

HE activity of buying and selling various products

online has gained very much attention lately, as the
Internet technology provides platforms such as blogs, social
network based websites and online marketplace to market
products online. In Malaysian context, many prominent
online marketplaces have helped sellers meet potential buyers
based on product offerings ranging from search products to
experience products [1]. In addition, with the strong efforts
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from Malaysian government to promote the usage of online
channel to conduct online transaction for instance e-
Government services, public awareness to go online are
becoming increased [2]-[4]. In light of this, the booming of
new online platforms of marketing has emerged, particularly
the creation of online websites which attracts mass users, in
this case a perfect place where sellers can meet potential
buyers.

Agribazaar is one of the Internet based portals initiated by
the Department of Agriculture, Ministry of Agriculture and
Agro-Based Industry Malaysia (MOA). It has been
considered as a marketing channel which allows individual or
organizations to register with the portal in order to promote
their business and share their knowledge on best practices
related to agro-based businesses [4]. According to [5],
marketing channels can be of different types, ranging from
advertising channels, order processing channels, to customer
support channels.

Agribazaar has been designed to improve market reach,
efficiency, and productivity in the community involves in
buying or selling agro-based products. Nevertheless,
literatures have shown that many Malaysian agropreneurs
face problems in distributing their products to customers and
many do not know the existence of various internet based
applications that can be used for improving their agro-based
businesses, as according to [6] and [7].

For the Agribazaar users who took advantage of this free
portal to search for potential business opportunity and
browsed for agro-based product online, before deciding to
purchase, they usually make some efforts to evaluate product
phsyically to support the decision making. Buyers would
contact the sellers through email or contact number to make
business deal. In some cases, if the location is ideal to meet,
they would make first contact via telephone and conduct the
trading face to face once the product is reviewed. Thus,
buyers would be able to review the product physically as
what discovered by [4]. This shows that product review
process play an important role in convincing the buyers to
buy a product, together with the clarity of the product
information posted in Agribazaar.

However, before moving to product physical evaluation
process, one buyer would need to be convinced with the
product through information posted online. It might be
difficult to know whether the claim was indeed true or
otherwise as the buyers could not use their senses to touch,
feel, smell and taste the product until they were evaluated
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physically. For example, according to [8], a seller might
claim that his or her vegetables were freshly picked the day
before he or she posted the offer over the portal. Therefore,
this creates some doubt on products and sellers themselves,
due to the complexity of product characteristics and
trustworthiness level of the sellers perceived by the buyers.
This shows that trust need to be established from the moment
buyers view the product description online.

This paper begins with an overview on the role of online
product descriptions in influencing the product uncertainty on
purchasing the agro-based product through Agribazaar portal.
The effect of product description and other information
signals complementing with the product description will also
be described in the later section. This study has answered
calls by [9] to expand the scope of research in the area of
product uncertainty, specifically to expand the knowledge of
agro-based product trading. Propositions made aims to
suggest essential elements or information needed to be
incorporated when posting the product information. It serves
as guidance for the sellers’ community to embark on
effective ways for marketing of their agro-based product
online.

II. PRODUCT DESCRIPTIONS ON AGRIBAZAAR PORTAL

Product descriptions made in the Agribazaar portal
represent sellers’ integrity and ability to describe product
characteristics. Appendix 1 shows information that can be
posted online to describe agro-based product in the portal.
Products in the portal are described by a limited text with an
option to choose a suitable readymade static image or to use a
real image to represent a close visual description of the
product. Nevertheless, feedback obtained from a focus group
discussion conducted by [4] revealed that there is a need for
the sellers to be able to describe their product interactively in
the portal, apart from using static image and text. They feel
that the website should offer facility for uploading pictures of
their product or show a video of it. Many evidence, for
example in a study by [10] supported this conviction as text
and static images cannot convey rich information for example
the dynamicity of the product e.g. weight.

Same scenario can also be found in other types of
product, for example car, personal items and etc. Research
done by [11]-[14] found that product descriptions have been
found to play significant role in mitigating product
uncertainty and hence building trust amongst buyers. The
study by [12] also suggested that product uncertainty
mitigation being applied to other types of product in testing
the sellers’ integrity towards building up trust. This in line
with suggestion by [15] which discussed that the theory on
information signals that explains that product descriptions
along with other information of a product are cues or
mechanism used to reduce information asymmetry.

