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Abstract

The Internet is fast becoming an important product and service information source.
Consumers are using the medium for gathering information on products and services.
The Internet has unique characteristics, which makes it a powerful medium for
communication. However, what is the perception of the product and service
information on the Internet? This study aims to contribute to an understanding of

consumers’ perception of product and service information on the Internet.

The research is exploratory in nature. Consumers’ perceptions towards the Internet as
a product and service information source were measured along a construct relating to
perceptions towards the Internet information. A self-administered questionnaire was
employed to capture the perceptions of 300 participants. Descriptive statistics and
multivariate techniques, including Factor Analysis, Discriminant Analysis and Cluster

Analysis, were used in the data analysis.

The study found interesting differences in the perceptions held by participants on the
product and service information on the Internet, The findings suggest that participants
have highly pbsitive perceptions on the wide coverage, currency, relevancy, and depth
of.préduct and service information on the Internet. They also have moderately
po_sit_iv'e' 'percept'iohs on the credenﬁals of the information providers as being
knoﬁilgdgédble, _qualiﬁ_éd -I and expert.;'. However, on the most important evaluative
cfifeﬁa_'of tru.éb&t_:fthiness’ (fairness, honesty and-unbiasness ) of the information on the

- Internet, participants have weak and less positive perceptions.



Factor Analysis revealed that there are three important dimensions in the perception
of information on the Internet — quality, authority and scope. Cluster Analysis and
Discriminant Analysis was then conducted to explore the similarity and differences
between groups on those three dimensions. The Cluster Analysis revealed that there
are four distinct clusters - Highly Specific Information Seekers, Disillusioned
Information Seekers, Undirected Information Seekers and Intuitive Information
Seekers, The Discriminant Analysis revealed that the variables in the study (i.e.
gender, level of Internet experience, age and income) are not powerful predictors of
the participants’ perceptions of the product and service information on the Internet.

The implications of the findings for marketers are discussed.
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Chapter 1 Introduction |

Chapter 1

Introduction

1.0 Introduction

The Internet is the world’s largest computer networks. It is emerging as today’s
Information Superhighway. Unlike a few years ago, the use of the Internet was
limited to scientists and techno freaks, but now it is gaining popularity with a growth
unparalleled by earlier media, the number of current users being estimated at 247
million (NUA, 2000). The growth of the Internet is driven by the increasing ease of
use, lower access and telecommunications costs, cheaper and faster computers and an

increasing amount of entertainment and information.

With a growing number of users spending an increasing amount of time on the
Internet, a number of companies are opening on-line storefronts on the Internet. The
World Wide Web is increasingly being used as shopping medium. While shopping
on the Illtemet is increasing ln popularity, evidence indicates that online
'pufchases' have yét to become an acceptable way to purchase goods or services
(APT Strategies, 1998). .It remains eclipsed by security issues and the limited ability

- of companies to deal with on-line sales.

_-_'__I-I_dwévér, the Internet is increasingly being seen as a strong medium for
'-gat_h'éri_ng ‘information on products and services. The Internet is convenient,

. efficient, detailed and free for all.
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The Internet has important implications for consumers and marketers. The Internet is
attractive for consumers because it is a valuable resource to gather information on
products and services. It provides an easy and acceplable forum to share, disseminate,

and use information.

The Internet is also attractive for marketers, particularly to those who sell their
products and services on the Internet. Web marketers have the opportunity to shape
consumer perception towards the Internet as a product and service information source.
The challenge for Web marketers is to effectively communicate to their target
audiences on the Internet, without misusing the technology (Dinsdale, 1995;

Strangelove, 1995; Washburn, 1995; Schultz, 1994; Wunderman, 1994),

With 36.7 percent of consumers now searching the Internet for information, the
quality of that information becomes a critical issue (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
1999). Web marketers have an obligation to provide that high quality of information.
The literature suggests that Web marketers are required to have a good, solid
understanding on the quality of information on the Internet (Fenton, 1998, Alexander
& Tate, 1998). Therefore, it is of crucial importance for Web marketers to exercise
'ej{treme caution. when providing information on the Internet. Marketers need to
underst_and consumer perccptibn towards various aspects of information disseminated

~ over the Intemet.
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Therefore, this study into consumer perception towards the Internet as product and
service information responds to the need cited by academics for consumer research
into this new medium (Hoffman & Novak, 1996; Reda, [995; Schultz, 199%4;

Wunderman, 1994).

The next section of this chapter provides background information on the factors
attracting marketers to the Internet. The significance of the study of consumer
perception towards the information via the Internet and the motivation of the study are
addressed. The research objectives including the research questions of the study is

also presented in this chapter.

1.1 Background

The Internet provides instant access to a wealth of information and services. The
Internet allows millions of computers and vsers of the system to collaborate easily and
quickly through messaging, discussion groups, and conferencing (Rawn, 1994). Users
are able to discover and access people and information, distribute information, and

experiment with new technologies and services.

Marketers agreed that a great deal of the Internet's popularity could be attributed to its
‘ability to provide detailed and specific information that cannot be distributed by
current popular media (Rawn, 1994). Television, radio, magazines, and newspapers

~ are targeted to a general audience having a broad spectrum of interests.
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Specialised mugazines and journals, while providing better-focused information,
suffer from a lack of timeliness (Hahn, 1997). The Internet collectively contains more
detailed information than any library. Moreover, it is accessible around the clock,

around the year, and around the world (Page & Martine, 1994),

Furthermore, the information published on the Internet is available instantaneously
and can be read by anyone. The Web is a new and exciting medium, and has the
potential to contribute in various ways to marketing success. The growth of the
Intémet, demographics of Internet users, and the potential for marketing are the key

factors that have attracted marketers to the Internet.

1.1.1 Growth of the Internet

The growth of the Internet is a key factor drawing marketers to the Internet. The
Internet is said to be the fastest growing medium in the world (O’Connell, 1995).
Internet usage has been growing exponentially at rate between 10 to 20 percent per
month since 1990 when limited commercial activity was permitted (Rawn, 1994). As
the Internet is a decentralised network of networks, it is virtually impossible to
measure the number of people who use it. However, estimates have placed the

Internet population as high as 247 million internationally (NUA, 2000).

__'For Web marketers, the Internet brings in the concept of the globalisation of products
~and services to reality. Bartol, Martin, Tein, & Matthews (1995) argues that
gldbélisation'- aims to develop relatively standardised products and services with

B ';'gi_ob_a_l 'z_ippb_al_-, -dnd to rati_ona_li_se operations.throughout the world.
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Furthermore, it allows substantial latitude for marketers to adapt products and services
to suit the particular needs and political realities of countries in which they operate

(Bartol, Martin, Tein, & Matthcws, 1995).
1.1.2 Internet Users

The demographic characteristics of Intermet users serve as another attraction for
marketers. Studies have found the education and income levels of US Internet users to
be higher than average (Brightman, 1995; Bournellis, 1995; Fram & Grady, 1995;
Gupta, 1995). This affluence and spending power is understood to be similar world
wide, thus increasing the attraction for the Web marketer to provide consumers with

an even greater array of products and services on the Internet.
1.1.3 Marketing and the Internet

Marketers have been particularly attracted to the Internet by its ability to effectively
reach their target audience. Studies have found that the Internet will reach 50 million
users in the USA within five the next five years (Hickman & Levin, 1996; Bruner,
1997). Comparing this to the traditional medium such as television and radio, which
toﬁk 13 to 38 years respectively to reach the same milestone. The Internet is therefore
quickly reaching the mass market as television once did, with both younger and older

users eiﬁbrﬁcing the new technology (Boyce, 1998; Bruner, 1997).
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As people migrate towards this media, many marketers and companies are rushing to
establish an online presence by creating World Wide Web (WWW) sites describing
their organisation and products. Internet service providers have responded to such
expectations by increasing the size of their indexed World Wide Web (WWW)
homepages, and by improving their Internet searching engines (focusing initially on

improving user interfaces and query formation).

Web marketers have always bezn attracted to the Internet due to the many benefits it
offers to the marketer. The literature suggests that the Internet provides marketers the
opportunity to develop new products as well as augment existing products and
services (Hoffman, Novak, & Chatterjee, 1996; Berthon, Pitt & Watson, 1996).
Furthermore, the Internet offers marketers to develop products and services to meet
the needs of the market. For products whose core benefit is the provision of
information, the Internet also offers marketers an opportunity to provide their
customers with even greater accessibility and comprehensiveness (Briggs & Hollis,

1997; Ducoffe, 1996).

1.2 Significance of the Study

The significance of this study lies in understanding how Web marketers should use
the Internet as a vehicle for information dissemination, While the Internet has the
- capacity for providing product and service information for purchase decisions, and
."__(}ff.t.?;l's Web mar_keterﬁ increased opportunity”to sell their products and service online,
' 1t lS ultiiﬁat_ely consumer perceptioﬁ that will eventually determine the success of the

- i_nfonnatiOn__dn the Internet.



Chapter 1 Introduction 7

This section identifies several factors that make an understanding of consumer
perception towards the Internet as a product and service information source critical for
the success of Web marketers. They include 1) shaping of consumer perception and

2) nature of consumer perception towards the information on the Internet.
1.2,1 Shaping of Consumer Perception

Research into consumer perception has important implications for consumer
behaviour and the shaping of consumer perception towards the Internet as a product
and service information source. Understanding of consumer perception towards the
Internet as a product and service information is the cornerstone of Web marketers,
particularly for the retailers and manufacturers who sell their products and services on
the Internet. Only by understanding consumer perception can a retailer and
manufacturer influence perception and behaviour through their marketing

communications.

For the Web retailer; the Internet is in an excellent position to leverage customer
information. It has been noted that producfs, promotions and advertising can be
targeted more efficiently than through conventional media for the Internet retailer
(Emsi & Young, 1999). With an understanding of consumer perception towards the

:".interhét as a product and service information source, Web _retail.e-fs“iée;n adjust the mix
. of products, prié_és and_prorhoti_ons in response to users demand. In addition, they can
- _make '.t_.he_ site._ intﬁitiife (i.e., easy to navigate),' current (update frequently), and
. _educj;z’ationalﬂ(giving _c_us'tdtimrs'knowledgé on products and their use) (Ernst & Young,

1999).
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Research into consumer perception towards the Internet as a product and service
information source also has important implications for Web manufacturers. Web
manufacturers can build one to one relationships with their customers, tailoring the
marketing mix to individual preferences. In addition, Web manufacturers can provide
useful product information to consumers by designing Web sites that enable users to

navigate and link to the information site easily (Ernst & Young, 1999).

The study of consumer perception towards the Internet as a product and service
information is timely. Despite the tremendous abundance of information on the
Internet, electronic shopping and commercial activity on the Internet are still in the
early stages of growth. Consumer perception towards the medium is still evolving,
with many consumers still new to the Internet. Opportunities exist for the Web
retailers and Web manufacturers to sell their products and services online. The Web
marketer can provide quality information that will lead to the development of
favourable consumer perception towards the Internet as a product and service

information source,

1.2.2 Nature of Consumer Perception towards the information cn the

Internet

'I'hc _re’éearéh also has important implications highlighted by the dynamic nature of
- ¢'6nsn1_'1'1e1"_p¢rceptjon towards the Internet as a product and service information source.
~ Some writers believe that it is vital to examine the perception of information on the
- hteﬁct by Internet users on in gvaluating information sources rather than focusing on

just subjective values of style and “coolness” of the Internet sites (Stoker & Cooke,
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1994). Though, a number of writers have considered criteria for evaluation of
Internet information sources, scepticism towards the Internet information provided by
Web marketers remain as individuals fear that information offer no guarantee of its
quality (Ernst & Young, 1999). Web marketers must therefore keep abreast with
perception of the information on the Internet. This study contributes 10 a better
understanding of consumer perception in Australia towards the Internet as a product

and service information source.

1.3 Motivation of the Study

The motivation of this thesis lies in the lack of empirical research into the consumer
perception towards product and service information on the Internet. This study is
motivated by the gap in the research towards the Internet as a product and service

information source.
1.3.1 Gap in Research

There is a noticeable gap in the literature about perception towards product and
service infbrmation on the Internet. An enormous body of literature have been written
in the 1990s about the growth of Internet users and the potential it offers for marketers
(Cross, 1994; Marloff, 1995; Dickman, 1995). There is also a very large body of
li'tGramre, which discusses the impact of marketers entering the Cyberspace, and
numerous studies on the Internet undertaken by both academics and commercial
orgénizations (Applebge, Clayton, & Pascoe, 1996; Booker, 1995; Cleland, 1995;

© Wingfield, 1995).
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However, most of these studies revolve around a supply perspective and points to the
impact that the Internet has had on marketing and on the ways in which it encourages

marketers to make better use of the Internet in order to have corporate presence.

As such, the subject matter centres on user demographics, purchase habits and the use
of the Internet (Fram & Grady, 1995; and Bournellis, 1995). Therefore, the
importance of an understanding of consumer perception towards the Internet as a
product and service information source is significant. With the exception of one

central study based largely in the U.S (Bruce, 1999) little is to be found in this area.

1.4 Research Objectives

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of consumer perception towards
the Internet as a product and service information source. Specifically, the study seeks
to provide an insight to the potential differences in consumer perception of the
Internet as a potential product and service information source. Variables such as
gender, age, level of Internet experience and income, will be independent variables in
this study as, based on the literature, they are more likely to influence consumer’s
perception and behaviour towards the Internet as a product and service information

source,
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1.5 Research Questions

This study therefore focuses on the following research questions:

What are consumers’ perception towards the Internet as a product and service

information source, with respect to gender, fevel of Internet experience, age and

income?

This study addresses the following specific questions:

1. What are the consumers’ perception of the Internet as a product and service

information source?

2. What are the key underlying dimensions that make up the perception of product

and service information on the Internet?

3. Do consumers’ perception of the Internet differ by gender, level of Internet

experience, age and income?
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1.6 Organisation of the Study

This chapter has outlined the background information on the attraction of the Internet

for marketers, the significance of rescarch into consumer perception on the Internet

and the motivation for the study. In addition, the research objectives and research

questions to be addressed in this study have also been identified.

The thesis is organised as follows:

Chapter 2 provides a review of the relevant literature relating to the paradigms
associated with the Internet, characteristics of Internet users, perception towards
the information on the Internet, and the users’ Internet behaviours. Key
conclusions from the results of theoretical and empirical studies to this study are

identified.

Chapter 3 addresses the conceptual framework of the study. It provides a
theoretical relationship between perception and behaviours for the evaluation of

product and service information on the Internet.

Chapter 4 presents the rescarch method used in this study. The sample selection,
measurement instruments, and data collection procedures are explained and
justified. The limitations of the methodology are identified, followed by the ethics

consideration,
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Chapter 5 presents the findings of the perception of the participants about the
Internet as an information source. This chapter is comprised of four sections. The
first section examines the Descriptive statistics of the._demographic data. The
second section discusses the participants’ perception towards the Internet as a
product and service information source. Thirdly, Factor Analysis makes up the
third section of the findings. Cluster Analysis and Discriminant Analysis are
presented in the final section of this chapter. The reliability and validity of the
data analysis are also examined in this study. A summary of the perception of the
participants’ about the Internet as information sources is also outlined in this

chapter.

Chdpter 6 presents the findings about the participants’ behaviour on the Internet.
This chapter presents the results of descriptive statistics to participant’s Internet
behaviour. The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section reviews
participants’ Internet access and behaviour. The second section examines the
Internet use and behaviour of participants.  The third section addresses
participmlts’ level of Internet experience and presents their implications. The final
section is comj:rised of the information search behaviour of participants on the

Internet.

~ Chapter 7 consists of a summary of the study followed by a discussion of the
 findings and implications of the results. The study’s contribution to the literature

s i'dentiﬁed.-.Limitation's of this study and further research avenues are discussed.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review

2.0 Introduction

This chapter explores existing literature relating to three main areas. The areas
include: 1) characteristics of Internet users; 2) perception towards using the
information on the Internet; 3) behaviours towards using the Internet as a product and

service information source

Literature concerned with the characteristics of Internet users was reviewed to provide
empirical observations about the users of the medium. This first area will focus on
who the users are, and how they use the medium. The profile of the users of the
_In'tcme_t is addressed, focusing on their demographic characteristics and the way they

use the Internet. Finally, the usage pattern of the Internet users is discussed.

Literature concerned with perception of the information on the Internet was also
: re'vi“e_wed_ to-provide a .theoretical background to the perceived use of Internet by
Intemct users. This second area will focus 6n the nature of perception and definitions.
'I'he-instniments used to mi:asuri_ng consumer perception will then be described,

o fdlidwgd by a review of coné_urﬁer f;erception’ tﬁwards the information on the
: 3 Intemet Tl.ie'.rcview' .'Will. t_h_en cdn_cét.lt'rate on literature, which réports research on the

. pq;zéepzt_ior-l.(iflbonsum'ers_ fowards 'th.e_.Internet as'a product and service information

E :'S'(JurCc_. )
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Particular reference will be made to the potential effects that gender, level of Internet
experience, age and income that may impact on consumer perception towards the
Internet as a product and service information source. This area of study forms the

basis of the questions under investigation.

Literature relating to the behaviours of Internet users in terms of searching for
information on the Internet was reviewed to provide the context for the study. This
third area will focus on how the Internet is used as an information source. Then the
evaluation ofl Internet information is addressed, focusing on the factors hindering
users from information search on the Internet. Finally, the criteria for evaluating
Internet information source are discussed. This area has been used to illustrate

pertinent areas within this study.

2.1 Characteristics of the Internet Users

2.1.1 User Segments

2.1.1.1 The Level of Internet Experience

The literature indicates that the Internet demographic users can be divided into four
levels of Internet experience. These include the Beginner, Intermediate, Experienced
‘and Expert user (Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz, 1998; Ng, 1998; Geissler and

 Zinkhan, 1998; Retlev, 1991).



Chapter 2 ~ Literature Review 16

2.1.1.1.1 Beginner User

A review of the literature relating to Internet users’ level of Web experience found
that a Beginner user (or Novice user) is defined as “someone who, for example, has
used a computer before and who are aware of the World Wide Web” (Ng, 1998;
Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz, 1998). Novice users comprised 2 percent of the
Intemet population combined (VALS2 Survey, 1997). Retlev (1991) found that
members of these groups have a lack of college education, limited financial resources,
lack of occupational subsidies and attitudes of aversion or suspicion towards the new

technology.

in terms of the level of experience on the Internet, Geissler and Zinkhan (1998) found
that the Novice user has low level of confidence and experience in utilising the Web,
The researchers argued that Novice users do not have sufficient time, access or
.'education to use the Web, others consciouslly or unconsciously exhibit avoidance
beh_aviour. Furthermore, the Web caused them much fear, frustration, and concemn

because they feel overwhelmed by the new technology (Geissler and Zinkhan, 1998).

