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ABSTRACT

Previous researches indicate that online product
description and other product information signals
can mitigate product uncertainty and therefore
build trust for buyer to buy product online. This
paper discusses factors that contribute to
mitigation of product uncertainty, specifically for
agriculture product. An agribusiness portal in
Malaysia is chosen for this study, in which a
variety of agro based products are marketed. The
relationships between product uncertainty on
buying and selling activity, and also the role of
product information signals on  product
uncertainty have been explored. Constructs were
employed from literature review and existing
research models. It has been discovered that
product description together with value,
facilitation of buying process, communication,
third party product -certification and seller
description have different influencing power to
reduce product uncertainty in agriculture product.
By incorporating innovation in online product
description, sellers’ integrity will be raised, thus
increasing online trust for purchasing agricultural
products.

Keywords: -agribusiness, product uncertainty,
product information signals.

| INTRODUCTION

Agriculture has long been part of Malaysia’s
economic sectors. However, in 1980’s the focus
has been diverted to industrial developments.
Nevertheless, the importance of agricultural
sectors to the development of the country is
undeniable. This has been strongly proven when
agriculture receives a very significant emphasis
in

the Ninth Malaysian Plan (Bank Negara
Malaysia, n.d.).

Throughout the period, the agriculture sector has
been revitalized to become the third engine of
growth where emphasis will be on New
Agriculture.  This involves large scale
commercial farming, wider application of
modern technology, production of high quality
and value-added products, biotechnology
discovery, increased  convergence  with
information and communications technology
(ICT), and participation of entrepreneurial
farmers and skilled workforce (Wong, 2010).

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 (Nor Farzana & Faudziah,
2011).

According to Sutton (2001), marketing channels
can be of different types, ranging from
advertising channels, order processing channels,
to customer support channels. Promoting the
agricultural products is a challenging tasks due to
the nature of the products itself. This requires a
good strategy of marketing.

Agribazaar has been designed to improve market
reach, efficiency, and productivity in the
community involves in buying or selling
agriculture products. Nevertheless, literatures
have shown that many Malaysian agropreneurs
face problems in distributing their products to
customersand many do not know the existence of
various internet based applications that can be
used for improving their agro-based businesses
(e.g. Zahurin, Huda, Nor ladah, Rafidah & Wan
Rozaini, 2007; Md. Salleh, HayrolAzril, Musa &
D’ Silva, 2009).Particularly, in the scenario of
selling/buying agriculture product, when the
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sample, touch, taste and feel of the product plays
important part, buyers’ trust in sellers is focused
on whether sellers truly describe the product
quality and freshness (Nor Farzana & Faudziah,
2011).

This paper begins with an overview on the role of
online product descriptions and other information
signals to help buyers’ decide on purchasing the
agro-based product. In order to make the
discussion in context, Agribazaar has been
chosen as a case study. The effect of product
description and other information signals
complementing with the description to the
product uncertainty on buying/selling of
agricultural products will also be described in the
later section. This study has answered calls to
expand the scope of research in the area of
product uncertainty (Gefen, Benbasat & Pavlou,
2008), specifically to expand the knowledge of
agriculture product trading. Suggestions made
aims to nurture the practices of modern, yet
innovative ways to sell agriculture product
online.

Il ONLINE PRODUCT DESCRIPTION AND
PRODUCT UNCERTAINTY
Researches have proved that online trading over
the Internet faces a barrier in physical
experience, credence and durable products,
which cannot be easily described or sampled
online (Hong & Pavlou, 2010; Dimoka & Pavlou,
2008; Jiang & Benbasat, 2005). This increases
product uncertainty, as according to Bock et al.
(2012), buyers estimate the variance in product
quality based on subjective probabilities of the
product’s characteristics and whether the product

will function as claimed by the seller.

Product descriptions made in the Agribazaar
portal represent sellers’ integrity and ability to
describe product characteristics. 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. Feedback
obtained from a focus group discussion revealed
that there is a need for the sellers to be able to
describe their product interactively, apart from
the text (Nor Farzana &Faudziah, 2011).