III. PRODUCT UNCERTAINTY IN ONLINE MARKETPLACES

Product description has been found to have influence on
product uncertainty with respect to seller’s integrity and
buyer’s trust. Uncertainty has been defined differently across
contexts. According to [16], environmental uncertainty and
behavioral uncertainty are two major types of uncertainty.
Uncertainty can originate either from the environment
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(environmental uncertainty) or from the transaction partners
in an economic exchange (behavioral uncertainty). Within
this distinction, [17] defined environmental uncertainty as the
degree to which the future states of the environment cannot
be accurately predicted due to imperfect information, while
[18] viewed behavioral (psychological) uncertainty to arise
from the individual losing control of the environment.
Integrating these two dimensions, [19] explained that
uncertainty may arise from multiple characteristics that affect
a party’s uncertainty perceptions.

In the context of online marketplaces from the buyer’s
perspective, uncertainty arises from the sellers and the
products. This is because buyers cannot control the behavior
of sellers and they do not have perfect information of
products. Buyer’s uncertainty is defined as the degree to
which the outcome of a transaction cannot be accurately
predicted due to seller and product related factors [20].
Following that definition, uncertainty in online marketplaces
arises from the complexity of the environment related to the
sellers’ behavior and the product’s characteristics.
Accordingly, uncertainty in online marketplaces is herein
defined as the degree to which a buyer does not have
complete information of the seller’s future behavior (seller
uncertainty) and the product characteristics (product
uncertainty).

The IS literature has implicitly assumed that seller and
product uncertainty are part of a unitary construct, even if
some recent work distinguishes between product uncertainty
and seller uncertainty. This is in line with the belief by [12]
and [21]-[23] that seller uncertainty arises from information
asymmetry that prevents buyers from assessing the seller’s
behavior, while product uncertainty prevents them from
assessing the product’s characteristics.

Research done by [11] and [12] also suggested that
product uncertainty mitigation being applied to other types of
product. They further suggested testing the construct
separately with seller uncertainty. Therefore, this study was
set to embark on this direction.

IV. PRODUCT INFORMATION SIGNALS

Researches by [11]-[14] proved the fact that product
descriptions plays significant role in mitigating product
uncertainty and building trust for the buyer to buy the
product. A theory on information signals by [15] explains
that product descriptions along with other information of a
product are cues or mechanism used to reduce information
asymmetry. Many literatures such as in [24] and [25] have
shown that information signal help buyers to reduce
consumer uncertainty and facilitate decision making. A list of
constructs tested in this study with its source of literature is
shown in the Table I.

These construct represents the features/facility offered in
the website to help describe the agro-based product posted in
the website. They were chosen with the intention to test their
influence towards the product uncertainty in the context of
this study. Also, the result should be able to contribute to the
body of knowledge of product uncertainty particularly when
selling agro-based product online.
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TABLE I
SOURCE OF LITERATURE OF THE CONSTRUCTS TESTED

Constructs Tested Source of Literature

Product
Description

Dimoka & Pavlou (2008), Szymanski & Hise
(2000), Palmer (2002) and Jiang & Benbasat
(2007a), Suh & Lee (2005), Jiang & Benbasat
(2005), Jiang & Benbasat (2007b) and Spence
(1973)

Value Pollack (1977) and Milgrom & Roberts
(1986)
Usability Burke (2002), Kempf & Smith (1998)

Communication Hong & Pavlou (2011) and Burke (2002)

3" Party Product
Certification

Dimoka, Hong & Pavlou (2012) and
Stewart (2003)

Seller Description ~ Dimoka & Pavlou (2008)

Another theory to examine how far the Internet interface
is helpful to a buyer in evaluating a product is theory of
product diagnosticity as mentioned by [26]. IS theories on
product representation by [27] and online presentation
formats (e.g. in [10] and [28]) provide justification on the
role of online product descriptions to reduce the product
uncertainty. The role of third party also cannot be neglected,
as according to [29], reputable third parties can transfer their
trust to other entities. Therefore, trusted third parties in
certifying the quality of product information is also needed in
reducing the product uncertainty.

Effect of price can influence the product uncertainty.
Theories by [30] on posted price from economics suggested
that high prices signal high product quality. This is again
agreed by [31] as buyers also associate high prices with
product quality. Following arguments by [25] on facilitating
decision making as part of product information signals;
communication facility between buyers and sellers, and
facilitating buying process available in the portal are
considered essential to be studied. Seller reputation also
needed to be evaluated in terms of how they can influence the
effectiveness of product information. [12] argue that
information signals are relying upon the reputation of their
source, in this case the seller and seller’s self description.

According to the literature discussed herein, product
information signals such as picture of the product, product
text description, product condition, third party certifications
and seller information found in online marketplace may have
some influenced to the uncertainty of the product. Therefore,
the product information posted requires different level of
trust when it comes to product type and might require a
different set of mechanisms to describe it, in order to improve
the credibility of the product.