Tn "tenhs--of information seeking on the Internet, Retlev (1991} argued that a large
. m'ejlorit_"y_ of novice : users would accept the easiest information to answering their

--'QﬁESt_idhs. The researcher argued that Novice users require information that gives

o thé'rn"the o'ppdrtunity 'to-save time and money. Alternatively, the preferred information

L -_would otherwme be accessﬂ:le, or mformatlon Wthh is put together from different,

| o _sources and presented in graphlcal marmer, that would otherwme have required an

o '_.enormous expendlture of tlme and effort to ﬁnd
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2.1.1.1.2 Intermediate User

The literature suggests that an Intermediate user is “someone who, for example, is
able to use some of the features in popular word processing programs and
spreadsheets, has used e-mail, and can format a floppy disk” (Ng, 1998; Hammond,
McWilliam & Diaz ,1998). Taylor (1999) found that 31 percent of the Internet user

population compriséd of the Intermediate users.

In terms of the level of experience on the Internet, Retlev (1991) assert that
Intermediate users able to define most terms, which appear in Internet-related
technical articles and occasionally browse professionally related Internet sites than
Novice users. Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz (1998) in their study of fun and work
on the Internet, of the differences between Novices and Experienced users, also found
that Intermediate user have negative perception of the informational value of the

Internet and do not perceive the Web as more fun or entertaining at all.
2.1.1.1.3 Experienced Users

Tllielli._teratu.re indicates that experienced users of the Internet comprised 17 percent of
, '.'_the Iﬁtem’et_ user population. Ng (1998) asserts that Experienced users have more than
: ﬁ_v'e_ hours of intehse experience on the Internet. This notion is supported by Pitkow
. and Kehoe (i9975;_whi¢h found that the largest category _of Internet users, spend more

| than 6 ho.ur:s on the Internet.
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In terms of the level of experience on the Internet, Ng (1998) asserts that experienced
users can perform simple installations and can handle some of the occasional
challenges of hardware and software configuration. Furthermore, they browse

professionally related Web pages at least once every week to keep updated.

In terms of information seeking on the Internet, Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz
(1998) found that experienced users place a higher value on the information found on
the Internet and perceive the medium as potentially more fun than Intermedigte users.
As with the information content, the Experienced users are more in favour of the
Internet as an entertainment medium than Intermediate or Novice users and have

enduring involvement with the medium.

2.1.1.1.4 Expert User

The literature suggests that Expert users of the Internet are more sophisticated in
expcrience than the Novice and Intermediate users (Taylor, 1999; Ng, 1998).
" Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz (1998) argued that Expert users comprised 17 percent

of the Intem'ct population, similar to the Experienced users.
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In terms of level of expericnce on the Internet, Expert users are more easily bored by
the Web and believe that time spent ‘surfing’ the Internet makes them less productive
.(Applebee, Bruce, Clayton, Pascoe & Sharpe, 1998). A majority of Expert users are
university students and recent graduates in professional fields (SRI International,
1997). Arguably, the characteristics of Expert users are that they tend towards action
on the Internet like. Interactive video games, Furthermore, they also tend to be

innovative, stimulation seeking and fashion-oriented (Vals Survey, 1997).

In terms of information seeking on the Internet, Expert users prefer particular
- information search situations. According to Retlev (1991) information supply and
content on the Web are of decisive importance. An Internet site that offers the
poﬁsibility of ail searchers being carried out in one session will have a major
advantage, and will alsb attract searches in databases for which the Expert user

normally prefers to use other hosts.

In ternis of the appreciation of the Internet as a source of information medium,
Haﬁlmond, McWilliam & Diaz (1998) assert that Expert users place higher value on
| informatit_in found on the Internet and have greater appreciation of the medium as an
enteﬁginmént me.diu'_m. This suggests that the perceived value of the Internet as either
a source of | fun or information increases with experience. Similar to Experienced

users, Expert users also have high involvement and enthusiasm for the medium.
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2.1.2 Demographics of the Internet Users

2.1.2.1 Gender

The demographic profile of the Internet users is virtually identical to that of typical
computer users (CyberAtlas, 1996). The proportion of women using the Internet is
lower than men. Evidence indicates that there are still relatively few women online,
although the number is growing rapidly. Female composition is estimated to be 36
percent in the Nielsen Study (1996), 35 percent in the FIND/SVP study (1996) and 34
percent in the O'Reily/Trish study (1996), and 29 percent in Hermes (1996). Recent

estimates even places the gender split of Internet users to be 50:50 (eMarketer, 2000).

The literature indicates Intemmet users are predominately male. This observation is
verified by CyberAtlas (1996); Pitkow & Kehoe, (1997); SRI International, (1996),
.which maintains males account for approximately 77 percent of total traffic on the
* Internet because they use the medium with greater intensity than females. However,

the situation is gradually changing towards a higher representation of women online.
2.1.2.2 Age

h '_The llterature 1ndlcates that age of Internet users, is slowmg declining (Tapscott,
1998 PltkOW and Kehoe 1997 Emst & Young, 1999; SRI International, 1997).
o "-'Stu_c_l_xcs havc foun_d that' th_e average age of users 1s 36 years old (SRI International,

1997, _Geoi'gié Tech Résea_fch Co_rpdration, 1998; Nielsen, 1996; O'Reily/Trish,

L _' 1996) Howcv_ef, Tapscott (1998) found that the median age of Internet users has

- dropped to approximately_ 30. The‘lre_s'tearcher airgued that the age is rapidly declining
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particularly with the rise of the cohert labeled the Internet generation. The Internet
Generation is reported to be in the age range of 18 to 24 years old and is the fastest

growing group on the Internet. (Tapscott, 1998),
2.1.2.3 Occupation, Education and Income

The users of the Internet were primarily scientists and techthusiasts. However, the
last few years have witnessed a strong growth of students and professionals among
Internet users, especially business professionals (Hoffman & Novak, 1996). The
Internet is gradually developing towards becoming a mainstream medium as more and

more users access the medium at home.

This changing composition. of the users has also led to a change in the way the
medium is used. Where the Internet was principally used for seeking information and

communication, entertainment is increasingly important for users,

| The.t'rend is developing towards a much more heterogeneus use of the medium,
where different groups of users use the medium for different purposes. With this
changing trend, the user composition on the Internet is gradually developing towards
a mainstream composition, bu't. still has a strong overrepresentation of white, male,

well-educated, high-income, technologically savvy users (Pitkow & Kehoe, 1997; and

Hoffman &Novak,'19_96)- -




Chapter 2 Literature Review 22

Janal (1998) credits the demographic profile of Internet users. He asserts that users of
the Internet are young, affluent, highly educated and overwhelmingly male. This
notion is supported by Teo, Lim and Lai (1997), which found that Internet users are

refatively young and generally well educated, with fairly high income.

In terms of income level, Internet users are also generally upscale. Nielsen (1996)
found that 25 percent have an annual household income of more than $80,000. This
result is confirmed by Hermes (1996), and Teo, Lim and Lai (1997} which reached
the conclusion that 27 percent have a $75,000 + income on the basis of an extensive

online survey.

Both O’Reily/Trish (1996), and Nielsen (1997) report approximately 14 percent of the
Internet population have an income above $100,000 a year and 25 percent have an
income below $15,000. Twenty-five percent have an income of $80,000+. The low-
income users comprise no doubt of university students. It is evident from the
de.mographic data presented here that while the reach of the medium may still be very

limited, the audience has an attractive demographic profile from a Web marketers

viewpoint.
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2.1.3 Usage Patterns

2.1.3.1 Use of the Internet

The literature indicates that users of the Internet use the medium to primarily obtain
information (Pitkow & Kehoe, 1997; Georgie Tech Research Corporation, 1998).
Teo, Lim and Lai (1997), of the stucdy on users and uses of the Internet on Singapore,
found that a high level of undergraduate Internet users use the medium to obtain

information pertaining technology, leisure and education.

The literature also indicates that the Internet is used for communications in terms of e-
mailing, Teo, Lim and Lai (1997) assert that the Internet is used primarily to
communicate with colleagues on the same university or on 2 different campus, and
with other colleagues overseas. Unlike radio or television, most users use the Internet
because it provides them with a cheap, fast and conve-ient way to keep in touch with

friends and their significant others (Choi, Stahl and Whinston, 1997).

The litér_atﬁre indicates that the Internet is used to obtain free resources and product
sqppbﬁ (Teo, Lim & Lai, 1997; Choi, Stahl & Whinston, 1997). Pitkow and Kehoe
(1997) i'epo.rt_ed- sinﬁlar findings that Internet users use the medium to obtain free
samples (ég._ softwaré)_ and infOrmation about products. Hoffman and Novak (1996)

: notethata n_uinbef .o.f Is.dfthlzre companies (such as Netscape and Microsoft), have
been diéﬁibuting beta versibns of software on the Internet in order to solicit feedback
'. prxor to official release of the products. This also benefits the users since they have a

_"ghanc'_e_._ to-experiment and try out new products prior to purchase. Some companies,
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which include Intel, which offers free screen savers for PCs, magazine companies
such as the Economists and Information Week, also offer free downloading of

selected articles (Hoffan & Novak, 1997).

The literature aiso indicates that Internet users are using the medium for swapping
transactions, purchasing of products, and on-line job applications (Teo, Lim & Lai,

1997; Fram & Grady, 1995).

2.1,3.2 Time Spent on the Internet

Supported by anecdotal evidence, writers assert that the usage patterns of Internet
users in terms of frequency of use, spends 6.5 hours on the Internet every week
(Nielsen, 1997). This means that the average American aged 16 and older spends 35
minutes a week on the Internet, which equals that average amount of time spent

- watching rented videotapes (Hoffman & Novak, 1997).

' ﬁn&SVP (1996) reports that users spend an average of 6.6 hours per week, while the
average Jupiter respondents spends 20 hours per week online. Pitkow and Kehoe
| (1897) reponed similar findings that 32.7 percent of its largest category of Internet
users spends 10 tg' 20 hours using the Internet each week, 26.4 percent of Internet
_use}slu'se it for rﬁore hours while 40.9 percent use it for fewer hours. Pitkow and
"Keh't_)'e ('199?) -also.assert that users who have been online for more years tend to

Iy -spen'd_' more hours using the Internet.
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2.1.3.3 Years on the Internet

The literature indicates that Internet users have been on the Internet for 4 to 6 years
(Georgie Tech Research Corporation, 1998). Pitkow & Kehoe (1997) reported
similar findings of the number of years Internet users have been on the Internet, with
the largest category having been on 4 to 6 years (37.1%). Previously, the researchers
argued tﬁat the largest category had been online for | to 3 years. This shift toward
more experienced users is consistent with other results showing that the growth of the
Internet is slowing down. In other words, even though there are still many new users
coming online, they constitute a smaller and smaller percentage of the total population
as time passes. The availability of commercial online services (such as AOL and
Prodigy) was a major catalyst for the first wave of growth in the online population

and yet to be spawn the second wave.

2.1.3.4 Home Access vs. Work Access

The users of the Internet can be divided into those who access from their home and
those who access from work. Previous studies have found high statistics for home and
work access (Hoffman & Novak, 1997; Emst & Young, 1999; ABS, 1998). However,
a iargé number Internet users access the Internet from home. (Pitkow & Kehoe, 1997).
- Th_e Alistralian Bu;cau of Statistics (1998) concluded that 68 percent of Internet users
. _acéess from Home, than from worl_(.. Thfs tendency is likely to be spurred further by
the proliferation of network computers and the low cost of connection of the Internet
Service Providers. Teo, Lim, and Lai (1997) argued that the Internet service providers
: are..l_aecoming cheaper for users. The cost of connection required to gain access to the

. Internet fmm' home has dropped dramatically.
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The literature also indicates that Internet users access the Internet from work (Pitkow
& Kehoe 1997; ABS, 1998). The Australian Bureau of Statistics (1999) concluded
that 52 percent of home users also use the Internet at work., And both Find/SVP
(1997) and Nielsen (1997) with Internet access at home than at work (68% and 62%
respectively). However, Nielsen (1998) suggests that the at-work Internet volume is
higher. According to the Find/SVP (1998) 20 percent access the Internet exclusively

from work.

It has been suggested that users feel justified in embracing workplace access as it has
powerful Internet service providers that can provide fast connection than home access.
This means that most users will have greater access to any information on the
Internet. Also with workplace access, users can gather their information efficiently

and effectively, with no need for fast modems or configured software (Cohen, 1997).

2.1.3.5 Frequency of Internet Use

The literature indicates that Internet users spend a great deal of hours on the Internet
(Pitkow & Kehow, 1997). In their study on users of the Internet, Pitkow and Kehoe
(1997) found that a majority of respondents access the Internet daily (87.9%). Males
are more likely to be very frequent users than females. Frequency of access also
increase with years spent on the Internet, but even for the newest users the largest
category accesses the Internet 1 to 4 times a day (52.9%) (Georgie Tech Research

Corporation, 1998).
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2.2 Perception of the Internet as a Product and Service
Information Source

2.2.1 Perception and Measurement

Initially, clarification needs to be made as to the meaning of the word “perception”.
There are a number of definitions of perception, two of which are; “the process by
which an individual selects, organises and interprets stimuli into a meaningful and
coherent picture of the world” (Bednall & Kanuk, 1997), and “are the particular
interpretation one gives to objects or ideas observed or otherwise brought to the
individual’s attention through the senses” (Walters & Bergiel, 1989). Both of these
definitions give the notion that a perception is a mental stimulus, which influences an
individual’s senses. A simplified definition of perception could therefore be stated as
“how we interpret or give meaning to the world around us and depends on the object

and experiences that we had encountered in our lives” (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997).

Thus, a perception can be a state where the individual are exposed to, attend to, and
compreheﬁd stimuli in the consumer environment. Within this process individuals use
their senses such as sight, .hearing, smel}, taste and touch. A perception and attitude
are highly interrelated. Perception is a prerequisite of attitude development but an
existiﬂg attitude will also play a .maj_or role in how an object is to be perceived
o (Onkvisit & Shaw, 1994). Therefore, both psychological factors tend to influence
‘each other._ Nonetheiess, the_ég two concepts are not the same thing. For the purpose
of this stﬁd&, the theory of perception will be used as a. basis of attitude and is thus
_ réin_for_ced 1o provide an insight into the potential differences in consumer perception

towards the Internet as a product and service information source.
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In order to measure this theory of perception, it is necessary to identify some specific
instruments that can used to measure perception. Andrich (1982) describes a number
of instruments, which have been constructed to assess perception in area of the
information via the Internet. Andrich describes the two most common approaches,
one associated with Likert (1932), and the second associated with Semantic
Differential Scale (1957), that have been used to measure perception. Therefore, the
only suitable instruments of these for eliciting perception towards the Internet as a
product and service information source are the Semantic Differential Scale and

Likert’s Scale.

The most popular design for studying perception is that from Likert in which persons
are presented a set of statements, by asking them to indicate the degree of intensity
with which they approve or disapprove of them. Likert’s Scale was similar to that of
Thurstone, in that responses could be quantified and given a numerical value, which
could result in statistical analysis. The use of a Likert scale in this study is preferred
as it allows for quantitative analysis and ease of access by lecturers and students in the

sample group.

| The Semantic Differential Scale requires the respondents to emphasize their
_eﬁiot_ibna] factors along the continuum between the adjectives their attitude towards a
g;atefhént;'_ The opjjositc adjectives consist items such as good or bad, fair or unfair,
| and h(.)_t_'--t.)r.cold. Unlike the Likert scale, the Semantic Scale used the adjectives to
' _'ci:roke an emotional response and the responses could lend thefnselves to tabulation
_ Ia'nd statistical analysis. The Semantic Scale was used in the study because it is simple

| _”'to use and does not require a judgment group.
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2.2.2 Perception of the Information on the Internet

Up until now, there had been little empirical research on the perception towards the
information on the Internet. Researchers have also commented on the lack of
empirical research in the area of perception of the Internet information (Bruce, 1999;
Geissler and Zinkhan, 1998). Applebee, Bruce, Clayton, Pascoe & Sharpe (1998)
comment that despite the importance of the question, there is an absence of current

research into the perception of the information on the Internet.

Only one documented study in the area of perception of the Internet has been
conducted in the United States. The research conducted by Bruce (1999)
concentrated on the issue of perception of the Internet in regards to searching for
information. The study has been directed to the analogies that academics in Australia
report for the Internet with the satisfaction that they derive from information seeking
on | the Internet. However, the research has not provided some insight into how
consumers pefceive_the Internet as a product and service information source when

they use it to search for information.

' .Gilven develophlents- in the research conducted by Bruce (1999) into academic’s
pc.l_'.ceptit_jn. of the Intemct with r'ég'ardsl to searching for information, there is a clear .

: case for re_\'r_iéwing the._capécky_ .o_f the perception of consumers towards the Internet as
a" product éln:d s.ervic'e., info;rﬁa'ti_bn source. To date this issue has not been addressed.
'_ ._Lit.'tle _fe_séa_rch has be’eﬁ_uhdertaken in the perception towards the information on the

Internet held by consumers. An important purpbse of this research is to address the

"~ lack of investigation on this issue and foster further research into this area.
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In spite of the lack of empirical research into the consumer perception towards the
Internet as a product and service information source, this research still shows a special
need to. bé_ understood by the marketers on the Interﬁet. ch marketers wh6 sell their
products and services on the Internet have identified numerous variables, which seem
to inﬂuenée the. perception of consumers towards the Internet as a product and service
information source. These variables include the gender, income, level of Internet

experience and . :ge.

2.2.2.1 Gender

Gender differences have been identified in the literature as one imﬁortant variablc in
_the influence on perception. A number of researchers have identified a difference
be’tsﬁeen the attitudes of males and females towards computers, with males having
more _pbsiti?e at_titudes (Collis, 1985; Dambrot, Watkins-Malek, Silling, Marshal, &
Garver, 1985; Nickell & Pinto, 1986; Wilder, Mackie, & Cooper, 1985; Loyd &

Gressard, 1984; Fisher & Pulous, 1983).

