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Abstract

Online vendors expand significant efforts in attracting consumers to their websites. However, once a
consumer lands on a vendor’'s website, a more challenging task is to convince her/him to actually
transact with the website by purchasing products. This research-in-progress study draws on the
elaboration-likelihood model (ELM) to develop a theoretical model for the impacts of different
persuasion processes (peripheral and central routes) on consumer attitude towards purchasing
products online. We also propose motivational and ability factors that are likely to moderate the effects
of these different persuasion processes on attitude. A survey-based methodology is outlined to
empirically validate the proposed research model using structural equation modelling techniques.
Potential contributions from this research to both theory and practice are also outlined.
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Introduction

A main goal for online vendors is to increase consumers’ positive attitude toward shopping for online
products which has a strong impact on consumers’ purchase intention, loyalty, and repeat purchases
(Hassanein & Head 2007). Prior research in this area has identified several factors (e.g., perceived
usefulness, perceived enjoyment, and trust) that are believed to impact consumers’ attitude towards
purchasing online products (e.g., Van der Heijden et al. 2003; Hassanein & Head 2007). However, our
understanding of the nature and role of different persuasion processes in improving consumers’ attitudes
towards shopping online remains scant. For instance, we are not aware of any research that explains
which persuasion processes are most effective in influencing consumer attitude, and whether such
persuasion applies equally or differentially across consumers with different levels of ability (e.g., self-
efficacy) and different levels of motivation (e.g., product involvement). The proposed research study
attempts to fill these gaps in the literature. Thus, the main purpose of this study is to understand what
persuasion processes would predict consumers’ attitude to shop online products.

The elaboration-likelihood model (ELM) is a theoretical perspective that can help inform our
understanding of persuasion processes in purchasing online products. The ELM categorizes persuasion
processes into peripheral (e.g, reputation) and central (e.g, information quality) routes based on the type
of information processed by a consumer. It explains circumstances under which an individual may be
more impacted by one route over the other (Petty & Cacioppo 1986). Based on theoretical prescriptions
from the ELM, the main research questions for this study are:

RQ1: Which persuasion process (central or peripheral) has a more significant impact on consumer
attitude toward purchasing online products?

RQ2: Do the effects of persuasion processes vary across consumers with different levels of consumer self-
efficacy?
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RQ3: Do the effects of persuasive processes vary across products with different levels of consumer
involvement?

Theoretical Background

Petty et al. (1981) proposed ELM in order to explain how a person deals with various persuasion
processes. They suggest that the cognitive effort an individual devotes to processing an argument depends
on her/his likelihood of elaboration. The degree of elaboration likelihood refers to the extent to which a
person carefully evaluates the argument. As can be seen in Figure 1, ELM suggests that there are two
different persuasion routes: central and peripheral, which differ in the "elaboration" or the amount of
thoughtful information processing demanded of an individual (Petty & Cacioppo 1986). When individuals
have a high level of ability to process the arguments and when they are highly involved with the
arguments, attitude changes could be induced via the central route, where an individual attempts to
thoughtfully and deliberately assesses the content of messages (Petty & Cacioppo 1986).

On the other hand, when individuals do not have a high level of ability and when they are not highly
involved with the arguments, attitude changes could be induced via the peripheral route, where
individuals devote limited cognitive effort to processing information due to a lack of ability and
motivation (Yang et al. 2006).

Peripheral Peripheral Cues

Route

Elaboration

Likelihood

- Motivation

- Ability

Central .
Route Argument Quality

Figure 1. Elaboration Likelihood Model (Bhattacherjee & Sanford 2006)

Research Model and Hypotheses

To answer the research questions identified for this study, we propose the research model shown in Figure
2 which is based on ELM.

Attitude toward a website defined as a “predisposition to respond favorably or unfavorably to Web
content in natural exposure situations” (Chen 1999). This definition states that attitude is a disposition
which influences individual behavior.

Peripheral Routes

Based on ELM, vendors can persuade consumers by using peripheral cues in the online environment.
Bhattacherjee and Sanford (2006) suggest that because peripheral cues appeal to human affect, they are
likely to influence individuals’ attitude. Along these lines, Hong et al. (2004) argue that website design
plays an important role in affecting customers’ attitude towards websites. Thus, we hypothesize that:

H1: Higher perceived professional website design will positively influence consumers’ attitude toward
purchasing online products.
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Figure 2. Proposed research model

Reputation refers to the extent to which consumers believe that the vendor is honest and concerned about
its customers (Koufaris & Hampton-Sosa 2004). Based on ELM, vendors can persuade consumers by
using peripheral cues, such as establishing a positive reputation. Consumers usually perceive a seller with
a good reputation as having a high level of ability to deliver products at the promised terms. Jarvenpaa et
al. (1999) found that consumers perceived vendor's reputation positively influence their trust in the
website, attitudes, and willingness to buy from a website. Thus, we hypothesize that:

H2: Higher perceived vendor reputation will positively influence consumers’ attitude toward
purchasing online products from that vendor.