V. METHODOLOGY AND FINDINGS

The research conducted on Agribazaar Portal was covered
in three phases. Firstly, online product descriptions posted in
Buy and Sell section in Agribazaar portal was observed to
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comprehend the information posted online, such as the
text/terms used for describing the product.

Second, the way Agribazaar users utilized the feature in
the portal was observed to understand what kind of
information signals used as a complement the description of
the product, apart from describing using text, built-in images
or customized images and others. This step attempts to
understand whether the sellers’ have good knowledge to use
available features to describe their product in the portal.

Finally, In addition to the steps above, other constructs
regarding the online product description and other product
information signals was employed from the literature review.
Sampling activity was completed and a research model was
then developed to test the hypotheses as shown in Fig. 1. All
constructs are hyphothesized to have negative relationship to
product uncertainty or in other words, can reduce product
uncertainty.

Product
Descriptions, PD

Value, VL

Usability, US
Product

Uncertainty,
PU

V4

Communication,
CM

3™ Party
Product
Certification, TP

Seller
Description, SD

Fig. 1. Research Model

A sampling procedure was conducted to determine the
population size. Approximately, only 200 active and unique
users were regularly making offering and publish their
product information in the Buy/Sell section, although the
total of registered users were more than 70,000 unique ids as
discovered in the website statistic page in December 2012.
From our observation, the portal still lack of active
participation in the buying and selling activities. This shows
that majority of registered user are not serious buyers and
sellers. Consequently, we choose to proceed with the survey
with active users only, to prevent biasness. This is because,
only users who have some experience (between 1-5 years)
reviewing product descriptions in the portal were deemed fit
to participate in the survey, where as the remaining users
were neglected.

A. Experimental Findings

Cronbach Alphas of the measures were all comfortably
above the lower limit of acceptability as suggested by [32]
that is o > .65. Hence, all the measures were highly reliable.
Prior performing to the actual hypotheses tests, correlations
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between the constructs were derived. The influences of
independent factors on product uncertainty were then tested
using multiple regressions. Table II shows the correlation
structure of the data used in this study.

TABLE I
CONSTRUCT CORRELATION MATRIX

Factors PU PD VL usS CM TP SD

PU 1.0

PD - 73%* 1.0

VL -73**  61%* 1.0

uUs SA4FE 34k 43%% 1.0

CM -B51**  58**  50%  53%* 1.0

TP -B1** 53%*  el** 47 77 1.0

SD - 70%*  54% 55% S5% 64 73*% 1.0

The finding shows a significant negative correlations exist
between PU and PD (r=-.73), VL (= -73), US (r= -44), CM
(r=-.51), TP (r= -.61) and SD (r= -.70); suggesting support
for all the hypothesized relationship. The individual
hypotheses were then tested using a multiple regression
prediction model with PU as the dependent variable and PD,
VL, US, CM, TP and SD as the independent variables.

The results obtained as shown in Table III revealed that all
the six constructs were found to be significant in the
prediction model. The results provide support for the
relationships between PD (B =.38; p <.01), VL (B=.36;p <
.01) and US (B = .01; p < .01) with PU. Also, the rest of the
hypotheses were also supported where significant
relationships found between PU and CM (B = .14; p < .01),
TP (B =.02; p <.01) and SD (B = .37; p < .01), respectively.
F value of 17.58 indicates that all six independent variables
significantly influence product uncertainty with 74 percent of
the variation in product uncertainty.

TABLE III
THE INFLUENCE OF INDEPENDENT VARIABLES (IV) ON PRODUCT
UNCERTAINTY

Independent Value B value
PD g+
VL 36%*
us 01%*
CM 14%*
TP 02%*
SD 37H*

Note: R?2=.74; F = 17.58; Sig. F = .00; ** p <.01
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VI. DISCUSSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In this paper, the role of product information signals and
product description in mitigating product uncertainty was
investigated. The result indicates the elements or information
needed to be incorporated when posting product information,
thus reducing product uncertainty.

When queried on the problem with the portal, users
highlighted issues such as the authenticity of ‘true’ sellers
and whether the sellers would make necessary action to
facilitate the selling. This is true in the context of whether
sellers truly describe themselves (SD), and whether buyers
feel easy to communicate with the sellers (CM); with
influencing power of .37 and .14, respectively. This is
supported by a study by [33] which discovered that when a
seller shares confidential information with a buyer, he or she
is more likely to trust the seller.