* Males have been reported to have more positive attitudes towards computers thar do
fernales. Temple & Lips ( 19'89) supported this by suggesting that the more positive
attitudes shown by males may b:é'due to different types of computer-related attitudes

such as interest, enjoyment, and confidence.

. In a similar way, gender differences in the Internet have demonstrated great

_diffefences in ohe_ gender over anothér. Tapscott (1998) in a study on the Internet
- Generation found that the Intemet is perceived to be largely male bastions. The

' researcher reVéaled'that males are likely to hold more positive attitudes towards the
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Intgrnet and to engage in larger computer-related behaviours than females, resulting in
a ‘technoiogical gender gap’. However, Tapscott (1998) argued that the situation is
improving for both girls and women., He asserts that between the Summer of 1995
and Spring of 1997, the male majority on the Internet fell from 66 percent to 58
percent. The Internet has made computer more interesting for girls. However, overall,

Tapscott (1998) contend that the Internet is still predominantly male.

Whilst a significant number of previous studies have demonstrated gender differences
in attitudes towards computers and the Internet, there appears to be no research related
specifically to gender differences in perception towards the information on the
Internet. There are many journal articles that list the differences in gender attitudes
towards computers (Temple & Lips, 1989; Collis, 1985; Dambrot, Watkins-Malek,
Silling, Marshal, & Garver, 1985; Nickell & Pinto, 1986; Wilder, Mackie, & Coolper,
1985), and little on attitudes towards the Internet, but none of these article mention
gcndcr differences in perception towards the Internet as a product and service
information source. Therefore, this study justifies the need for the understanding of
this variable that may influence on the perception of consumers towards the

‘information of the Internet.
7 2.2.2.2 Level of Internet Experience

 - The level of experience the consumers have on the Internet is identified in the
* literature as one important variable. In their study on attitudes towards computers,
o Nelson and Cooper (1991) compared computer use and attitudes, and found that there

‘was no significant differences of Internet experiences in attitudes due to the varying
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amounts of computer use experienced. Others, however, state there are significant
differences in attitudes. Two separate studies that considered the level of Internet

experience as a variable gave differing results.

A study by Whitley, Ir (1996) examined the variable prior experience and its
influence on attitude formation of computers. The results examined, showed that
differences in prior experience with computers mediate differences in attitudes.
Whitley, Jr (1996) thus proposed that it is the individual characteristics of prior
experience, rather than the societal effects of computers, which influences attitude
formation. Overall, Whitley, Jr (1996) argued that the specific types of attitudes and

speéiﬁc forms of experience and their affective valence may reveal a relationship.

In a different study by Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz (1998), the researchers found
difference in attitudes with user experience. Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz (1998)
explored the differences between Novice and Experienced Web users and their
~ appreciation of the Web’s entertainment and informational value. The researchers
found an increase in positive attitudes for experienced users who place a higher value
dn:th_'e' information of the Web (i.e. perceive it as more legible) compared to those
- wit_h the less expérience (ie. Novice user). Experienced users have more positive
' att.ltudes and perceive 't_he Web as moré fun (or potentially moré fun) than

: hlterriiqdjatc'u'sers. |
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Overall, Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz. (1998) thus proposed that while prior
experiénce is an important moderator of user’s attitudes towards the Internet, its
influence is not linear. The researchers stressed that the experienced users are
enthusiasts for the medium, while Intermediate and Novice users perceive it as a

source of information, but not for entertainment or fun,

In spite of the two previous studies that attempted to highlight the importance of the
variable, the research still shows a lack into the perception towards the information on
the Internet. There is no mention of the perception of consumer towards the Internet
as a product and service information source. Thus, a need for an understanding of this

variable is relevant to the study.

2.2.2.3 Age

Another variable to consider is the effect the student’s age has on their perception
to_ward_s the information on the Internet. It has been suggested that as a child gets
.'older_-many factors influence his or her feelings, such as experience, knowledge and
: géner_al rhat_uration. Two studies that considered age as a variable gave similar
_-res'.u_lts._ Taps’cott (1998) in a study on the Internet Generation found positive attitudes

) déve_loped Wi_th age. The researcher argued that the Intemet Generation have an
ac'_:.tive. .role. as.. ilifonnalion seekers rather than the passive role of information
recxpxcnts Mqréqvér; the Internet Generation’s unprecedented access to information

- als:ﬁ:.gi:ves. them the power to acquire the knowledge necessary to confront information
.' thejr may feel ﬁbt be corréct. Furthermore, they consider access to information and

 the expression of opinion to be fundamental rights,
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Miller (1996) on the other hand found that attitude also developed with age. The
researcher examined the users on the Internet with the integration of online purchase
and found that an increase in positive attitudes with age. By dividing Internet users
into mutually exclusive and easily identifiable age groups, the researcher found that
younger users browse the Web sites more than older users, seeking information
pertaining to new technology, leisure and education. This notion is supported by
(Harris, 1991) which found that younger Internet users perceive their Internet activity
as means to retrieve information. For the older users of the Internet, Miller (1996)
argued that the Boomers and Generation X have positive attitudes towards the
information on the Internet. They retrieve information to learn about news and
hobbies and important new product development. The information sought range from
special interest groups, education and training, health and medicine, investment, and
customer services. Both studies identified age as a strongly influential variable and
showed that the age of users involved, like many other variables, influences different

student populations' in contrasting ways.
2224 Income

Différcpceé in the income of consumers, creatés another variable, which appears to
. ihﬂueﬂcé 'co_nsﬁmer’é_perception towards the information on the Internet. A study by
_ 'I‘apscott _(_1998),_co_1i_1;_7&ring the Internet users with that of the Internet Generation in
._ | the.US, indit.:.atc;d that there was significant difference in perception, Tapscott (1998)
"I_fo'unci ..that_ ﬁsé_rs with hjghe_r-incdme-househoids di'splayed more positive, accepting

perception than the lower-income hbuSehOlds.
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Accordi.ng to Tapscott's (1998) research, 24 percent of people without high school
diplomas and 37 percent of low-income people are interested in using the Internet to
obtain product information. This compares to 64 percent of college graduates and 69
percent of those earning more than $50,000 per year. Tapscott (1998) argued that
hardly any lower-income households have a computer (7%), in comparison to those
making between $30,000 and $50,000 (32%). Tapscott (1998) also argued that of
those making over $50,000, usage increases to 53 percent, than those making than less
than $30,000 per year. Therefore, Tapscott (1998) stressed that the poor are

information poor and the wealthy are information rich.
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2.3 Behaviour Towards the Internet as a Product and Service
Information Source

2.3.1 Consumer Searches and the Internet

Searching is a specific type of activity. The literature suggests that searching in
physical markets is different to Internet search (Houston, Sewell & Schatz, 1998;
Marchinioni, 1995). Choi, Stahl and Whinston (1997) assert that in physical markets,
consumer search activities include reading advertisements, calling vendors, and
visiting stores. In an Internet environment, all these activities converge into Web
searches and Web bicwsing. Analysis of the reasons behind the differences between
the two searches reveals positive support for online searching. Several advantages

have been proposed for online searching over physical search.

It has been suggested that consumers feel justified in engaging in online search over
physical search on the Internet as the costs for time and transportation is reduced
(Choi, Stahl & Whinston, 1997). An Internet search allows consumers to remember
and compare information gathered from many stores is another reason behind

consumer’s attribution to embrace online search (Choi, Stahl & Whinston, 1997),

Teq, Lim & Lai (1997) also credits the online searches enable consumers to process a
"_wide f_ang_e of information other than price, such as location of name of vendors, terms
 of sales, quality and performance variables, brand names, sizes and other product
- characteristics, and so forth. This ndtion is supportcd by Choi, Stahl! & Whinston

(1997) who believes that online search allows consumers to locate and process

relevant information.
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In contrast to online search helping consumers to find information, several writers
believe that computer programs (aiso called intelligent agents) can benefit consumers
to find relevant information. According to Choi, Stahl & Whinston (1997), with
online search, consumers can use computer programs to comfortably navigate the sea
of information and have a clear economic advantage over physical searches.
Similarly, Pitkow and Kehoe (1997) takes the stand that computer programs can help
consumers to search locate, retrieve, filter and process information without incurring

as high cost as they do in physical markets.

2.3.2 Online Product and Service Information and Consumer

Searches

An effectivg consumer search depends not only on the cost incurred, type of search
- but also on the type of product and service information. The type of search is one
factor that makes consumer search effective. Choi, Stahl & Winston (1997) suggest
that a s'uhple search for consumers would be to obtain price quotes from the sellers,
rather than the quality of the product. On the other hand, for a product and service
- whbse quality can be judged by simple observation, termed search good, then its price
_ 'would be irrel_evar_lt. However, when a product or service is an experience good, it is

~ a different matter to assess its quality prior to consumption.

o Séarbk_ga_éds z.u'e'different to experience goods. According to Klein (1998) search
 goods are products do:_ninatF;d by product attributes for which full information can be

o acqulred prior to purchase.
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Similarly, Choi, Stahl & Winston (1997) takes the stand thai search goods can be
accessed before they are purchased. The significant characteristics of search goods
are that participants have adequate knowledge of the particular product wanted before

going out to purchase it.

Experience goods on the other hand, are considered so because their dominant
attributes are either too difficult or too costly to sample prior to purchase (Klein,
1998). Experience goods are very different to search goods in that it is very
complicated and the best a consumer can do with an experience good is to collect the
information about product specifications to evaluate the product (Choi, Stahl &
Winston, 1997). It is important for the consumer to do so, for most information
products are experience goods, which a search involves a much more complex
processing of information and access than price quotations. Furthermore, search
efficiency depends on how much product information sellers provide, and how
truthful and reliable the information is provided. In that case, the search in the
Internet environment may involve trying out the product in the form of demo or

shareware or free trial.

Credence gocds are those attributes that the consumer cannot verify even after use
(Klein, 1998). Credence goods are different to search goods and experience goods.
 According to Ford, Smith and Swasy (1988) cited in Klcin (1998) they expanded on

- -credén'cé goods as dependent on the level of expertise of the average consumer.
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Choi, Stahl & Winston (1997) assert that credence goods are sought less over the
Internet because the consumer cannot verify the service after use. There is no
guarantee maximum value to the consumer. Choi, Stahl & Winston (1997) argued that

the goods do not have physical form structure that can be physically consumed.

What is being consumed is the service by the information and the use to which the
service is put. Therefore, this is perhaps the reason consumers are not willing to

expand special time and effort in purchasing credence goods.

2.3.3 The Need for the Evaluation of the Internet Information Sources

The need for criteria by which to evaluate Internet information has been discussed by
several researchers (Bridges & Thede, 1996; Murray, 1996, Stoker & Cooke, 1994;
_' Cook, Alison & Anagnostelis, 1996; Oliver, Wilkinson & Bennett, 1997; Piontek &
Garlock, 1997). Several reasons have been proposed for a need to evaluate

information on the Internet.

Lagier & Wilkins (1992), and Arms (1990) demonstrated that the underlying reason
for .evallu.ating information on the Internet pertains to the problems with accessing the
_Momaﬁon over the Internet. The researchers argue that the common problems cited
is the difficulty of actually knowing what exists and how to get to it. Stoker & Cooke

.(_1'99_4) éssért that the Internet is essentially a vast network of networks, worldwide in

 scale. And as siich, there is no control of information and a fragmentation of coverage

is frequent. As a result of this, the information on the Internet is either chanced upon,

" cited elsewhere on the network or heard through word of mouth (Arms 1990).
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Another reason on the disadvantages of the information on the Internet is presented by
Stoker and Cooke (1994). They argue that the difficully in ascertaining the pedigree
of information, volatility of information and the absence of context in which to judge
it has been identified as a factor hindering the greater use of the Internet (Stoker &
Cooke 1994). These potential disadvantages undermine the capability in the virtual

community, as well as pose challenges for the consumers (Ladner & Tillman 1993).

Concern over the quality of information over the Internet is another reason for
consumers to evaluate information on the Internet. Supported by anecdotal evidence,
writers warn against the lack of good indications of information quality on the
Internet (Anagnostelis & Cox, 1996; Tillman, 1998; Rettig, 1996; Cook, McNab &

Anagnostelis, 1996, Harris, 1997, Skov, 1998).

Authority is also a particular concern to consumsrs. The literature indicates that the
Internet has many problems pertaining to the publication of various authors (Collins,
1996; Wilkinson & Bennett, 1997; Cook, Alison & Anagnostelis, 1996; Stoker &
Cooke, 1996; Oliver, Wilkinson & Bennett, 1997). These researchers argue that the
information on the Internet do not undergo any form of peer review, editing or
refereeing, and doe not contain any information about the credentials of the Web
authors. This notion is supported by Stoker and Cooke (1994), which note that
-anyone could publish anything on the Internet. The lack of evaluating authority
affects consumer’s evaluation of information and could lead to difficulty for
consumers to establish the purpose for which an Internet source was designed.
Inaccuracies, unsubstantiated and or misleading information can arise significantly for
consumers, as well as false, incomplete and or inaccurate information can be found on

a variety of Web pages on the Internet,
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2.3.4 The Criteria for the Evaluation of Internet Information

Sources

In the last few years, a number of authors have considered criteria for the evaluation
of Internet information sources (Brandt, 1996; Ormondroyd, Engle & Cosgrave, 1995,
Stoker & Cooke, 1994; Tillman, 1998; Caywood, 1997; Cassel, 1995; Wilkinson,
1997). These authors generally take as their starting point criteria from other authors

who have evaluated print resources, CD-ROM and online information services.

‘Although, there are many potential benefits is using the information service provided
over the Internet, there are also many problems and issues requiring the knowledge
and skills of information professionals, as well as the consumer. One of the most
basic of these is a need by the consumer who would use the information provided to
developed technigues and establishes criteria for the evaluation of Internet

information sources.

The development of such criteria for the evaluation of Internet information sources is
potentially useful for both the consumers and Web marketers alike. Arguably, Ambre,
Guard, Perveiler, Renner and Ripiaen (1997) assert that it will educate the consumer
‘and will provide a much-needed tool to assess the quality of information on the
In_teme_L Educziting Web marketers on the criteria that identiﬁes quality information
| .wil'l i_rr_iprbve their 'ab_ility to provide quality informﬁtion on the Internet. In order to
. .ae\?ise abprbpﬁate- evaluati_qn criteria, several authors have presented a set of existing

' érii_eria'fqr éﬁ'aluating'the information on the In.tcmct (Stoker and Cooke, 1994; Cook,
McNab & A#a.gnos'teilis, 1996; Anagnostélis & Cox, 1996; Grassian, 1997; Kirk,

1997,Smlth,1997) The. evaluation of Intcméf_information indicates that many
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consumers rely on various evaluative criteria for information sources. The important
evaluative criteria that impacts on consumer's information searches via the Internet
are the credibility, currency, accuracy, objectivity, fairness, coverage,

comprehensiveness, authority, expertise and trustworthiness of information.
2.3.4.1 Credibility

The literature suggests that credibility and quality are the premier criterion for
evaluating Internet information {Ambre, Guard, Perveiler, Renner and Rippen, 1997;
Anagnostelis & Cox, 1996; Stoker & Cooke, 1997). Credibility is defined by Merriam
Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 10™ Edition, as “the quality or power of inspiring
belief,” and to be credible as defined as “offering reasonable grounds for being
believed.” To a great extent, the problems associated with distinguishing credible
from less credible or even false information relate to the problem of accurately
evaiuating the source. Stoker and Cooke (1994) assert that an Intemet site should
display the institutions or organizations name a logo as well as the name and the title

of the authors.

In é'study_of the evaluation of network information sources, Stoker and Cooke (1994)
found that there is no. simple method for objectifying the credibility of Internet
infﬁrmation sources. The researchers argued that the characteristics of a credible
source fdllow from soiﬁc logical or common sense rules. They assert that the trusted

- '. authontles in. a .sociéty. are l'l_sual'ly identified, and i.nformation that comes from or can
o | .be'ﬁaﬁiibuted _t& a t'rus':cd authority is credible. For example, Stoker and Cooke (1994)
- takmg t’ﬁe-.ﬁéw éf : '&iSSes.sing the quality of health infon’nafion on the Internet

. demonstrated that the medical advice provided by physicians relating to an illness on
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the Internet is credible unless proven 6therwise. Also, individval health care
providers and organized groups of health care providers are clearly sources of
authoritative medical information. Stoker and Cooke (1994) also demonstrated that
large hospitals, large group practices, government health agencies, and other entities

that bring together medically knowledgeable professionals have aggregate credibility.

Evidence of credibility is also presented on the organizational Web sites or postings
of information taken from books or journals (Harris, 1991). Harris (1997) in a study
examining the evaluation of information sources on the Interﬁet argued that a highly
credible source is one which is print based form as well as available on the Internet.
This notion is supported by Anagnostelis & Cox (1996), which argue that a highly
crediblc source is more effective than a less credible source when an author’s

qualifications or credentials are disclosed.

2.3.4.2 Currency

Currency in a Web site .can' be defined as keeping up to date with the present state of
knowledge (Cook, McNéb & Anagnostelis, 1996). In theory, the Internet has the
potcntial _to providé the ﬁost current information possible. This m:cans that users
~ would benefit greatly from 'thé immediate access to bulletin boards, electronic mail

- and news groups with their particular specialisation, providiag current awareness of

- information as it happens (Stoker & Cooke 1995).

'."H_ow'cver, éutrency :i'_s cxpecte'd' on th_e Web site of a credible source, may fall short.
. '_An'ag'nosteli.s' & Cox: (1996); afgucd' that not all information is up to date, and there is

| ‘no guaranieed that the information provider of that particular Web site has taken the

SR trouble to establish its currency, and frequently updating the information on a regular
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or ad hoc basis. This notion is supported by Grassian (1997), which points out that
out-of-date announcements and superseded data are so often retained beyond their
useful lifetime. The researchers argued that identifying the data information on the
Web site was created or last update may provide valuable indicators that a site

continues to be maintained.

The literature suggests that the currency of information on the Internet could be
ascertained by citing the date of the original document and the date of content posting
(Makulqwich,1997; Anagnostelis & Cox, 1996; quk, McNab & Anagnostelis, 1996;
Ambre, Guard, Perveiler, Renner & Rippen, 1997). Though the date of posting does
not. demonstrate that the information provided is correct or current, it does provide an

indicator of currency.