They feel that the website should offer facility
for uploading pictures of their product or show a
video of it. Many evidence supported this
conviction as text and static images cannot
convey rich information for example the

dynamicity of the product e.g. weight (Jiang
&Benbasat, 2007).

Same scenario can also be found in other type of
product, for example car, personal items and etc.
Research done by Dimoka & Pavlou (2008) and
Jiang & Benbasat (2007) found that product
descriptions have been found to play significant
role in mitigating product uncertainty and hence
building trust amongst buyers. They also
suggested that product uncertainty mitigation
being applied to other types of product in testing
the sellers’ integrity towards building up trust
(Dimoka & Pavlou, 2008).

Mitigating  product uncertainty is indeed
important to building trust for the buyer to
purchase the experience products, like in the
cases of online marketplace in China and Korea
(Hong & Pavlou, 2010; Bock et al., 2012).

Il PRODUCT INFORMATION
SIGNALS
Researches by Dimoka & Paviou (2008),
Szymanski &Hise (2000), Palmer (2002) and
Jiang & Benbasat (2007) 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 explains that product
descriptions along with other information of a
product are cues or mechanism used to reduce
information asymmetry (Spence, 1973). Many
literatures have shown that information signal
help buyers to reduce consumer uncertainty
(Urbany, Dickson & Wilkie, 1989) and facilitate
decision making (Burke, 2002).

Another theory to examine how far the Internet
interface is helpful to a buyer in evaluating a
product is theory of product diagnosticity
(Kempf & Smith, 1998). IS theories on product
representation (Suh & Lee, 2005) and online
presentation formats (e.g. Jiang & Benbasat
(2005); Jiang & Benbasat (2007)) 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 Stewart (2003), 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.
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Effect of price can influence the product
uncertainty. Theories on posted price from
economics suggested that high prices signal high
product quality (Pollack, 1977) and also buyers
associated high prices with product quality
(Milgrom & Roberts, 1986). Seller reputation
also needed to be evaluated in terms of how they
can influence the effectiveness of product
information. Dimoka & Pavlou (2008) argue that
information signals are relying upon the
reputation of their source, in this case the seller
and seller’s self description.

Promoting the agricultural products is a
challenging tasks due to the nature of the
products itself. The shelf-life of the agriculture
product especially vegetables and fruits is short
(Nasrin, Molla, Hossaen, Alam &Yasmin, 2008).
Therefore, it is crucial to maintain freshness and
quality while the product is still in the process of
selling.

v METHODOLOGY

The research conducted on Agribazaar Portal
covers three phases. First, online product
descriptions posted in Buy and Sell section in
Agribazaar portal was observed to comprehend
the information posted online, such as the
language used for selling the product. Figure 1
illustrates an example of online product
description.

Chesa riglinm

semua jenis pisang mentah, harga mengikut tempat penghantaran,
500kg- 3ton/minggu.
harga boleh dirunding.

Figure 1. Example of a product description

Second, the ways 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. A snippet of full
product description is shown in Appendix A.
Personal details of the seller are disclosed due to
privacy consideration.

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.Following arguments by Burke (2002) 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 as essential to be studied. Sampling
activity was completed and measurement items
were then developed to test these hypotheses:

H1 = A complete product description (PD) is
negatively associated with Product Uncertainty
(PU)

H2= High offer value (VL) is negatively
associated with Product Uncertainty (PU)

H3 = Facilitating buying process (US) is
negatively associated with Product Uncertainty
(PU)

H4 = Intense communication (CM) is negatively
associated with Product Uncertainty (PU)

H5 = Strong third party product certification (TP)
is negatively associated with Product Uncertainty
(PU)

H6 = A complete seller description (SD) is
negatively associated with Product Uncertainty
(PU)

A. ResearchSampling

A survey was conducted for four months to
obtain empirical evidence from Agribazaar users,
whom consist of buyers and seller. A total of 56
respondents participated in the online survey
however, only 44 responses were completed and
fit to be analysed using SPSS package.

Low response signifies lack of users who actively
participated in the buying and selling in the
portal. This is evidenced from the second phase
observation in the portal, whereby the total
population of users who are actively made
offerings in the Buy and Sell section is
approximately only 200 unique users, although
total registered users are more than 68,000
unique users (MimosBerhad, n.d.).