The seller need to be aware should there any queries from
the buyer regarding the product through mechanisms offered
in the portal (private message, posted contact details such as
email, address and phone number). Another aspect that users
highlighted in the survey is there is a need to include
knowledge sharing facility, in terms of buyers’ testimony on
the product and on the sellers’ previous transactions to reduce
uncertainty from the sellers’ side and also to reduce the
complexity of the product as suggested by [20].

Buying and selling activities takes place when the
customers contacted the sellers through email or telephone
after the sellers posted the product information in the portal.
It can be seen that the portal is still in first stage of the e-
business model as discussed by [34], as no online payment
facility is being utilized so far. Therefore, underlying issues,
such as security and risk involved need to be studied.

Agribazaar classifies the agro-based product information
into categories by product type and provides useful contact
for potential customers. More interactive features such as
customization of the product/item offering, in which users
can add pictures, video and include more description of their
product should be added to the portal. One important
description to reduce doubt on sellers is the usage of Google
Map facility to show the location of the seller. Again, this
will greatly increase trust on sellers following
recommendation from [33].

In order to enhance the usability, needs of the users should
be the determining factor for all design decisions such as the
site structure, page layout, colours, graphic design, style and
navigation. By understanding users’ needs and designing the
portal to suit their needs, effective portals can be achieved. In
addition, timely update on the news and latest information are
necessary in order to ensure that business matching
opportunities are not to be missed and knowledge relating to
best practices in agriculture sector can be shared amongst
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users.

Some security mechanism should be incorporated in the
portal to establish trust without revealing sensitive
information. An example would be using VeriSign
Authentication Service by [35] that allows sellers and buyers
to conduct online business with confidence as being practiced
by prominent marketplaces such as eBay and Amazon.com.

One discovery that is important in the area of product
uncertainty, however on the contrary with the findings by
[21] and [36], for enhancing trust in buyers to buy agro-based
product online, third party product certification (TP) and
facilitating buying process (US) do not make great influence
to product uncertainty most probably because the uncertainty
is reduced when physical inspection is conducted (US and TP
influencing powers are .01 and .02, respectively). On the
other hand, major influence in reducing product uncertainty
is greatly contributed from the way product is described
(PD), how far price and product offered match with the
buyers’ need (VL) and finally the sharing of complete sellers’
description (SD) to complement with the product description.

From the users’ point of view, promoting the agricultural
products is a challenging tasks due to the nature of the
products itself. As discussed by [8], the shelf-life of the
agro-based product in certain cases is hard to predict, for
example, products such as fresh produce especially
vegetables and fruits. Therefore, it is crucial to maintain
freshness and quality while the product is still in the process
of selling. Also, how far the seller willing and able to share
information on their product will play major role to ensure
the product fit with the buyers’ need. Therefore, it takes a lot
of effort to enhance the portal especially how the offering is
made in order to mitigate uncertainty issues especially
product uncertainty.

VII. CONCLUSION

Mitigating product uncertainty is indeed important in
building trust for the buyer to purchase the experience
products, like in the cases of online marketplace in China and
Korea. Essentially, it takes more than online descriptions of
the product to convince the buyer, when they cannot use their
senses to touch, feel, smell and taste the product until they are
evaluated physically.

From this research, we discovered that in enhancing trust
for purchasing agro-based products online, all proposed
factors conform to the literature, in which product description
together with value, facilitating buying process,
communication, third party product certification and seller
description can reduce product uncertainty in agro-based
product. However, uniquely to the case of selling agro-based
product, third party product certification and facilitating
buying process have very minor effect to product uncertainty.
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The richness of the data could be overcome if the data
were to be collected qualitatively using face to face
interviews and focus group discussion. More researches can
be conducted to further understand specific issues such as
online trust when purchasing other product, generally. The
model can be expanded to measure the level of trust being
influenced by every information signal tested or other
related constructs.

By understanding this and other issues certainly will
transform the mindset of the people to treat agriculture as a
lucrative business, increase interaction, and better
relationship within the vicinity of Malaysian Agriculture
community, and online community as a whole.

APPENDIX

Title: Cooking Qil CP8

o Delivery : Negotisble
Offer Information

Packaging : Included

Payment: Cash OnDelivery
Location: Johor

Offer Type: Offer to Sell

Name:

g Username :
Offerer Information
State:

Email :

Mobile :

Duration 25/12/2012 - 24/12/2013 (355 days)

Description We sell RED Palm Olein{cocking OICPS & CP 10,

Delivery: Port Klang & R.Gudang

Appendix 1: An example of a full online product description
on Agribazaar portal
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