Central Routes

According to ELM, vendors can persuade consumers to purchase their products by using central cues,
such as providing high quality information (Petty & Cacioppo 1986). Online information varies a great
deal in quality, ranging from highly unreliable and inaccurate to reliable and accurate (Kim et al. 2008).
Many studies found that high quality information creates more favorable attitudes in individuals (Chu et
al. 2005; Chung 2013). Thus, we hypothesize that:

H3: Higher perceived information quality will positively influence consumers’ attitude toward
purchasing online products.

A response to the problem of information overload in the online shopping environment is the emergence
of online decision support (DS) tools for (Haubl & Murray 2001). DS tools such as product comparison
matrices and recommendation agents help consumers to make better online decisions (Park & Gretzel.
2010; Ghasemaghaei et al. 2014). Studies show that with the help of DS tools, consumers feel more
informed in making purchasing decision which, in turn, has a strong effect on their attitudes towards
shopping from a website (Smith et al. 2011, Klassen et al. (2009). It is logical to expect that higher quality
DS tools will result in a better online shopping experience for consumers leading them to have more
favorable attitudes towards purchasing online products from a particular website. Thus, we hypothesize
that:

H4: Higher perceived DS tools quality will positively influence consumers’ attitude toward purchasing
online products.

The Role of Moderators

Involvement refers to “a person's motivational state directed toward a goal object for accomplishing a
specific goal. The goal object can be a product class, a purchase decision, a specific brand, or an
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advertisement” (Park & Mittal 1985). A product is said to be of high involvement for a customer when
she/he perceives it to be of high importance for her/him. A product is said to be of low involvement for a
customer when she/he perceives it to be of low importance for her/him. (Antil 1984). Consumers may
differ in the extent of their search for product information depending on the product’s level of
involvement (Laurent & Kapferer 1985). Consumers who are looking for high involvement products (e.g.,
laptop, TV, sofa) will engage in more extensive information searches compared those who are looking for
low involvement products (e.g., CDs, light bulbs, and pens) (Von Reischach et al. 2010). Thus, for high
involvement products, consumers may pay more attention to the quality of the product information, while
for low involvement products they may pay less attention to information quality. Moreover,
Ghasemaghaei and Hassanein (2013a) suggest that consumers will put emphasis on using DS tools to
obtain more product information (e.g., product comparisons) for high involvement products before they
make their purchasing decisions.

Based on ELM, the cognitive effort a consumer devotes to processing an argument depends on her/his
likelihood of elaboration (Petty et al. 1981). Petty and Cacioppo (1986) claim that when consumers are
highly involved with the arguments, attitude changes will be induced via central route, where they
attempt to deliberately and thoughtfully evaluate the content of messages. On the other hand, consumers
who want to purchase low involvement products are less motivated to engage in extensive elaboration,
and may often rely on peripheral cues such as vendor reputation and website design for shaping their
personal attitudes toward purchasing a product from a website. Thus, we hypothesize that:

H5: Product involvement has a negative moderating effect on the association between vendor
reputation and consumers’ attitude toward purchasing online products.

H6: Product involvement has a negative moderating effect on the association between professional
website design and consumers’ attitude toward purchasing online products.

H7: Product involvement has a positive moderating effect on the association between information
quality and consumers’ attitude toward purchasing online products.

H8: Product involvement has a positive moderating effect on the association between DS tools quality
and consumers’ attitude toward purchasing online products.

Self-efficacy refers to the beliefs in one’s ability to perform a given task (Bandura, 1997). O’Cass and
Fenech (2003) suggest that when consumers have accumulated adequate experience via their adoption of
the online technologies, it creates a belief in them that they have the ability to purchase online products.

Consumers with the high level of self-efficacy in using websites are expected to be more inclined to
carefully scrutinize product information to form an informed judgment about purchasing that product. In
the context of IT adoption, Bhattacherjee and Sanford (2006) suggest that users with high abilities do not
rely much on peripheral cues, because they tend to be more aware of the possibility of bias, inaccuracy,
and lack of realism in such cues. In contrast, they note that novice users rely more on peripheral cues such
as source credibility instead of message arguments for shaping their attitude perceptions. Thus, in the
context of this study, we hypothesize that:

H9: Consumer self-efficacy has a negative moderating effect on the association between vendor
reputation and consumers’ attitude toward purchasing online products.