\Y EXPERIMENTAL FINDINGS

This section discusses findings as the result of
analysis made on the quantitative data obtained.

A. Result Analysis
The stated hypotheses regarding the influence of

independent factors on product uncertainty were
tested using multiple regressions. Cronbach
Alphas of the measures were all comfortably
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above the lower limit of acceptability as
suggested by Nunnaly (1978) that is o > .65.
Hence, all the measures were highly reliable.

Prior performing to the actual hypotheses tests,
correlations between the constructs were derived.
Table 1 below shows the correlation structure of
the data used in this study.

Table 1: Construct Correlation Matrix

CM 4%
TP 02**
SD 37

Note: R2=.74; F = 17.58; Sig. F =.00; ** p < .01

VIINCORPORATING INNOVATIONS IN
SELLING AGRICULTURE PRODUCT
ONLINE
In this paper, the role of product information
signal and product description in mitigating
product uncertainty was investigated and various

Diunovations were suggested to improve selling

agriculture product online.

When queried on the problem with the portal,

users highlighted issues such as the authencity of

“true’ sellers and whether the sellers would make

rmecessary action to facilitate the selling. This is

true in the context ofwhether sellerstruly describe

themselves(SD), andwhether buyers need to

Factors PU PD VL Uus |CM | TP
PU 1.0

PD - 73** 1.0

VL - 73** .61* 1.0

us -44%* | 34** | 43** | 1.0

CM -51** | 58** | 50* | .53** | 1.0

TP -61** | 53** | 61** | 47** | 77* | 1.0

SD - 70** .b54* | B5* | 55* | .64* | 73* | 1.0.

communicate with the seller (CM); with
influencing power of .37 and .14, respectively.

The finding shows a significant negative
correlations exist between PU and PD (r=-.73),
VL (r= -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 2
revealed that all the six constructs were found to
be significant in the prediction model. The results
provide support for hypotheses H1, H2 andH3,
that is the relationships between PD (f = .38; p <
01), VL (B=.36;p<.0l)and US (B =.01;p <
.01) with PU. Also, hypotheses H4, H5 and H6
were also supported where significant
relationships found between PU and CM (B =
14;p<.01), TP (B=.02; p<.0l)and SD (B =
.37; p < .01). F value of 17.58 indicates that all
the six independent variables significantly
influence product uncertainty with 74 percent of
the variation in product uncertainty.

Table 2:The influence of independent variables (1V) on product
uncertainty

v B value
PD .38**
VL .36**
us .01**

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 product
uncertainty.

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 Ho & Tang (2001).

Agribazaar classifies the agriculture 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
share the location of the seller.

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
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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 can be shared amongst 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 that
allows sellers and buyers to conduct online
business with confidence (Symantec Group,
n.d.).

One discovery that is important in the area of
product uncertainty is, for enhancing trust in
buyers to buy agriculture product online, third
party product certification (TP) and facilitating
buying process (US)do not make great influence
to product uncertainty (US and TP influencing
powers are .01 and.02, respectively). On the
other hand, major influence in reducing product
uncertainty is contributed from the way product
is described (PD), how far price and product
offered match with the buyers’ need (VL) and
finallythe sharing of complete sellers’ description
(SD) to complementwith the product description.

VII CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK
Enhancement of the new Agribazaar2.0 portal
has making its completion in the early of 2011,
yet the users of the portal still struggle to use the
new features in the portal effectively to market
their product. From the users’ point of view,
promoting the agricultural products is a
challenging tasks due to the nature of the
products itself. The shelf-life of the agriculture
product in certain cases is hard to predict.

Knowledge sharing facility between buyers and
other buyers may help potential buyers to make
decision. 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 innovative ways
to improve how the offering is made, in order to
convince the buyers to purchase.

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 discover in

enhancing trust for purchasing agriculture
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 agriculture product.

The limited number of respondents in this study,
however, 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. By
understanding this and other issues certainly will
transform the mind-set of the people to treat
agriculture as a lucrative business, increase
interaction, and better relationship within the
Agriculture community.
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