Th.e.consideration of factors such as automatic date stamping can also ascertain the
| Currency of information on the Internet. According to Stoker & Cooke (1994)
automaﬁc date stamping are able assess the timeliness or currency of the information
on the Web sites be examining the data of the file. Stoker & Cooke (1994) argued
that with date-stamping it is possible fpr the consumer to select material over the
-.in_tei'nét according to the_date of its creation, only in situation where the information

provider has chosen to make this information available.




Chapter 2 Literature Review 45

2.3.4.3 Accuracy

The accuracy, or scientific validity, of information on the Internet is the most obvious
criterion for the quality of content. Accuracy in a Web site can be defined as

information that is exact, precise or correct (Oxford, 1988).

In their study on the evaluation of network information sources, Stoker & Cooke
(1995) found that much of the information currently exchanged via the Internet has
obvious advantages in terms of accuracy of the information than equivalent printed
sources. However, Stoker & Cooke (1996) contend that there is a tendency for
researchers only to use the Internet for informal or semi-formal communication,
relying upon traditional means such as the journal article for their final statement on a
given subject. This is because information disseminated by means of the Internet is

- not awarded the same degree of credibility or status by the scientific community.

~In order for information disseminated over the Internet to gain acceptance it is
‘necessary to establish review procedu_res to verify the accuracy and determine the
éredibility.of results. Stoker & Cooke (1996) demonstrate that a means of establishing
the accuracy of information on the Internet would be to examine a text for typing
_é_rrérs or incbnsistehcie’s in the use of abbreviations or citation of sources. In addition,
Stoker & Ct}oke (1995) attempted to determine the accuracy of Web information,

| .'as_s"érti_l__l__'g _that-_t:onsﬁmt;fé should always be highly sceptical of claims of “amazing
o .;re.sui_t.s.'_.", _khbwn otﬂy’ to the phtvej:or; Likewise, the researchers elicit that consumers

should be wary of basic idcés, widely accepted principals or policies are attacked.
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Given the nature of the methods to establish accuracy over the information on the

Internet, these are perhaps a useful measure to consider.
2.3.4.4 Objectivity

The question of bias and objectivity on the Web sources is one, which has concerned
consumers for some time. Bias in a Web site can be defined as a predisposition,

prejudice or influence towards a particular theory or idea (Oxford, 1988).

The litera;ure suggests that biases can exists in many forms on the Internet (Safford
1996; Anagnostelis & Cox, 1996; Cook, McNab & Anagnostelis, 1996; Ambre,
Guard, Perveiler, Renner & Rippeh, 1997). It can be financially motivated, or it can
be the result of a personal intellectual investment or slant towards a particular idea or

theory.

In a stu_dy on the cvaluzition of information on the Internet, Harris (1997) contends
that even ;he most well-qualified and prestigious individual are susceptible to this
limitatioh; Harris (1997) elicited that while the Web surfer is increasingly well
cc_lﬁbat_cd and curious, he or she is unlikely to have the scientific background to

critically evaluate the bias information on the Internet.

. Many _fﬁfnous Internet sources are now regarded as being very biased. According to

'-St_'_okeff.& Cooke (1994) a great concern is towards the white, Anglo-Saxon, and

e ﬁ-ﬁddle class ri;alc_s at the expense of ot_hcr groups. The reason is that network usage

- _has been- available to ‘members of the academic, govemment, and business
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communities, with access to the requisite computing equipment and a knowledge of
the English language (Anagnostelis & Cox, 1996). These factors lend suspicion to the

perpetuation of such bias.

Using TCP/IP to connect to the Internet has the potential to broaden the information
bias as more countries and groups of users gain access, and allowing greater
participation or discussion by users, can thereby tend to lessen the effects of such bias
on the Internet (Stoker & Cooke, 1994). Other writers such as Cook, McNab &
Anagnostelis (1996) suggested that requiring the use of a universally accepted

language and by default, can prevent biases of information on the Internet.

Cook, McNab & Anagnostelis (1996) assert that the English language seems to be
| assuming that role. However, it would seem that the issue of bias appears to be

difficult to establish criteria to judge this issue.
2.3.4.5 Fairness

'..Thé..literatu:re Suggests that the issue of fairness consists of offering a balanced,
_”rea.soned.' argument, not selected or slanted (Harris 1997, Cook, McNab &
_Alillagnosltelis,' 19_96; Ambre, Guard, Perveiler, Renner & Rippen,. 1997). Fairness of a
Wéb sxte i.s defined as ideas or claims made by the information source are presented in

" an eguitable manner (Oxford, 1988).

'_S_i'l'nilarly, this notion is supported by Stoker and Cooke (1994), which assert that

S 'infﬁnnation_ on the Internet presented must be appropriate to its intended audience in

_te_:r:in”s_'qf'style and complexity of language a_nd'thé ideas expressed.
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. The issue of fairmess regarding information on the Internet will be to some degree
determined by the means of the rcsponsibiiity of the information provider (Harris
1997). Rader, Bilie, & Gary (1990) argued that a good information provider would
have to possess a calm, reasoned tone, presenting material thoughtfully and without
attempting to cause emotional distress for the consumer. Therefore, the user interface

is of crucial importance in determining the fairness of information on the Internet.

In their study on evaluation of information on the Internet, Stoker & Cooke (1996),
argued that to ascertain fairness of information over the Internet, sources of
iﬁfonnat.ion and reporting errors should be disclosed. Also, the disclaimer of the
. information should also clearly define the relationship, in terms of the scope of
responsibility and control, between the original Web site content and links to other

sites.

2.3.4.6 Coverage

Thé literature suggests that there exists a problem for consumers to know what
exactly an Internet source aims to cover and what are the limitations, which may have
been_ imposéd at the outset (Cook, McNaB & Anagnostelis, 1996; Harris 1997; Stoker
__ and Cook_é,.l995). Defined on the Web sitg as the area or amount of information
| coﬁzréd (Oxfo'r_d,: 1988) thls sam_é. techniques described above would therefore need to

‘be applied.

o 'Co_vera'gé of information in the context of a distributed international network such as
| the Internet i_sfa"d'ifﬁ'cul_t 'britcrion.tO'establish. Stoker & Cooke (1994) assert that

- 'g'_tht:;'r@f.i’s'a: ]afi"'ge___dégréc'df--owrlap between various sources, and frequently the same
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file may be available from a number of different sites. Since most of the users are not
paying for the information they receive, arguably this is less of an important issue.
However, blindly searching the Internet can be extremely time consuming and is
therefore expensive. Given the nature of this problem, consumers may have to
identify the sites and sources of information where the most comprehensive and

accurate infoirnation is likely to be available.

The means of establishing the coverage of information on the Internet is to check any
references made or other sources of information cited, through the Internet links. In
their study on the criteria for assessing the quality of health information on the
Internet, Ambre, Guard, Perveiler, Renner & Rippen, (1997) demonstrated that
Internet links could provide consumers connections to other internal pages or external
sites. The researchers argued that links help conserve Web access time and point to
the corisumer to additional, valuable resources within minimum effort. In addition, a
great coverage of information could be located and identified in a similar as print

journals, where the name appears at the reference of the end page.

2.3.4.7 Comprehensiveness

-The. Ii_te'rature"_suggests that completeness is important to the quality of Internet
- infOrma_tion '(Ambre,_G_u'ard, Perveiler, Renner & Rippen, 1997, Cook, McNab &
'_ ';-:'Aﬂégﬁostel'is, 1996; Stoker & Cooke, 1994). Completeness in a Web site is defined

" as information in its entire context (Oxford, 1988).
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In their study on the criteria for assessing the quality of health information the
Internet, Ambre, Guard, Perveiler, Renner & Rippen, (1997) argued that
comprehensive information on the Internet should be presented, not a one-sided view
with critical information missing. Also, the researchers assert that pertinent facts and
negative results about the subject not be omitted. Taken in the context of health
information on the Internet, the researchers suggest that claims for a particular type of
therapy or drug should be substantiated. If the author or source of the information

does not have all the facts to present, this should be noted.

This is notion is supported by Stoker and Cooke (1994) who argues that information
presented on the Internet should be complete, with a balanced presentation on all sides
of an issue. Comparatively, the researchers assert that a comprehensive information
on the Internet should be thorough, valid, reliable and include references to other
réputable sources, preferably peer-reviewed journal articles, and or authoritative texts.
Si:nilarly_, Bennett, Wilkinson & Oliver (1996), also takes the stand that the dates of
information creation and posting should always be included. The researchers contend
~ that these dates are good indicators of the timeliness and validity of the information

- onthe Intcmet. :
2.3.4.8 Authority

' -The hterature indicates that are problems of authority on the information over the

o _'..Intemet (Stoker & Cookc 1996; Ambre, Guard, Perveiler, Renner and Rippen, 1997,

' "'Cook, 'M_cNab & Anagnostghs, 1996). Harris (1997) argue_d_ that the information

"'_'p"_rovided'_-over the Internet is often of an unknown pedigree and its accuracy or
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reliability may be questionable. Furthermore, the researcher assert that information
posted on the Internet does not go through the same rigorous review procedures as

information which has passed through formal publishing channels.

Similarly, Cook, McNab & Anagnostelis, (1996) also takes the stand that most of the
information on the Internet has not undergone any form of peer review, editing or
refereeing, The researcher assert that information item may be added to the Internet
directly by their originators, or else they may be posted to bulletin boards or
electronic discussion groups by others. Therefore, it may be difﬁculf to determine the
originating institution or individual for an information item. Hence, the Internet has
been criticised as having the potential for misuse through the dissemination of

inaccurate or undesirable information material.

In their study examining the quality of information of tﬁc Internet, Anagnostelis &
Cox (1996) found that the information on the Internet may also have been compiled to
~ “test the water’ before authors éommit themselves in some more permanent form.
This is a legitimat.e use of the facilities of the Internet, but it is a problem for the
| conshme_r receiving or using thié information second hand. It is therefore essential to
dt_éténninc intellectual res'po.nsibility for any information source, as well as to know

‘from where or by whom it is being disseminated.

__ .:It'has ibéén;suggcs_téd that an evaluation of ‘the authority of the source of Internet
o inforfm'atibt_; requires that the source disclose its qualifications or credentials and
 relevant pérs_bnal'_or'.-_ﬁnancial-aSSQCiations (Anagnostelis & Cox, 1996). Stoker and

. Coéké_ftl_9_94)' éﬁggés_tft:h_a_t to ascertain au_t_hori_ty of information on the Internet that an
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author’s information be recognised from the name of their organisation, preferably by
a funding body or an institution, In addition, the researcher assert that an author’s
resource can be judged on the basis of reputable source, which has been reviewed:
extensively or by a linkage within a recognised institution. Both ascertained to

provide valuable support of information for the consumer.

The literature suggests that consumers could consider questioning the authority of

information on the Internet (Cook, McNab & Anagnostelis, 1996; Stoker & Cooke,

1995; Bloggs, 1998). Harris (1997) found that the first quéstion is to discover

whether an individual or an institution has taken clear and unambiguous responsibility
for the compilation of the work. It so, what is known of the status, qualifications or
reputation of those concerned? Similarly, if the material has been disseminated by
means of a bulletin board or discussion group, has it first been moderated or otherwise

refereed?

Further questions would determine whether the information source is regarded by
peers as being authoritative in its area (Cook, McNab & Anagnostelis, 1996). For
example, a newsgroup, which is widely read and receives contributions from many

sources, may be regarded as being more reliable than another newsgroup, which could

be less helpful to a consumer. This may be some indication of their authority.
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2.3.4.9 Expertise

The question of expertise on the Web sources is one, which has concerned consumers
for some time. Expertise in a Web site can be defined as the ‘extent to which a
communicator is perceived to be a source of valid assertions’ (Bloggs, 1998). Harris
(1997) asserts that expertise is the information provider showing some evidence of

being knowledgeable, reliable and truthful.

The literature suggests that an expert source in an Internet environment is effective
when it is written or issued by an authoritative source such as the federal government
or a reliable organization (Stoker & Cooke, 1994; Anagnostelis & Cox, 1996; Bloggs,
1998). This can be accepted at face value as having validity. This notion is
supported by Harris (1997), which argued that information on the Internet is effective
if it is evaluated by experts, reviewers, and or subject specialist as part of collection

development.

Anagnostelis and Cox (1996) demonstrated that expertise in an information on the
Internet can be judged from the name of a recognised organisation such as funding
body, which is publishing information about itself or offering an information service.
Cqmpairatively, the author providing the information in their capacity as employee of

such as an institution is considered to have expert source.

' 'S'imil_arly,- O_rmohdroyed, Engle and Cosgrave (1996) also takes the stand that an
expertise information source is one that highlights the author's educational
: B baf_':__kgrbund; pas’t-"wriﬁngé and or cxpcrieﬁce on the Internet. Such credentials within

- an author will carry weight to the expertise criteria,
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2.3.5 Trustworthiness

The literature suggests that trustworthiness is important to the quality of Internet
information (Stoker & Cooke, 1994, Cook, McNab & Anagnostelis, 1996, Ambre,
Guard, Perveiler, Renner & Rippen, 1997). Pagell (1995} defines trustworthiness as
the “consumer’s confidence in the source for providing honest and objective

information”.

Maignan and Lukas (1997) found that the information on the Internet is very
untrustworthy. The researchers argued that consumers often wondered about the
reliability of the information posted on the Internet and did not know whether the
whole range of information available provided was trustworthy at all. Jurek (1997)
also take the stand that the information on the Internet would be considered
untrustworthy, as it does not provide a complete, objective and accurate form of

information.

There exist previous studies documenting the trustworthiness criteria in an Internet
environment. In a study on consumers’ evaluations of external information sources in
pre-purchase search, Jarvis (1998) found that the trustworthy criteria were judged
significantly more for Consumer Reports and friends or family, but not with the Web
site, which was considered ‘not trustworthy at all' by consumers searching for

_ external information.
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In a different study by Hammond, McWilliam & Diaz (1998), the researchers found
difference in attitudes with uvser's level of Internet experience. The researchers
explored the differences between Novice and Experienced Web users and their
appreciation of the Web's entertainment and informational value. Overall, the
researchers found that Novice and Experienced users perceived the informational
value on the Internet as not very reliable and or trustworthy. Hammond, McWilliam
& Dizz (1998), argued that consumers perceived that there is a lack of trustworthy
information found on the Web. Also, the researchers found that Novice users in
particular, mistrust the informational value of the Internet over the study significantly
than to experienced users. Given that the information on the Internet is often
perceived as a valuable information source, the evaluative criteria ‘trustworthiness’

still remains to be emphasised.

2.4 Conclusion

.This chapter outlined relevant and previous research, which focused on the
characteristics of the Internet user, Significant research was discussed on perception
such as that which examines perception theories in the context of the information on
the Internet. This area covered suég_ests that perception play a significant role in the
' de&_’:_isions that are made by consumers regarding the Internet as a product and service
information source. Littlé, research has been conducted in the area of consumer
percéptibn towards the Internet as a product and service information source. The
__rescarch is imp.ortant because differences in perception may impact on the choices
'- _cb_nsumers ‘make when usmg the information on the Internet for information retrieval

‘and n‘_laking: purchase decisions.



Chapter 2 Literature Review 56

Identifying differences in perception will also provide Web marketers a sound
understanding of consumer perception towards information on the Internet and the
factors that may influence their perception. Factors that may influence consumer
perception towards the information on the Internet include gender, age, level of

Internet experience and income.

Additionally, research that has implications for this study was the behaviour of
consumers in relation to gathering information on the Internet. This helped to explain
the student’s perception. Research of this nature may illuminate the reasons and .
effects of perception of the consumers towards the information on the Internet. The
variables influencing consumer’s information search behaviour included the currency,
accuracy, objectivity, fairness, coverage, comprehensiveness, authority, expertise and
trustworthiness.  These intervening variables of concern were found to affect
consumer’s information search behaviour on the Internet and that of traditional

mediums,

The relationship of factors influencing consumer’s perception and that of information

search behaviours on the Internet may be represented by the following diagram.
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Consumer’s Perception of the internet as a Product and
Service Information

Criteria for Evaluating Product
and Service Information

Evaluative criteria

Currency

Accuracy
Objectivity
Fairness

Coverage
Comprehensiveness
Authority
Expertise
Trustworthiness

*» & & » 5 » & &

Factors Influencing Perception of
Internet Information

Participants’ Internet behaviour
* Internet Access

e Usage of the Internet

e Experience Level

Demographic variabies Influencing
Information Search Behaviour

s Gender

e Level of experience
o Age

+ Income

Perception of the Internet as a Product
and Service Information Source

W_hi_le this framework is only developed to measure consumer perception towards the

- Internet as a product and service information source, it can provide many benefits to

the research process, in that it is useful for understanding the differences in perception

between the consumers.
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Chapter 3

Model and Conceptual Framework

A conceptual framework is useful for explaining, either graphically or in a narrative
form, the major dimensions to be studied. The developmental process involves
identifyihg the primary research variables, labelling each existing between the
variables. Consequently, the development of a conceptual framework assists in
focusing and bounding the research. The conceptual framework developed for the
present study is detailed in Figure 1. The framework draws on two main areas to
investigate consumer perception towards the Internet as a product and service
information source. The first area investigates the kinds of perception consumers have
with respect to the factors that may influence their perception. The second area
examines the behavioural factors of consumers. Issues raised have included the

variables influencing information search behaviour, which is the main focus of this

study.
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Figure 1

Proposed Model of Consumer’s Perception of the Internet as

a Product and Service Information

Factors Influencing
Perception of Internet
Information

Participants’ Internet
Behaviour:

¢ Internet Access

»  Usage of the Internet
¢ Experience Level

Demographic Variables:
s Gender

¢ Age

o Income

Criteria for Evaluating
Internet Information

Evaluative Criteria:
Currency

Accuracy
‘Objectivity
Fairness

Coverage
Comprehensiveness
Authority

Expertise
Trustworthiness

Perception and beliefs of the
Internet as a product and

service information source

Likelihood to adopt the
Internet as a product and

service information source

The first area identifies the perceptual factors influencing consumer’s perception. It

highlights the importance of the factors influencing consumer’s perception towards

the Intem'ét'a_'s a product and service information source. Factors that may influence

cons'ume_r’s' perception include the gender, level of Internet experience, age and

_income.
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Identifying differences in consumer’s perception is an important component of this
research and has important implications on the choices consumers make when using
the information on the Internet for information retrieval and making purchase

decisions,

The second area identifies the behavioural factors influencing consumers. This area
revolves around the evaluative criteria variables influencing consumer’s information
search behaviour., The evaluative criterion includes the currency, accuracy,
objectivity, faimess, coverage, comprehensiveness, authority, expertise and
trustworthiness. Anecdotal comments from specialists in the field of the Internet have
argued about the lack of evaluative criteria held by Web marketers in charge of
providing information on the Internet. Several of these studies investigated the
criteria variables for evaluating information on the Internet. These issues are found to
be significant when marketers on the Internet hold responsibility for the information
they provide to consumers. Therefore, the criteria for evaluating information on the

Internet hold significance for consumers.