H10: Consumer self-efficacy has a negative moderating effect on the association between professional
website design and consumers’ attitude toward purchasing online products.

H11: Consumer self-efficacy has a positive moderating effect on the association between information
quality and consumers’ attitude toward purchasing online products.

H12: Consumer self-efficacy has a positive moderating effect on the association between DS tools
guality and consumers’ attitude toward purchasing online products.
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Methodology
Research Methodology

The proposed study will involve a cross-sectional survey of general online shoppers who will be recruited
through a market research firm. The first question will ask participants about the last product they have
purchased online, which they can clearly recall. They will then be asked to respond to the questions
measuring their perceived self-efficacy in using websites to shop for products online (this will allow us to
create four groups of approximately the same size for all combinations of our moderating variables). They
will then be directed to complete the survey instrument. Participants’ online experience, education,
product interest, their online DS tools experience, and gender will be controlled for in the model.
Participation will be voluntary, and each participant will be given monetary compensation for his/her
participation.

Measurement Instrument

To ensure content validity, measurement scales for most constructs in the proposed research model were
chosen from the extant literature. Information quality will be measured using a 4-item scale adapted from
Wixom and Todd (2005). Professional website design will also be measured using a 5-item scale from Cyr
and Bonanni (2005). Vendor reputation will be measured using a 4-item scale from Koufaris and
Hampton-Sosa (2004). Attitude will be measured using a 3-item scale from Hassanein and Head (2007).
Self-efficacy will be measured using a 4-item scale from O’Cass and Fenech (2003). A new multiple-item
scale will be developed for measuring the quality of DS tools following the methodology suggested by
Lewis et al. (2005).

Instrument Validation

All the constructs in the research model are reflective constructs. For reflective constructs, construct
validity (i.e., discriminant and convergent validity) and construct reliability (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha and
Composite Reliability) will be calculated. Discriminant validity will be examined using the Average
Variance Extracted (AVE) for each construct (Fornell & Cha 1994). Convergent validity will be also
assessed through the AVE for each construct, making sure it exceeds the variance due to measurement
error for that construct (Au et al. 2008). In addition, Harman’s single-factor test (Podsakoff et al. 2003)
and a statistical approach (Liang et al. 2007) will be used to examine the common method bias.

Data Analysis

The research questions will be answered through validating the model of Figure 2 through structural
equation modeling techniques, specifically Partial Least Squares (PLS). When the phenomenon being
studied is new, or where the theoretical model is in the early stages of development (as the proposed
study), the PLS approach is more suitable (Gefen et al. 2000). The goodness of model fit indices will be
used to examine the PLS model in terms of overall prediction performance of the model (Vinzi et al.
2010).

Sample Size

The minimum sample size for validating a research model in PLS is ten times the number of items for the
most complex construct (Gefen et al. 2000). The most complex scale in the proposed model has 5 items,
resulting in a minimum sample size of 50. However, to identify a medium effect size at a power of 0.8 and
a of .05 for the moderating variables, 51 subjects are needed for each combination of the moderating
variables (4 in total) for a total of 204 subjects. To account for spoiled surveys, 220 participants will be
recruited.

Potential Contributions and Limitations

This research promises to make considerable contributions to both theory and practice. Drawing on the
ELM literature, this study proposes a theoretical model to explore the effects of peripheral routes as well
as central routs on consumers’ attitude to purchase online products, while considering the moderating
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roles of product involvement and consumer self-efficacy in using shopping websites to purchase online
products. According to Bhattacherjee and Sanford (2006), the main advantages of ELM is its focus on the
processes by which individual perceptions are shaped, as well as its contextualized nature, which explain
how persuasion effects vary across people based on their elaboration ability and motivation. We hope that
this study will help to provide the foundation for building a comprehensive knowledge base of persuasion
processes in the context of the online shopping environment.

This study will also have significant implications for practitioners. Online vendors often invest a lot of
money to attract more customers. However, such investments are wasted if they cannot influence
consumers to shop from their websites. Thus, online vendors can benefit from understanding the
persuasion processes that can be used more to motivate consumers to purchase online products from
their websites and under what circumstances would these processes be most effective.

Notwithstanding the contributions of this study, it has some limitations. First, this study will be
conducted among North American online shoppers. Thus, further research is required to determine the
extent to which the findings of this study can be generalized to other geographic regions. Second, studies
suggest that customers who want to purchase products from a retail website may emphasize different
aspects of a website compared to when they want to use an e-service from an e-service website
(Ghasemaghaei & Hassanein 2013b). In this study, we only focus on the impacts of persuasion processes
on consumers’ attitude to purchase products online at retail websites. As such, future studies should
replicate this research within an e-services context.
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