‘A likelihood to use the Internet as a product and service information source will
_ appear as a key result of consumer’s perception towards the information on the

Tnternet.

. * In conclusion, the conceptual framework highlights the importance of establishing
_ _'p'¢rc¢ption and behaviours in order to determine consumer’s perception of the Internet

" " as a product and service information source.
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Chapter 4

Methodology

4.0 Introduction

This chapter describes the research design of the study. Following a discussion about
the design of the research and choice of samples used in the research, the resultant
quantitative study is described. The research instrument, data collection and sampling
procedures as well as the techniques used to analyse the data collected in the second
stage of this study are outlined. Justification for the research design is discussed
throughout the chapter. The last section of Chapter 3 discusses the model and

conceptual framework of the study.

41 Research Design

An- éxploratory_ research design will be used for this research to gain a rich
understanding of consumer perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service
i'.hfc'mnat_izdn'sourcc. This .dcsign is appropriate to discover the general nature of the
.__.'problc_m and the variables that relate to it (Bums & Bush, 1993). This exploratory

* -:_;ré"scarch design is used for the following purposes:

L _To_._dia'gnbsé_h situation
2. Toscreen alternatives

.| . .3, Todiscovernew ideas
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As this area of research is largely unexplored, the exploratory research design offers a
high degree 61’ flexibility (Churchill, 1996). While there is a noticeable gap in the
literature about consumer perceptions towards product and service information on the
Internet, this research attempts to shed some light on the nature and uses of the
Internet as an information source. Specifically, the investigation will explore the

perceptions of the Internet as a product and service information source.

4.2 Research Sample

The sample for this study is a convenience sample comprise primarily of 300
university students from Edith Cowan University in Western Australia. For the
purpose of this study, participants had to be studying at the university, whether full-

time or part-time.

- The 300 univgarsity students was chosen from the Business Faculty at Edith Cowan
University taking Accounting, Marketing, Management, and Information Systems,
and m their first year, second year and third year. The sample comprise mainly of
| sé_cond and.ihird year Business faculty students. The reason is that they have more
- é_xpériéncc on the Internet and have at least been exposed to the Internet in their first

.'yé.ar-IOf-'stLidy. Also, the 'stﬁdcnts would have had time to familiarise themselves with

' 'thé_'h;tcmet"as well become accustomed to the Internet facilities at the university.
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With the assistance of the lecturers of each of the classes that was surveyed, all 300

questionnaires were completed, a 100 percent response rate,
4.2.1 Use of Student Sample

Student samples have been widely used in research. Traditionally, the use of student
samples stem from convenience and cost considerations (Morgan, 1979; Cunningham,
Anderson & Murphy, 1974). The use of student samples in the study was similarly
motivated. Due to cost considerations, other methods employed by researchers on the
Internet were feasible. Furthermore, the practice of using student samples is
surrounded with controversy regarding its external validity (Zikmund, 1994; Morgan,
1979; Vinson, 1978; Cunningham, Anderson & Murphy, 1974). Other writers (Ents,
Cox & Stafford, 1972; Enis, Cox, & Stafford, 1972) argue that research testing the
ability of student to function as surrogates have nixed results, However, these studies
hayc compared to businessmen (Morgan, 1979) and housewives (Cunningham,
Anderson & Murphy, 1974; Enis, Cox and Stafford, 1972), considered to be typical
consuﬁlers. In many cases, it is questionable whether the student surrogates are
similar to the population under reséarch due to high literacy, alertness and rationality
characteristic of the univgrsity students (Zikmund, 1994; Vimson, 1978). Some
_ reSeargiiers céncede that in certain cases a student sample may be appropriate if the
qo_nteﬁt; is taken i_nio considefation (Enis, Cox & Stafford, 1972; Khera & Benson,
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Several factors make the use of students in this study appropriate. In the case of this
study, exploratory in nature, makes it flexible with respect to the methods for gaining
insight into cdnsumcr perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service
information source, Flexibility lies in its convenience, time and cost constraint, for
which student samples were utilised. Secondly, of the Internet population, a large
proportion of users are students (Fram & Grady 1995, Zenith 1995). Miller (1996)
argued that Internet users are largely young, educated and either in or going into their
professional fields. The characteristics of the university students in the study appear to
parallel to the rest of the Internet community. Thus, the student samples in this study
are not, as such, functioning as surrogates for the Internet population. In addition, it is
in universities where that students are often introduced and exposed to the Internet,
where there is easy and free access to Internet facilities. As such, perceptions towards
the Internet will be formed. Furthermore, government intervention to promote the
Internet into the educational curricula has provided the students further with Internet
facilities. Governments have actively promoted the Internet and have introduced the

Internet into their educational systems (“Innovate Australia”, 1995; Tripathi, 1996).

From another perspective, students on the Internet can be viewed as consumer
markets. There is now growing recognition that the student market is an attractive and
viable market, and largely untapped. The pilot study and literature search revealed

 that Australian.smdcnts' ﬁonsumers, have part time jobs to support themselves and
o alsq ‘receive study 'allowanqe (-AUSTUDY) fr,ofn the government. Besides having
dislic;sﬁble income, Mohr_(l_995)_ argues that students are active consumers who are
' :“6p_¢13:f0 éx?eriment new pfodu_ct and services”. The potential of the student market

- takes pn__'_a further dimension in terms of their purchase needs upon graduation.
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Though this research may have limitations in terms of the generalisation of the
findings to the larger population, this does not pose a threat to the potential
contribution of this research. Considering the large number of students on the Internet
and their propensity to act more favourably toward the Internet, there is a positive
outlook for marketers on the Internet targeting students through the Internet. While
the Internet demographics offer a viable market for Web marketers, it is useful to
ascertain the perceptions of students toward the Internet as a product and service

information source.

4.3 The Pilot Study

4.5.1 Introduction

~ The purpose of the pilot study was to test the research instruments, and to gain an
indication of the time that - 1d be required for the phases of the main study. It was
not to test the hypothesis, but rather to expose unforseen problems, and to get an idea

of timing and flow of the questionnaires.

- The necessity of the pilot study to the process of the development of an accurate
“instrument can be seen from the need to generate an appropriate questionnaire, trial
,'thc questionnaire, anéilySé the results, and refine or modify the questionnaire in

| préparatioh for the major study.
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The pilot study comprised ten university students studying at Edith Cowan University.
Of these, there were five males and five female students, studying fuli-time or part-
time. The students were selected because they had several similarities with other
universities. The main bases for this choice include: comparability of university
population, likeness of socio-economic status and commonality of the student level of

experience.

Convenience sampling was conducted by the researcher. Consistent with
recommendations by other researchers (Greenbaum, 1993; Hayes & Tatham, 1989),
the students in the pilot were kept homogeneous. The students remained unknown by
name, ability or any other factors other than year level in which the lstudcnts were

engaged. The number of students selected in the pilot study was ten students.
4.3.2 Procedures

Students who were using the universities Internet facilities at a particular time were
approached and sought for their pariicipation. These people in turn helped to locate
6thers_ .in the university computer laboratories. Student’s anonymity was guaranteed.
- The quesﬁonnaire of the pilo__t study was administered to the students at the time they .1

‘were using the Internet facilities.

" The data were collected and a_nalysed.'T he completed questionnaires were then
| CategoriSe(_i and sorted to determine the success of the questionnaire instrument in

'terrt_1$ of stu’d_ent réad_abil_i_ty and accurate student completion of the questionnaire.
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Questionnaires, which were not fully completed or where students had indicated they
were unsure of the question or the method by which to answer the question, were

highlighted.

Refinements to the draft questionnaire were made after considering student responses
from the pilot study to simplify and clarify questions of ambiguity or confusion. A
more streamlined format was adopted to allow for less complicated data analysis. The
purpose of this was to ensure design of the questionnaire for the main study was clear

and unambiguous.

4.4 The Main Study

4.4.1 Introduction

A quantitative approach was adopted in the second stage of this exploratory study on
consumer perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information
source. The main study comprised 300 students from the Edith Cowan University.
The students were determined on two grounds. First, selection of these students
provided a relatively large population. Second, the students were in different majors

B of their deg_ree.

y _.-Th_e_fc '-_was a 100 percent rate of response by participants in each form of the
qﬁestionnaires for the main study. This result may be explained by the personal
| 'app.r_oach, tak_cn in't_hé delivéry of questionnaires and attempts made by the researcher

_ t_b deal with considerations of confidentiality, privacy and anonymity.
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4.4.2 Procedures

The research procedure resembled that of the pilot study except the questionnaires
were administered during classes to the 300 Business Faculty students. The researcher
had to prepare the questionnaires and speak with some lecturers for approval to do the
survey. Therefore, an appointment time was made in which the researcher personally
delivered the questionnaires and answered any queries during classes. The
questionnaire was administered during classes with the permission of the lecturer

concerned.

The establishment of a positive rapport between the researcher and participants was
considered vital to a study of this type as students were being asked to share their
thoughts, plans, and perceptions with the researcher., The willingness and honesty of
participants was considered vital to the study. Issues of confidentiality were addressed
by participants in a signed agreement. Participants were then asked to complete the
questionnaire within the time given and returned it to the researcher at the end of the

session.

The data collection occurred across a two-week period. Two weeks were allowed for
the researcher to deliver and collect the questionnaire, The questionnaire completed
- was the principal data collection technique used for the major study. The major study
resulted from the initial work completed in the pilot study and the instrument used
was derived from the outcomes of that study. The student responses elicited from the

major study will form part of the Chapter ~ Findings of the study.
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45 Research Instrument

The quantitative exploratory research method involves soliciting information from
individuals. The number of variables studied is quite large, therefore a questionnaire
was considered to be the most appropriate and viable data collection instrument. The
questionnaire is a widely used method for obtaining information in various researches
and is used for a variety of purposes, including obtaining facts, ascertaining
individual’s perception, and discovering reasons for these beliefs. The questionnaire
was used in this study to obtain information concerning how consumers perceived the

Internet as a product and service information source,

Questionnaire administration rather than online survey was utilised in this study
because participant anonymity can be maintained. Secondly, participants can be
identified easily. With a lecturer present, participants cannot be deterred from

completing the questioanaire.

In contrast to the research instrument of the questionnaire, the measures for this study
was drawn from the existing théory of attitude literatures and were modified to give
{:lirect t;ontext to the study. Previous researchers such as Loyd & Gressard (1984);
_ﬁambrof, Watkins-M_alek, Silling, Mldrshall & Garver (1985); Collis (1985); Nickell
o I:&.:P_into (19'8._4_5).; _Mabkie- & Cooper (1985); have alli- used attitude measurements in

- their line of research.
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4.5.1 Likert's Summazated Scale

The measures for this study used were the Likert method of summated ratings,
measuring perceptions held by students. The measuring instrument taken in the form
of a five-point scale was used in this study. Participants were required to indicate their
degree of agreement or disagreement with each statement by marking the response

that best described their feeling toward the statement.

The questionnaire scale was structured so that students who have positive perceptions
towards the information on the Internet would score highly, using the five-point Scale
of agreement, regardless of whether the item was written in the positive or negative

mode. The five-point Likert scale comprised the following responses:

'.Strong.ly Agree

Agreé

No strong Opinion or Neutral
Disagréé | |

Strongly Disagree. |

_ For items writ_ten in the positive mode, the ‘strongly agree’ response would yield a
. _'s'ct_)tc of five, the “strongly _disagréé‘ response would yield a score of one. For items
‘written in the negative mode, the scoring structure of responses was reversed so that a

"-s'_t.'rdngly agree’ respbﬂs_c_.@?oﬁld yield a score of one, and the ‘strongly disagree’

.- response, a score of five. -
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A five-point scale was used in the research instrument so that more intensity of
feeling “;ould be reflected as participants could express a full range of perceptions
toward each statement. Five point Likert scales were also employed in studies (Loyd
& Gressard, 1984; Mackie & Cooper, 1985) from which some statements were used

in this study.

The Likert’s Summated scale was chosen in this study because it is the best scale to
measure attitudes or perceptions. The Likert approach is also simple to use, not
requiring a judgement group and making no mention of any independence of atritude

values of groups.
-4.5.2 Semantic Differential Scale

Osgood, Suci and Tannenbaum (1957} developed their Semantic Differential scale
and claimed that it could measure meaning by measuring the emotional factor, which
.in.divid_uals attach to an attitude object. The Semantic Differential consists of a series
of opposite adjectives such as good-bad, fair-unfair, hot-cold. Each of pair of
adjectives is separated by seven intervals, Participants are asked along a continuum
betwcen the hdject_ive's their attitude towards a statement or object lies. Emotional
. _rélspor_l*'se. _wou_id be_.evokéd. Thé_refofe, the Differential scaling technique in this study
was usedwnth I;_f:spbnde;nts réq_uircd to indicate_thﬁir lcvél of Internet experience on a

series of -6pp'osite_ adjectives such as No experience to Very Experienced. The

o adjeéfivé"'pairs' are separated by five intervals. Interestingly, the responses could lend

. themselves to tabula_tion and statistical analysis.
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4.6 Q_uestionnalre Content

The final questionnaire was divided into two main parts. The first part dealt with the
participants’ Internet behaviour, and has fifteen items. The second part addressed
participants’ perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information
source. It contains seventeen perception items and was determined according to the
list of groups of information considered to be of importance. The final is comprised

of the demographic data of participants,

The first part and second part are in that order because it has been suggested that
.dcmographjc data should be placed in the beginning or at the end of the questionnaire
(Zikmund, 1994; Davis & Consenza, 1988). These questions may have the possible
'effect of deterririg participants from answering the rest of the questions if they are
placed at the middle of the questionnaire. In order to get participants involved in the
queStionjng process, information regarding the participants’ Internet behaviour was
asked -at the beginning, because they are simple and general in nature. Once
' 'paltjcipahts are involved, they are more inclined to answer the more specific or

: difﬁcult' qucs_tions.
461 1nter;iet'Behaviour

' The ;:ﬁr'st-_.part_ of-th_e questio_nnairc':dcalt ‘with participants” Internet behaviour. The |
- questions used were adapted from previous studies including Loyd & Gressard (1984)
~ Dambrot, Watkins-Malek, Silling, Marshall & Garver (1985), Collis (1985), Nickell

& Pinto (1986) and Mackie & Cooper (1985).
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The questions were divided into four sections. The first section reviews participants’
Internet access and behaviour, Under this section, it examines whether participants
had use the Internet previously, where they access the Internet and the frequency of
-access to the Internet. The intention of this section was to gauge the importance of

participant’s Internet access behaviour.

The second section examines participant’s Internet usage and behaviour. The current
use of the Internet and the years spent on the Internet is addressed. In addition, the
“hours of Internet use is also examined in this second section of the guestionnaire.
Assessing the participants’ use of the Internet was considered vital to a
comprehensive understanding of the types of the product and service information

searched on the Internet.

The third section addresses participants’ level of Internet experience. Semantic
differential scaling technique were utilised with participants required to indicate their
lcvci .of Web experience on a serics of opposite adjectives such as No Experience to
V_ery= Eﬁpéricnccd. The adjective pairs are separated by five intervals. The intention
is to gauge. the. importance of participant’s skill lével and understand how it can

influence their information search behaviour via the Internet.

- Tﬁéffbl_.irth section of the questionnaire 'addrcsses-thc information search behaviours of
"thc_-pal;'__t"i_c'ipant's’ on t_he In_temet. This section has seven items, which includes the
FE t_ypés of product and service information sought, frequency for searching this product

and service information category, the search services 'ﬁtilis'ed, and the likelihood of

L - searching for these product and'Service information in the next twelve months.
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In addition, the section also considers online purchase of products and services, as
well as the evaluative criteria used to search for the products and services, before
purchases. The questions were designed to encourage a range of responses, which
would reveal participant’s information search behaviour via the Internet, In total,

fifteen groups of items were used to measure participants’ behaviour on the Internet.
4.6.2 Perception’s of the Internet Information

The second part of the questionnaire dealt with the participants’ perception towards
the Internet as a product and service information source, The participants were
instructed to indicate a perception to each statement on an odd number, forced choice
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A *“no
opinion” or “neutral” option was also given for those participants who had no opinion

on the given statement. This was indicated by a “3” at the middle of the scale.

Amongst the scales used to measure perceptions towards the Internet as a product and
service information source were statements concerning the currency, and accuracy of
“information. Statemeﬁts relating to thé depth and detail, wide coverage and unbiased
pfqduct and service infonnation'were included. Participants were also asked about the
_cbn.ff.ftencj!, fair. and é;alanced nature of product and service information via the
| Intemet In addxtzon, the partm:pants were asked about the authority, credibility,
.. 'trusnvan'hmess, and dependabzl:ty of information prowders. Besides statements
'_’__-‘pertamm.g'to-the authorily, credibihty, trusnvorthiness,'and dependability, statements
__ about the honesty and truthful rel:abzlny and relevancy of product and service

' _.-"'_-.mforrnatlon were mcluded in the questlonnalre
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The second part of the questionnaire also contained statements about the information
providers on the Internet. The participants would take in regards to the qualification,
knowledgeable and expertise of the information providers on the Internet. In total,
seventeen perception statements were used to measure consumer perceptions towards
the Internet as a product and service information source. The perception statements
were of great importance to this particular study, for no existing guestionnaire or
previous studies could be found which addressed the perception questibns, so the

researcher had to design the perception statements for this study.

In addition to the perception scales, demographic information such as gender, age,
natibnality, ethnic background, education level, faculty, year of study, majors

undertaken, occupation and income level were collected.

The questionnaire uses both nominal and ordinal measurement scales. Nominal scales
are used for demographic data and information on the five sections of the first part to
the questionnaire.  The main questions on perception measures use category-numeric

_'_'scaIe,Which:'is ordinal.

o Most of the 'qu_esti_'on_s in the questionnaire are close-ended questions because answers
_ arc easier to code | and. require less time to analyse. With 300 questionnaires
| ' administered to participants, closed-ended questions as a method of data collection

; pr0v1de standa;dised data. ..Appelildi)_c A contains a list of the statements used in the

- final questionnaire. < -
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4.6.3 Reliability and Validity

The reeearcher considered measures to enhance the validity and reliability of the
study. To ensure content validity of the instrument, it was shown to a lecturer from
Edith Cowan University with expertise in marketing. The lecturer confirmed that the
measuring instrument appeared to measure what it purported to measure. Further, the
questionnaire had been pretested in the form of pilot testing, which yielded useful
suggestions and criticisms with respect to wording and content of the measuring
instrument. Theee suggestions were taken into consideration in the writing of the final

draft of the questionnaire,

With construct validity, it is used to investigate whenever no criterion or universe of
c'onten_t_ is accepted as entirely adequate to define the quality to be measured
(Cronbach & Mechl, 1995). This study utilized a measuring instrument designed to
measure participant’s perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service
_ infennatien source. Becaﬁse of the exploratory nature of the research, it is difficult to
assess construct validity. As Carmines and Zeller (1979) observe “construct validation
ideéilljr requires a pattern of consistent findings involving different researchers using
- di.ff.er_e_n't.-__thepretieal sfr_uctures’. across a number of different studies”. It has been
commented in the' literature.fhat there is little research done in the area of consumer

| __.jbercepuons towards the mformatmn via the Internet. Further, the lack of research in
| : "Austraha on the same subJect also restricts the. ab111ty of establishing construct

s 'vahdatxon Takmg m con31derat10n the llttle research done on the perception on

- :infonnatlon _vna- t_h_e 'Inte:m'et, it _woulc_l seem. _approp_rlate to accept that the h1gh

o ':_ re_liab__ili.ty, of the_dete _cOlle’cted_eoil'ld be used-.es initial evidence of construct validity.
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The researcher also considered measures to increase reliability. This can be
established through the Cronbach-Alpha technique (Davis & Consenza, 1988).
Cronbach Alpha is a measure of internal consistency and can be “considered a unique
estimate of the expected correlation of one test with an alternative form containing the
same number of items (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). In addition, alpha provides a
conservative estimate of a measuring instrument’s reliability (Zeller & Carmines,
1979). Table 4.1 shows the Cronbach’s Alpha value for the dimensions of the

perception items.

Table 4.1 Internal Consistency Data for the Dimensions of Perception Items

Factor Item Alpha Standardised Number
of Items

Quality of information | 0.9059 11

Factor 1
Authority information 0.8938 3

Factor 2
Scope of information (.6683 3

Factor 3

“As can be seen, th_é reliability figures (Crdnbach Alpha) for the three subscales or
. -'diinens_ions of the perception items were 0.6683, 0.8938, and 0.9059, respectively, the

intémal ‘reliability co-cfficient alpha level is 0.901. This indicates that most of the

. alpha coefficients exceeded 0.5, and therefore deemed a reliable or an acceptable

* measure of reliability.
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4,7 Sampling and Data Collection Procedures

Students at Edith Cowan Uniuersity were administered questionnaires during classes
with the permission of the lecturer concerned. This represents an ideal way to receive
response from the students and at the same time they will qualify as users of the
Internet. Though Churchill (1996) caution that student sample Internet users may not
be representative of the population since socio-economic status, age, experience, and
educational level have similar characteristics and trends, however, this is not the case
for Internet users in this study. The Internet users in this study should exhibit different

age, income level, experience, and educational capabilities.

The sampling and data collection procedures employed in this study is a very crucial
stage of the research. Based upon the sample university students, convenience
sampling ‘was chosen. This non-probability sampling technique was employed

~ because it obtains units or people who are most conveniently available.

Researchers generally use convenience samples to obtain a large number of
eor_aneted queStionnaires quickly and economically (Zikmund 1994). As in this case,
the convenience sample was used to derive a more representative student population

S fra_l_me_._

o Questronnalres were- adrmmstered to students usmg convenlence sampling where a

S _ 3__researcher wrll be present Instructrons regardlng the purpose and procedures of the

o -'-_':'questronnalre were verbally supphed to the students Students were not instructed not

e 'to Wnte therr name on the questronnmre thus assunng anonymlty The quesuonnarre

_"-'was completed mdmdually in a relaxed settlllgs wrthout time restriction. Students
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were encouraged to consider each question carefully and to respond truthfully, The
design of the questionnaire was such that it would enable determination of student’s
perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information source. This

data would permit a comparison to be made between the perceptions of the sexes.

Three factors motivated the decision to use questionnaire administration. Firstly, the
respondent anonymity can be obtained with the questionnaire, where student
identification (ie. name and telephonc number) is kept confidential and secured.
Secondly, the technology allowed the questionnaire responses to be keyed into the
computer program and the information will be checked with the questionnaire
responses to ensure no errors had been made during the data entry process. Finally,
questionnaire administration approach is advantageous in that data collection reduces

the time of waiting and the cost of sending is of no significance.

Once the process of gathering information from the students is completed, the data
' were converted into a format that answers the purpose of this study. There are two
stages of processing the data: editing and encoding (Zikmund, 1994). The editing
'proc.ess_ consists of ctreckjng whether the participants have completed all the
o etaterhcnts.of 'a'll the questionnaires that have been collected from students. Before

-‘t:ransferrmg to a computer, the data were coded. The coding process involved

o --Ientcnng character symbols toa cornputer correspondmg to the outcomes of the data,

- whrch leads to furthcr drscussron in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 of this study. The
- 'I""responsc categorlcs were gtvcn a serles of 0, 1, 2 3, 4 and 5 corresponding to

"_'stron__gly disagree and st_r_orrgly agree_. o
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4.8 Methods and Techniques of Analysis

Following editing and coding, the data from the questionnaires was analysed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) (Nie, Hull, Jenkins, Steinbrenner &
Bent, 1975). Three main analytical techniques were used: Factor Analysis,

Discriminant Analysis, and Cluster Analysis.
4.8.1 Factor Analysis

Prior to conducting the Discriminant Analysis, the data is subjected to factor analysis.
Factor analysis is concerned with the identification of an underlying structure of inter
relationships among a number of variables (Hair, Anderson, Tatham & Black 1995).
' Fac;or_ analysis is used to combine the results of several perception items, which
measures similar dimension so that they are represented by a single factor. Besides
reducing_data, the Factor Analytical approach was used to reduce multicollinearity
with-the data prior to subjecting the data to Discriminant Analysis, The absence of
: multicollineari_ty and adequate ratio of sample size to the number of variables is
inipbrtant for Discrir_ni_nant Analysié to function optimally (Hair, Anderson, Tatham &
_' ﬁlat?k, 1995; Tabachnick & Fidell, 1989). The reduced number of dimensions of

" consumer perceptions towards the information on the Internet also results in the easier

i intérpr_ctation of the D_iScriminant Analysis.




Chapter 4 Methodology 81

Principal Component Analysis with Varimax rotation was used to analyse the data in
this study (Stewart, 1981). Multiple decisions criteria were employed in deciding the
number of factors to be extracted. Both the scree plots and the Eigenvalues were
examined, Principal Component Analysis was conducted for the one dimension:

perceptions towards Internet information.

The resulting three factors were interpreted and labelled with respect to the
phe'nomenal they identified. Analysis was conducted on the student groups. As the
composition of the factors was very similar, the results from the Principal Component

Analysis conducted on the overall data set was used.

Using the SPSS software, the Alpha Reliability Coefficient was then calculated to test
the internal consistency of the factors derived in the principal component analysis.
Reliability is the degree to which the measures are free from error and yield consistent
results (Peter, 1979). Reliability can be examined in terms of internal consistency of
the questionnaire responses. Through Cronbach’s Coefficient Alpha technique, the
test for internal consistency can be made, where the mean reliability coefficient
| _'cstimates fqr all possible ways of splitting a set of items in half are computed
(Crénbach & Meehl, 1984). Items loading most heavily on each factor were used to
'accESS'-thé_ reliability of thé-thrce_factors, thus confirming the stability of the principal

. components model,

'Ba'se'd-on the Factor Analysis, summated scales were then calculated. The variables
that loaded highly on each factor were totatled. and the average was used as a

-'-'su'rr:og'ate variable for furt'her_ {malysis in the DisC_riminant Analysis. The Summated
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scale was used instead of the factor scores as the relative items loadings for each
factor extracted in the principal analysis differed between the student participants,
Summated scales were also used because factor scores are error prone indicators of
the underlying factors as the scores are based on correlations with all the variables on
the factor. Hair, Anderson, Tatham & Black (1995) assert that factors are only
approximation of the factors and thus, summated scales best represent the basic nature

of the factors.
4.8.2 Cluster Analysis

Cluster Analysis is a multivariate data analysis procedure whose primary purpose is to
group objects based on the characteristics they possess (Hair, Anderson & Tatham,
1995). Cluster Analysis classifies objects so that each object is very similar to others

in the cluster with respect to some predetermined selection criterion.

Cluster analysis was used in the study to reduce the information from an entire
_population of students to information about specific, smaller subgroups. The
objectives. of the Cluster Analysis procedure in this study, was to explore the

similarity and differences between the groups.

TWQ differenf methods of obtaining clusters, Kmeans and Agglomerative Hierarchical
f' -leeq'clustering were used and their results were compared. Several cluster analyses
~ runs were performed using the resultant factor scores from the Principal Component

. Analysis as input variables, connected with the clustering algorithms.
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Four runs were selected as the basis for determining the perceptions’ of participants
towards the Internet as a product and service information source. Using the output of
these cluster analysis runs, the cases were divided into clusters and the variables
(gender, level of Internet experience, age and income) that had the most cffect on Lhe
formation of these clusters were identified. A profile of the clusters for participants’
perception of the Internet information was produced. The profile analysis focuses on
describing not what directly determines the clusters but the characteristics that differ
significantly across the clusters and those that could not predict membership in a

particular perception cluster.
4.8.3 Discriminant Analysis

‘Discriminant Analysis was used to address group differences within the current study,
It was performed to determine if the student groups differed with respect to the factors
identified in the Principal Component Analysis. The main objective of Discriminant
analysis was to determine if there was a statistical difference between the overall

perceptions held by participants.

Hair, Anderson, Tatham & Black (1995) assert that Discriminant Analysis is useful in
identifying the variables with the greatest differences between the groups and evaluate

the usefulness of individual variables in helping to discriminate between the group..

' Discriminant Analysis was performed for the one dimension in the study. The
- analyses performed include the perception toward the product and service information

on the Internet. Following the derivation of the Discriminant function, its
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classification accuracy was assessed. This provided a meaningful, practical
differentiation between the student groups (Churchill, 1996). Only a large sample size
can be performed with the Discriminant function. Though, the sample sizes used were
unequal, the results of the Discriminant Analysis were checked by comparing the
classification accuracy to a maximum chance assignment and optimum prediction.
The maximum chance of correctly classifying an object would be the percentage of
the larger group in the total sample. Since the groups were of unequal sizes, the

proportional chance criterion was employed. The formula used is:
Cpro= p2+(1 -p)?

The Press Q statistic was also used as an additional measure of predictive validity.
The Press Q statistic measures the classificatory power of the Discriminant function
as compared to chance models (Hair, Anderson, Tatham & Black, 1995). The Chi-

Squared distribution determines the critical value. The formula is as follows:

Press Q = [N-(n * k)]
Nk-1)

Thercforc; both the classification accuracy and predictive validity will be useful in
 assessing the ability of the Discriminant function to discriminant between the groups.
Both were used to determine whether to accept or reject the research hypothesis that
consumer’'s perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information

source differ among the student groups.
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4.9 Limitations to the Research

Certain limitations applied to the study. The first limitation concerns the issue of
sample size. The population sample was taken from one university and therefore, the
results cannot be generalised to other students in other Australian universities. Ideally,
more universities would have been desirable as the results would have been indicative

of the perceptions of students in Western Australia universities.

The second limitation addressed honesty of participants to report their actual
perceptions within the study. Honesty cannot be guaranteed as participants may be
slanting their views to comply with what they understood are part of the university
policy. In addition, participants may not respond to thé items truthfully and give
untrue or modified answers to avoid embarrassment, appears intelligent and conceal

personal information,

Thirdly, the response bias can occur when participants tend to answer in a certain
direction. Students may deliberately give false answers to conceal personal
information. Two common response exgors found in questionnaires are the
acquiescence bias and social desirability bias. One tends to agree with all questions
apd the other gain to create a favourable impression or prestige and appear in a

-different social role respectively.
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The fourth limitation addressed the scope of the questionnaire. The questionnaire used
to record the data from participants were not standard, reflecting the lack of research
done in the area of consumer perceptions toward the Internet as a product and service
information source. This made it difficult to establish validity, though consistent

reliability does provide some evidence of construct validity

The fifth issue concern the issue of control of the questionnaire, Once questionnaires
were distributed, the researcher had little or no control over what the participants did
with them. Questions may be misinterpreted, not answered, or the questionnaire forms

may not have been returned.

The sixth limitation addresses the research instrument. Because typically
questionnaires typically possess a reasonable degree of structure, flexibility of the
technique was somewhat restricted. It was therefore quite difficult to investigate the
in-depth issue of participant’s perceptions. The inclusion of open-ended questions did
however permit in-depth investigation to a satisfactory degree. However, this
technique was not practical for this study given the larger sample sizes and the

distribution of the subject groups.
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4.10 Ethical Considerations

Following approval from the Committee for the conduct of Ethical Research at Edith
Cowan University, participants were forwarded a covering letter on each of the

questionnaires.

Subjects were informed of the research by an accompanying letter assuring them of
total confidentiality and their right to choose not to participate at any time. The
questionnaire was voluntary, and consent was implied with the completion and return

of the questionnaire.

To ensure and maintain confidentiality, the coding system used was only known to the
researcher and all data was securely stored. Following the completion of the research,
all data sheets and questionnaire forms will be destroyed. Records, which are
required to be preserved for a minimum of five (5) years, will be stored on computer

disk and be in the possession of the researcher.
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Chapter 5
Findings

The Perception of the Participants’ of the
Internet as an Information Source

5.0 Introduction

This chapter presents the participants’ perception about the Internet as an information
source. The chapter is divided into five sections. The first section presents the
demographic profile of the participants. The second section presents the descriptive
statistics for the perception of participants of the Internet as a product and service
information source. Principal Component Analysis was also performed on the
perception items to explore the underlying dimensions of participants’ perception
towards the Internet as an information source. Its results are presented in the third
section. The fourth section of this chapter consists of the Cluster Analysis. Cluster
Analysis was used to gain a deeper understanding of the segments and also to
categorise participants into groups with similar patterns. Discriminant Analysis is the
final section of this chapter. Discriminant Analysis was employed to determine if
there was a statistical difference between the overall perceptions held by participants.

These results are presented in the section of this Chapter.
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5.1 The Participants’ Demographic Profile

This section describes the demographic information of the participants. It comprises
each participant’s gender, age, nationality, ethnic group, highest educational level
obtained, year of study, the majors undertaken, the occupation currently held, and the
overall income distribution. The information has also been compared with current
census data on the general population of Edith Cowan University (Edith Cowan

University, 1999).

5.1.1 The Age and Gender of the Participants

The participants’ age is summarised in Table 5.1. As can be seen from Table 5.1, a
large majority of participants are generally in the age group of 25 years and below
(63%), reflecting the younger age range of Internet users. The higher proportion of
younger student users closely match that found in previous study of Internet users
(Georgie Tech Research Corporation, 1998; ABS, 1998). The findings, however, did
not match the total population of that at Edith Cowan Universitf. According to current
census data, the age range of below 30 (71.9%), were bigger in the Edith Cowan
university general population. In all studies, the age range of Internet users are quite

young.

‘Table 5.1 The Age al_id Géhder of the Participants

Age (Years) - f % | Gender f %
[ Onder 25 years 189 63 | Male 50 | 50
| 26 - 36 years 76 25.3 | Female 150 50
37 years and above 28 9.3
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With respect to the gender of participants, the sample is balanced when examining
make up of numbers based on gender. The sample consists of 50% males and 50%
femnales. This is unexpected as there is a bias towards female in the gender population
of Edith Cowan University students (Edith Cowan University, 1999). This may be just

due to the slight predominance of males in the classes as a result of the subject matter.

5.1.2 Country of Origin and Ethnic Group of the Participants

A large majority of participants considered their cultural background to be Australian
(56.7%). Other participants considered their cultural background to be from Malaysia
(12%), Indonesia (9%) and Hong Kong (4%). The remainder cultural backgrounds
were from Thailand (2%), and from England, Scotland and or Ireland (3%). Those
who listed themselves as ‘others’ included Sweden, Borneo, Brunei, USA, and
Yugoslavia (4.7%)}. This finding cornpares similarly to the general population of Edith
Cowan university students (Edith Cowan University, 1999). A detailed profile of the

participants from these cultural background is shown in Table 5.2.
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Table 5.2 The Country of Origin and Ethnic Groups of the Participants

Country of Origin f % | Ethnic group F ) %
Australia 170 | 56.7 | Australian i14 | 38
Malaysia 36 12 | Asian 106 | 35.3
Indonesia 27 9.0 | European 24 8.0
Hong Kong 12 4.0 | British/English/Scottish | 11 3.7
Thailand 6 2.0 | Others 6 2.0
Singapore 5 1.7
China 5 1.7
Vietnam 4 1.3
India 5 1.7
England/Scotland/Ireland 9 3.0
Netherlands 2 0.7
New Zealand 2 0.7
Others 14 4.7

In terms of Ethnic origin, a majority of the partictpants indicated that they are either

of Australian (38%) or Asian ethnic origin (35.3%). Those who listed themselves as

Australian included Anglo Saxon, Caucasian and those of Asian ethnic origin

comprised mainly of Chinese, Vietnamese, Malay, Thailand, Japanese and

Indonesian. Of the European ethnic origin (8%), it consisted mainly of Croatian,

German, Greek, Roman, Dutch and Swedish. A small number of participants reported

themselves as American, African, Pakeha, Uganda and Latino. This comprised of the

‘others’ category and make up 2.3 percent of the ethnic group population.
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5.1.3 The Majors Undertaken and Year of Study

A large majority of participants are in the Accounting majors (40%). The second
group of majors undertaken by participants is Marketing (32.3%). Management (9%)
were the third largest category major undertaken by participants. The least majors
undertaken were Human Resource Management (3%), Information Systems (2.67%)
and Finance (1.33%). Surprisingly, the ‘other’ category majors make up 8.67% of the

participants. The majors undertaken by participants are shown in Table 5.3.

Table 5.3 The Major of Study and Year of Study

Major of Study f % | Year of Study f %

Accounting 120 | 40 | First Year 17 5.7
Marketing 97 | 32.3 | Second Year 107 | 35.7
Management 27 | 9.0 | Third Year 152 | 50.7
Human Resource Management 9 3.0 | Fourth Year 6 2.0
Information Systems 8 | 2.67 | Postgraduate (e.g. MBA) | 15 5.0
Finance 4 1.33

Others 26 | 8.67

In terms of the year of study, a large majority of participants were in their Third year
(50.7%) or Second year (35.7%). This is expected as the study was intended to aim

for second and third year students, The results are shown in Table 5.3,
5.1.4 The Employment and Income Distribution
A large majority of participants indicated that they are studying full-time (43.9%).

Only a minority are studying part-time (15.5%). This compares to the general

population of Edith Cowan University, where the current census indicates that a large




Chapter 5 Findings 93

majority of students are studying full-time (55.4%), and only a minority are studying
part-time (25.7%). Only 3.6 percent indicated that they are unemployed. This is
insignificant inasmuch as most students generally have part lime jobs to support
themselves and also receive study atllowance (AUSTUDY) from the government. The

employment status of participants is shown in Table 5.4.

Table 5.4 The Employment Status and Income Distribution

Employment Status f % Income (A$) f %

Full-time employee 74 14.7 |} <20,000 121 | 40.3
Part-time employee 82 16.3 | 20,000 - 30,000 26 8.7
Full-time student 221 | 43.9 | 30,000 - 40,000 26 8.7
Part-time student 78 15.5 | > 40,000 38 12.7
Employed (i... casual) 30 6.0 | Idon’tknow 31 10.3
Unemployed 18 3.6 ) I would rather not say 53 17.7

With respect to the income distribution, a large majority of participants were below
the $20,000 income level mark (40.3%}). Only a small number of participants had an
income level of more than $40,000 (12.7%). This is expected since the sample
comprised mainly of students, who are not in a professional occupation yet and
depend on study allowance (AUSTUDY ) from the government for their income. The

results are shown in Table 5.4,
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5.2 Results of Descriptive Statistics

5.2.1 Participants’ Perception Towards the Internet as a Product and

Service Information Source

The descriptive statistics show that there are significant differences in consumer
perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information source. A
detailed profile for items measuring perceptions towards the Internet information is

shown in Table 5.5,

Table 5.5:  Results of Descriptive Statistics
Participants’ Perceptions towards the Internet as a Product and

Service Information Source

Perceptions Mean Standard Deviation
Wide coverage of product and service informatjon 3.98 .8094
Current and up-to-date product and service

information 389 7613
Relevant product and service information 3.53 7901
Depth and detailed product and service information 3.51 .8239
Knowledgeable authors (information providers) 3.37 8419
Accurate product and service information 335 7814
Expert authors (information providers) 3.26 8204
Qualified authors (information providers) 3.23 8589
Authoritative product and service information 3.17 7936
Reliable product and service information 3.15 .8699
Dependable product and service information 3.10 8597
Credible product and service information 310 8865
Consistent product and service information 3.04 8147
Fair and balanced product and service information 3.01 7992
Trustworthy product and service information 2.96 8720
Honest and truthful product and service information 2.94 8416
Unbiased product and service information 2.73 .8905
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Participants were found to hold a range of perceptions towards the product and
service information on the Internet. Table 5.5 shows the means and standard
deviations for the statements, which explored the perceptions, did reveal interesting

differences.
Wide coverage, Currency, Relevancy, and Depth of Information

The findings in this study suggest that participants have highly positive perceptions on
the wide coverage, currency, relevancy, and depth of product and service information

on the Internet.

Participants believe that the Intemet provides a wide coverage of product and service
information. This is expected since the Internet has the potential to provide a vast
array of product and service information such as technology, recreation as well as
entertainment activities {Teo, Lim and Lai, 1997). Stoker and Cooke (1994) in their
study on evaluating the information on the Internet suggest that there are a large
number of Websites on education information, leisure information, travel-related

information, shopping related and hobbies related information Websites.

Patiicipants’ positive perception of the wide coverage of product and service
information on the Internet is something that marketers should certainly bear in mind
in designing their Websites. Web marketers (information providers) should ensure
Internet users’ expectations about the wide coverage of information are fulfilled.
Besides information on their Websites, marketers may also want to design more

effective links on their Websites. The increasing number of links may contribute to
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the wide coverage of information because links are connections to other internal pages
or to external sites. Links help users conserve Web access time and point to the user

to additional valuable resources with minimum effort.

The participants also believe that the Internet has the potential to provide the most
current information possible. Websites have the potential 1o offer current product and
service information (Bruce, 1999). Stoker and Cooke (1994 argued that users benefit
greatly from the immediate access to electronic maii, newsgroups and bulletin boards,
providing current awareness of information as it happens. Teo, Lim and Lai (1997)
assert that there are a large number of information providers' of websites frequently
updating the information on a regular or ad hoc basis. Take for instance the
Australian Stock Exchange (ASX), which frequently updates its stock prices on a
daily basis. It is encouraging to note that, based on the research, the perceptions on the
currency of product and service information on the Internet are highly positive and

marketers must update the information on their Websites regularly.

In addition to the currency of information, participants also believe that the Internet
could provide relevant, depth and detailed product and service information. In terms
of relevancy of information, the finding is expected as the Internet medium is
interactive. Surfers click on to access what they are interested in thereby enhancing
relevancy. Researchers have argued that information on the Internet is presented
appropriately to its intended audience (Bruce, 1999; Stoker & Cooke, 1994). These
researchers assert that information available on the Internet is written at a level the
general public can undersiand, and still reflect principals of evidence based, including

sound research and expert opinion.
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Teo, Lim and Lai (1997) also take the stand that the information on the Internel could

be self-selected by users from any websites to the context of their requirements.

In terms of depth and detuiled product and service information on the Internet,
participunts also have very positive perceptions that the Internet provide
comprehensive information. In fact, the Internet medium surpasses that of muny
traditional medium in terms of providing depth and detail. Teo, Lim and Lai (1997)
argued that information on the Internet is very comprehensive and include references

to other repuiable sources, of peer-reviewed journal articles, and or authoritative texts.
Knowledgeable, Qualified, and Expert Information Providers

The findings in this study also suggests that participants have fairly positive
perceptions on the accuracy of product and service information on the Internet
because of the perceived credentials of the information providers as knowledgeable

(3.37), qualified (3.23), and experts (3.26).

The participants believe that the Web authors (information providers) are very
knowledgeable, qualified, and experts in their provision of product and service
information on the Internet. This is very surprising as there are prolific publishers on
the Internet and there is no editorial control over the materials they place on the
Internet. Cook, McNab and Anagnostelis (1996) argued that anyone could publish any

information over the Internet with no indication of their credentials.
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Stoker and Cooke (1994) also take the stand that a large number of Web sites do not
often contain the authors’ educational background, past writings and or expericnce.
The researchers assert that the Web author’s credentials are often nol displayed on

Websites.

Since participants have positive perceptions on the credentials of Web authors
(information providers) on the Internet, Web marketers could reinforce this by an
indication of ‘a seal of approval’ of information on the WebPages. Participanis are
more likely to understand a ‘seal of approval’ for an information provider that has
undergone peer review process. A solid evidence of the information provider's

credentials will be ascertained.

Participants in the study also have moderate perceptions on the “accuracy” (3.35) of
product and service information on the Internet. This is likely to be a culmination of
the positive perceptions participants have of the information providers as being

knowledgeable, expert and qualified.

Trustworthiness, Honesty, and Unbiasness of the Information

The findings in this study also suggest that participants have quite low positive
perceptions on the trustworthiness (2.96), honesty (2.94), and unbiasness (2.73) of

product and service information.

Participants are sceptical about the honesty, truthfulness, and trustworthiness of the
product and service information disseminated over the Internet. Perhaps this is similar

~ to the perception of advertising messages on traditional media. The audience knows
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that the advertiser is there to sell a product or service. Hence a certain sceplicism is
perhaps expected. However, with the Internet it may be a more significant problem. A
great deal of information posted on the Web do not have editorial review and external
referees to ensure high calibre of materials published. Thus information can be spread
over the Internet by anyone without regard to validity. This may be a critical

credibility issue for Internet publishers.

This has important implications for Web marketers. To increase the perception that
their Websites are trustworthy, Web marketers should incorporate measures taken to
ensure the honesty of the information content and the process applied to it. To
encourage trustworthiness, a long-term relationship marketing approach gains
importance. Apart from joining commercial mailing lists, Web marketers could also
disclose announcements or documents made available to consumers at a particular site
on the Internet. However, the most éffcctive is sending information through e-mail,
which involves direct communications with Internet users and serves to build

relationships with consumers,

The participants also have low positive perceptions on the unbiasness (2.73) of
product and service information on the Internet. Many participants perceived the
information to be of biased nature and had unfavourable perceptions about it. This is
similar to Stoker and Cooke's (1994) findings where they found that many
inforrnation sources on the Internet to be very biased. The researchers argued that the
po_tentialfhe Internet has in broadening its information as more countries and groups

of users gain access will thereby increases its biasness.
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1

It would seem that this is an issue, which must be addressed, but at present appears to

be difficult to establish criteria to judge the issue.

5.3 Resuits of Principal Component Analysis

Through the Principal Component Analysis, the seventeen perception items were
grouped into three factors. The three Principal Component Analysis accompanied by
Varimax Rotation resulted in clean factor structures that were interpretable and
represented various dimensions of consumer perceptions towards the Internet as a

product and service information source.

5.3.1 The Dimensions of the Participants’ Perception of the

Internet as a Product and Service Information Sousrce

Various test indicated that Principal Component Analysis of items relating to
perception to the Internet information were appropriate. The items had an overall
KMO (Kaiser Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy) statistic of 0.901. In
addition, an inspection of the correlation matrix showed a substantial number of

correlations greater than 0.3.

The Principal Components Analysis produced three factors with an Eigen value over
1. The scree plbt (Appendix B; Figure 2) also supported the extraction of three
.factor_s. In total, 60.57 pefcent of the variance within the data was explained by the
three factors. The details of the Principal Component .Analysis with Varimax

Rotaﬁon may be found in Table 5.6.
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Table 5.6 Results of Principal Component Analysis

The Dimensions of the Participants’ Perceptions
Perceptions Factor Loadings Communality
FACTOR 1: {(eigenvalue: 7.459) Pct of Variance: (43.876)
Fair and Balanced product and service 0.755 0.604
information
Consistent product and service information 0.754 0.584
Trustworthy product and service information 0.752 0.683
Credible product and service information 0.722 0.639
Unbiased product and service information 0.707 0.52]
Honest and Truthful product and service 0.671 0.635
information
Accurate product and service information 0.580 0.525
Reliable product and service information 0.571 0.557
Dependable product and service information 0.567 0.507
Authoritative product and service information 0.549 0.395
Relevant product and service information 0.502 0.546
FACTOR 2: (eigenvalue: 1.484) Pct of Variance: (8.731)
Knowledgeable Authors (information providers) 0.852 0.797
Expert Authors (informatien providers) 0.841 0.791
Qualified Authors (information providers) 0.829 0.783
FACTOR 3: (eigenvalue: 1.354) Pct of Variance: (7.963)
Wide coverage of product and service information 0.841 0.734
Depth and detailed product and service 0.747 0.619
information |
Current and up-to-date product and service 0.526 0.377

information
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The rotated factors may be interpreted as follows:

Factor | Quality of information
Factor 2 Authority of information
Factor 3 Scope of information

Factor 1 consists of items reflecting the quality of Internet information. It contains
the items fair and balanced, consistent, trustworthy, credible, unbiased, honest and
truthful, accurate, reliable, dependable, authoritative and relevant product and
service information. They do not measure the personal authority of information
providers like the knowledgeable and expertise of authors, rather the guality of the
information on the Internet. Because all of these items are quality-oriented, this factor
can be named Quality of information. This factor explains the 43.876 percent of total

variance.

Factor 2 comprised of items relating to the information providers (authority of
information) on the Internet and explains 8.371 percent of the total variance. It
contains the three items: knowledgeable authors, expert authors and qualified
authors. The Web author’s knowledge, expertise and qualifications are crucial for
their presentation of information on the Internet. Hence the factor can be named as the
authority of information.

| Facto;S consists of items reflecting the scope of information. It contains the last
three items: wide coverage, depth and detailed, current and up-to-date information.

Al three items in this factor relate to the broad coverage and currency of information
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on the Internet and explains 7.963 percent of the total variance. They do not, however,
measure the quality effects of information like accuracy, credibility, or
trustworthiness, rather the characteristics of information that hus depth and detail, has
great coverage and is current and or is up-to-date. Hence the factor can be named as

the scope of information.

5.3.2 Results of Reliability Tests

Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was tised to test the reliability of the factors derived
through the principal component analysis. The Alpha reliability coefficient for Factor
1 and Factor 2 of the dimension, of the participant’s perceptions were notable at
0.9059, and 0.8938, indicating a high intemal reliability for the scale. A summary of

the reliability statistics is presented in Table 5.7.

The Factor 3 with the lowest Alpha coefficient of 0.6683 is comprised of only three
items. The Alpha coefficient indicates a low level of reliability, suggesting that the

factor were interpretable and appeared to have construct validity.

Another indication of internal reliability is provided by the principal components
aﬁalysis on each dimension conducted separately for the participant samples, which
resulted in the extraction of similar factors. Thus, the Alpha reliability coefficients
were deemed acceptable and subsequent analysis were conducted using the original

~ factors extracted in the Principal Components Analysis.
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Table 5.7

Cronbach’s Alpha Correlation Coefficient

Results of Reliability Tests

Factor Standardised Item Alpha Number of Hems
Quality of information 0.9059 11

Factor 1
Authority information 0.8938 3

Factor 2
Scope of information 0.6683 3

Factor 3

5.4 Resuits of Cluster Analysis

Through the K-means and Agglomerative Hierarchical clustering technique,
participants’ perception of the Internet as a product and service information source
was divided into groups, maximising between groups variance and minimising within
group variability over preselected perception items, Cluster Analysis was conducted

to explore the similarity and differences between the groups.

54.1 Profile of Participant’s Perceptions of the Internet as a Product

and Service Information Source

The resultant factor scores were used as inputs for Cluster Analysis. A four-cluster
solution was considered as most appropriate for the data as a sudden large jump was
noticed in the size of the difference of the coefficients betw een two adjacent steps of
clusters (Three and Two). The profile of these four clusters of participants’

perceptions of the information on the Internet is presented in Table 5.8.
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Table 5.8 Resuits of Cluster Analysis

Summary Profile of Participant’s Perceptions of the Internet

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 . Cluster 4
N=93 N=115 N=43 N =48

Factor 1 - Quality of 0.39 -072 1.34 -0.27
information
Factor 2 - Authority -0.61 0.63 0.775 - 1.0
of information
Factor 3 — Scope of -0.79 0.173 0.22 0.91
information

As can be seen from Table 5.8, it shows the entire database of participants in each
category the clusters have significantly different mean values on each variable. It
should be noted that positive values of a factor score reflect favourable perceptions.
In contrast, the negative values represents less favourable perceptions from

participants.

Thus, in interpreting and ultimately labelling the clusters, the focus of the four cluster
variables and their respective group means will be considered. Interpretation of the
means of the clusters was found to have statistically significant differences on the

resultant factors.

Highly Specific Information Seekers. 1t can be seen from Table 5.8 that participants
in Cluster One mainly focuses their attention, on the guality of information only.
There are 93 (31%) members in this cluster. This group perceived the Internet

information as high quality and is keen to believe it is 50.
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This cluster have positive perceptions on the quality of information on the Internel
only and believe that information via the Internet is presented fairly, consistently,
trustworthy, credible, unbiased, honestly, accurately, reliable, dependable,

authoritative and relevant.

This cluster usually knows the quality of these product and service information before
they search for information on the Internet. Therefore, they are likely to have the
skills and knowledge to evaluate the quality of information on the Internet. Also, as
the name indicates, this cluster comprises of specific information seekers, searching

for highly specific quality information only.

This has important implications for Web marketers with WebPages. Websites aimed
at this group must reflect high quality of because this group has the knowledge and

skills to judge quality of information on the Websites.

Disillusioned Information Seekers. Cluster Two is characterised by the highest
responses among the four clusters. While this group has positive attitudes towards
scope of information, they feel negatively about the guality of information. Thus, they

are Disillusioned Information Seekers. This cluster contains 115 (38.5%) members.

Members in this cluster believe that information on the Internet has wide coverage,
depth, and is current or up-to-date. Furthermore, they believe that the credentials of
the Web authors (information providers) as being knowledgeable, qualified and
having the expertise. This is very interesting due to the fact that this group resemble

that of a typical student user. The reputation of Web authors and scope of information
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provided on the Internet are crucial for student’s academic purposes. As such, this
group uses the Web to gather information for research or assignments. Indicated in
Table 5.8, the participants showed patterns of positive perceptions on the authority

and scope of information but negative evaluations on the qudlity of information.

Undirected Information Seeker. Participants within Cluster Three focused mainly on
the qualiry, authority and scope of information. There are 43 (14.4%) members in this
cluster. Groups within this cluster have positive perceptions on the quality, authority
and scope of information. This is not surprising as they could be interpreted as
“browsers” seeking information from the Intermet with no specific purpose or
objective and thus termed Undirected information seekers. The results are shown in

Table 5.8.

Being browsers on the Internet, this cluster navigate through an information space
looking for items of interest. The guality, authority and scope of information are not
greatly influential in their information gathering decisions. This may be a reflection
that they do not have the necessary skills or experience to judge the information, and
are still exploring the opportunities the Web presents owing to the vast amount of
product and service information. Since, this group are browsers on the Internet, they
may be very pessimistic about the information dimensions and believe that the
Internet is an effective information medium for gathering product and service
information on the Internet. This is perhaps the main reason why it had contributed to
the positive perceptions held by the participants towards these three information types

within this cluster.
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Sceptical Information Seekers. Cluster Four has 48 (16.1%) members. It is the most
interesting in terms of the participant’s perception towards the information on the
Internet. This cluster have positive perceptions on the scope of information only,
holding positive perceptions on the wide coverage, depth, and currency of product
and service information on the Internet. Quality and authority of information are less
favoured by this cluster and are not influential in their information gathering
decisions. This may be a reflection of their limited experience on the Internet, which
led this group to believe that the Internet is an effective medium for providing
tremendous am. n. § wide coverage, current, depth and detail information only.
This cluster, however, do not believe that the Internet has ‘good’ quality information
nor good Web authors on the Internet. This perhaps explains the reason why the
Sceptical information seekers only have high positive perceptions towards the scope

of information.

Following Table 5.8, a final four-cluster solution on the basis of all the cases was then

developed. The four clusters are illustrated in Table 3.9.
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Table 5.9 Results of Cluster Analysis
Profile of Participant’s Perceptions on the Internet
Overall * | Cluster [ | Cluster2 | Cluster 3 | Cluster 4 Scheffe’s

Perceptions | N-299 | N=93 | N=115 | N=43 | N=ag | F Results?
Cument & up- | 349 | 366 383 | 426 | 4.5 gg7 | 41312
to-date
Accurate 3.35 3.22 3.23 4.14 3.19 2091 3>1.23
Depth & 351 3.06 3.51 400 | 3.90 2143 4,3>2>1
detailed
Wide 398 | 3.30 422 416 | 456 | si20 | 423>
coverage
Unbiased 2.73 2.80 2.36 3.84 2.50 4263 | 3>1,24/1.2
Consistent 3.04 3.15 2.69 4.05 2.77 4553 3>1>2,4
Fair & 301 | 3.1 2.70 388 | 275 32.96 3>1>24
balanced
Authoritative | 3 17 3.18 2.97 3.95 2.92 22.00 3>1>24
Credible 3.10 3.11 2.78 4.14 2.90 33.91 3>1>4,2
Trustworthy 2.96 2.98 2.67 4.02 2.69 3696 | 3>1>24; 152
Dependable 3.10 2.96 4.02 2.83 3.09 24.99 3>1>2.4
Honest & I>1>24
ol 2.94 2.81 2.78 4.00 2.56 39.65
Reliable 3.15 2.99 3.08 4.09 2.75 27.65 3>1>2.4
Relevant 3.53 3.12 3.69 4.17 3.34 2408 | 3>4.2.1;2>1
Qualified 323 | 276 3.53 a14 | 256 | esss | ¥l
authors
Knowledge- | 4., | 505 3.73 426 | 258 $1.88 3>2>1>4
able authors
Expert 326 | 2.90 3.53 414 | 248 69.02 3>2>1>4
authors

a: Five-point scale with 5 strongly agree and | strongly disagree
b: All F values are statistically significant at 0.001 levels.
c: Only those significant at least at 0.05 levels are listed.

Overall, the findings here reveal that there are differences in perceptions held by

participants about the dimensions of these information types. Generally, of the four

clusters, members in Cluster Two exhibit positive perceptions towards the authority

and scope of information, which represented the Disillusioned Information Seekers,
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while Cluster Three displayed positive perceptions towards all the infermation on the
Internet. This cluster group hold the strongest believe that the Internet has qguality,
scope, and authority of information and is thus represented as Undirected Information

Seekers,

With the remaining clusters, Cluster One, focused on the guality of information only.
Represented as Highly Specific Information seekers, this cluster groups have positive
perceptions towards the quality of information only. Cluster Four, Sceptical
Information Seekers, also have positive perceptions but only towards the scope of
information. The members in this cluster believe that the Internet is an effective
medivm for providing wide coverage, depth and deiail, and current product and

service information,

From this analytical procedure, one would suggests that participants have quite
different views about the three underlying dimensions and that the differences of
perceptions confirms most of the evaluative criteria of Internet information sources

described by extant literature (Stoker & Cooke, 1994; Bruce, 1999).

5.5 Results of Discriminant Analysis

The Discriminant Analysis was employed to identify those variables of participants
that best distinguish them in relation to their perceptions of the information on the
Internet. Its main objective was to help identify the variables with the greatest
differences between the participants and evaluate the usefulness of individual

variables in helping to discriminate between the part.-ipants.
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The three factors extracted in the Principal Component Analysis (perceptions on
qualiry, authority and scope of information) were used as the independent variables to
test for the demographic differences. As mentinned previously, the factors extracted
in the Principal Component Analysis were used as the independent variables and the
vanables of gender, level of Internet experience, age and income as dependent

variables.

The results from the factors extracted in the Principal Component Analysis were
checked for the principal assumption underlying discriminant analysis. This involves
the formation of variate or discriminant function (normality, linearity, and
multicollinearity) and the estimation of the discriminant function (equal
variance/covariance matrices). An examination of the independent variables for
normality, linearity, and multicollinearity were performed. The results indicate that
the assumptions are met at acceptable levels. For the assumption of equal covariance
or dispersion matrices is also addressed. The results indicate that there are

significance differences in the covariance matrices between the two groups.

Furthermore, the sensitivity of the test factors other than just covariance differences
makes this an acceptable level. No additional remedies are needed before estimation

of the discriminant function can be performed.

After determining the principal assumption underlying Discriminant Analysis, a step-
wise approach was to follow. Due to the exploratory nature of this study, the objective
~ of this procedure was used to determine which variables are most efficient in

-~ discriminating between the participants.
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The step-wise procedure is also used for estimating the discriminant function, for its

level of significance. Mahalanobis D?and Rao’s V measures were used.

Following the procedure recommended by Hair, Anderson & Tatham (1995), the
statistical significance for the two discriminant functions were checked first, both
functions were insignificant at 0.05 level. This suggests that the discriminant
functions were deemed not statistically significant for this study, and thus the model

shouid be re-examined with possibly new variables.

After the significance of the discriminant functions had been identified, the
assessment of the overall fit of the retained discriminant functions was determined.
The assessment involves consideration of the cutting score determination,

construction of classification matrices, and measures of predicative accuracy.

The study used 0.3 as a cut off for significant discriminant loadings (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 1989). The participants were found not to differ significantly across the
variables (ie.gender, level of Internet experience, age and income). The result
suggests that the variables studied are not powerful predictors of perceptions towards
the Internet as a product and service information source. In addition, the Eigen value
and the canonicai correlation of the discriminant function were relatively low,
' sqggesting that the statistical significance of the discriminant function is largely due

to the sample size '(_Hair, And'erson, & Tatham & Black, 1995; Tabachnick & Fidell,

1989).
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As an additional check, the predictive validity of the discriminant function was
assessed. The predictive validity of the discriminant function serves to rzinforce the
statistical difference between the participant’s perception towards the Internet as a
product and service information source. Overall, the discriminant function appeared
to lack predictive validity. The percentage of correctly classified cases was only
54.36 percent. Without adjusting for the upward bias, the overall hit ratio neither met

the maximum chance criterion nor the proportional chance criterion.

The Press Q statistic was also calculated, was below the critical value, also
insignificant at 0.05 level. The classification accuracy is less than that expected by
chance. This is a reflection of the lack of discriminatory power of the discriminant
function. Therefore, it may be concluded that the classification accuracy is not
significantly better than that expected by chance and the discriminant function
‘has no significant classificatory power. There may be an upward bias in the overall
hit rate as the same data used to access the classification accuracy was used to derive
the diébriminant function. There is insufficient evidence on this study to indicate that
the discriminant function provides meaningful practical differentiation (Churchiil,
19é3). This serves to indicate that the findings of the discriminant function of the

multiple discriminant analysis were insignificant for the data.
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5.6 Summ.a.ry

This chapter has examined the demographic profile of the participants. The results
indicate that participants are mainly young (i.e. under 25 years), are of Australian
ethnic group and from an Australian background. The results also indicate that

participants are highly educated, and have fairly low personal income.

This chapter has also examined the participants’ perception towards the Internet as a
product and service information source. The results indicate that there are significant
differences in perceptions held by participants towards the product and service
information on the Internet. Participants were found to have highly positive
“perceptions on the wide coverage, current, relevant, depth and detailed of product and
service information on the Internet. Participants have fairly positive perceptions on
the accuracy of product and service information on the Internet and the credentials of
the information providers as knowledgeable, qualified, and expert. Participants
‘however, have low positive perceptions on the trustworthiness, honesty and

‘unbiasness of product and service information on the Internet,

Utilising Factor Analysis, the results revealed that there are three dimensions in the
perception of i_nfbrma_t_ion on the Internet. They are the quality of information,

" authority of information, and scope of information.

Cluster Ana1y51s and Dlscnmmant Analy31s were also conducted to explore the
sumlanty and dlfferences betwwn groups The Cluster Analysis revealed that four

" _:q_l_us_tgrs:_w_ere: __unqove_rcd.' Cluster One consists ,of the Highly Specific Information
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Seekers. This group has positive perceptions on the gquality of information only.
Disillusioned Information Seekers make up Cluster Two. This cluster group have
positive perceptions on the scope and authority of information. Undirected
Information Seekers is comprised of the third cluster. This cluster has positive
perceptions on all the information types on the Internet and hold strongest perception
on the quality, authority and scope of information. The last cluster, Sceptical

Information Seekers, have positive perceptions on the scope of information only.

A Muitiple Discriminant Analysis was also conducted to determine if there was
statistical difference between the overall perceptions held by participants. It was
revealed that the statistical significance for the Discriminant function was
insignificant at 0.05 levels. The Discrminant function appeared to lack predictive
validity. The overall hit ratio neither met the maximum chance criterion nor the
proportional chance criterion. The Press Q statistic was also below the critical value,
and also insignificant at 0.03 level. Moreover, the classification accuracy is less than
the exﬁectcd by chance and there is a lack of discriminatory power of the discriminant
function. Overall, this suggests that the participants were quite homogeneous in their

perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information source.
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Chapter 6
Findings

The Participants’ Internet Behaviour

6.0 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings of the survey about the participants’ behaviour on
the Internet. The chapter cdnsists of the results of descriptive statistics of responses to
tilc Internet behaviour of participants. The chapter is divided into four main parts. The
parts include: 1) Internet access and behaviour; 2) Internet use and behaviour; 3)
personal skills and Internet experience of participants; 4) information search
behaviour via the Internet is comprised of the final part of this chapter. The chapter
_concludes with a discussion of the findings of the behavioural aspect of participants’

overall implications on the Internet.

6.1 Results of Descriptive Statistics
6.1.1 Internet Access'and Behaviour

In this section, the participants’ overall Internet access behaviour is addressed. The
frequen'cy distribution provided an analysis of participants’ access to the Internet, as

'well_ as the frequency of access to the Internet. Through the Descriptive statistics, the

 results will shed some light on these issues.
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6.1.1.1 Access to the Internet

Interestingly, a large number of participants, who are students, reported that they
mainly access the Internet from home (50%). This is similar to the finding reported by
Teo, Lim and Lai (1997) where home access received a large proportion of mentions

(63.6%) as the place of Internet access. Please refer to Table 6.1

Table 6.1 Results of Descriptive Statistics

Access to the Internet
Internet Access f %
From Home 150 50
From an Educational Institution
(eg. University) 91 30.3
From Work 50 16.7
From a Friend’s home 7 2.3
From a Public Library 1 0.3
From a Cybercafe 1 03
From other places NA NA

‘Surprisingly, access to the Internet from an Educational institution such as a
uni\}'ersity__(SO.S%) was only the second most important area of Internet access. This is
similar to the finding reported by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1998) where

| university Internet access receive a large proportion of mentions (26%).

.ACCess to the Internet from work (16.7%) was the third most reported place of
* Internet access. ThlS is a big. contrast to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1998)

 where only 31 percent of users mentioned work as the place of Internet access. Two
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reasons may explain this. One is that participants may have all the software and
hardware they needed to connect to the Internet at work. Thus, it is strategically
important for the company to provide services to their employees. The permanent
connection to the Internet Service Providers by organization may be another reason
contributing to this, because the organizations usually have a connection to the
Internet. The Internet Service Providers provides fast connection than the average

home and allow greater access to the Internet for employees.

The least reported place of Internet access is from a public library (0.3%) and a
Cybercafe (0.3%). This is similar to the finding reported by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (1998) where public terminal access (i.e. public library) only got a small
proportion of mentions (6%) as the place of Internet access. This is probably not

surprising as many problems arise in accessing public terminal locations,

The main problem is often placed at equipment failure and technical access
difficulties (Applebee, Bruce, Clayton, Pascoe & Sharpe, 1998). It has always been a
major problem for Internet users and stems to interrupt participants’ access to the

Internet.
~ 6.1.1.2 The Frequency of Internet Access
N 8_1.'7. percent_.of participants reported that they access the Internet on a daily basis

' '_'(4'6.0.%)_01' a weekly basis (35.7%). This indicates regul'ar access to the Internet by the

- parhmpants Please refer to Table 6.2.
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Table 6.2 Results of Descriptive Statistics

Frequency of Internet Access

Internet Access Frequency f %
Everyday 138 46
Every Week 107 35.7
Every Two Weeks 23 7.7
Every Month 13 4.3
Less Than Once a Month 18 6.0

This is a big contrast to the finding reported by the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(1998) where only 29 percent of persons had frequently accessed the Internet. This is
probably not surprising as participants are accessing the educational sites, making use
of online information and search engines, both as part of their study. Therefore, it is a
fact that many participants in the University would be more inclined to expect fairly
high frequency of Internet access. Another reason could be that the cost of the
technology required to gain access to the Internet has dropped dramatically, putting

participants within the reach of most of the information sites.

Only a small number of participants reported accessing the Internet on a monthly
 basis (4.3%). Interestingly, this is the lowest percentage reported. Two reasons may
be this. One is that participants are not accustomed to the idea of accessing the
Infemct to obtain information pertaining to their study. They may still acquire most of
_théif information from traditional sources such as journals, and feel that the
- mfonnatxon ‘may be available for free from other sources. The lack of Internet
éxi)eﬁence of parﬁcipants may be another reason contributing to this, because there
o are a number of Skills rEquitéd by Internet users to effectively access and harness the

* Intemmiet as a serious research tool.
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6.1.2 Internet Use and Behaviour

Through the Descriptive statistics, the participants’ Internet use and behaviour is
addressed. The frequency distribution provided an understanding of participants’
current use of the Internet, as well as the years they had spent on the Internet. The
frequency distribution also highlighted the number of hours per week participants
spent on the Internet. The results of participants’ Internet use and behaviour is

discussed in this section.
6.1.2.1 Main Use of the Internet

A large majority of participants reported to use the Internet to obtain information
pertaining to education (75%). This is perhaps expected since the sample consists of
university students whereby they use the Internet for their study purposes. Since the
Internét is used mainly to access information, it is not surprising that there are a large
number of websites relating to educational information. The results are shown in

Table 6.3.
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Table 6.3 Results of Descriptive Statistics

Use of the Internet
Main Use of the Internet f %
Find information for education 226 75.3
E-mail overseas friends 177 59.0
E-mail local friends 177 5%.0
Find information for leisure or entertainment 151 503
Find information on a company 116 38.7
Find information on products 98 32.7
Find information for others 55 18.3
Apply for jobs online 32 10,7
Obtain free sample 25 8.3
Purchase products online ' 16 5.3
Others 36 12.0

Teo, Lim and Lai (1997) argued that the Internet may revolutionalise education. The
researchers assert that some unive. sities and schools in Australia teach their students
how to make use of the Internet to obtain information for their various research
projects. Other universities have placed teaching materials on the WWW for students
to explore and download. Edith Cowan University for instance, have placed a
repository of course syllabus and materials that requires its students to retrieve
infofmation from its home page. Academics at the university indicated that they used
the Infemct access to make course materials available online for students as part of
¢dﬁ¢atimi provision. Therefore, this is not surprising that an overwhelming amount of

~ participants use the Internet relating to educational purposes.

"E-mailing came in second in importance as the main use of the Intemet reporied by
' participants. The results indicate that'the Internet is used primarily to communicate

. w'ith' friends locally and those overseas (59% for both respectively). This is not
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surprising as e-mailing provides students with a cheap, fast and convenient way to
keep in touch with friends and their significant others. For the other 41 percent of
participants, communications via e-mailing are carried out to a lesser extent. One
possible reason for this is that participants may not have e-mail addresses. Therefore,
it is less than expected that e-mail appear to be used extensively by students of second

and third year level.

Using the Internet to obtain information pertaining to leisure and entertainment
(50.3%) came in third as the main use of the Internet reported by participants. This is
probably not surprising for students may have more time or value leisure activities
more than working people who may be too busy with their work to have time to
engage in a search for leisure information. As such, many Websites have leisure
information including travel-related and hobbies related sites, as well as entertainment
 information for users to gain access to, and of that does not seem adequate, some
_Companies send the leisure information to the user’s e-mail addresses. It seems that
this trend towards increased use is reflective of a similar trend in academic institutions

Australia-wide.

A notgworthy finding is that only 5.3 percent of participants are currently confident in
pﬁrchg_sing prodilcts on the Internet. This is despite the fact that many companies
iv_duld be more inclized to expect fairly high growth of consumers shopping online

_ '. (Emst & Y_ouﬁg, 1999; Fram & Grady, 1995). This is similar to the finding reported

R : by the._fle;straiian .Buréa.u. -c_)f .S'ta-ti.st'ics (1998) where online purchase only got a small
| pfoborﬁon of mentions (9%) of purchasing on the Internet. Currently, the security

~ issues and the linlited_ ability of companies to deal with online purchase appear to
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have contributed to its low ranking. Moreover, customers often have fears of
complicated purchase process involving such things as Cybercash. Companies are too

often unwilling and/or unable to invest to address these online purchase issues.

6.1.2.2 Years on the Internet

A large majority of participants {67%) indicated that they have been on the Internet
for 1 to 3 years. This is similar to the finding reported by Pitkow and Kehoe (1997)
where years on the Internet received a large proportion of mentions (62%) by Internet
users. This is probably not surprising as participants have been on the Internet albeit
by the nature of the Business degree undertaken. Edith Cowan University for instance,

hold a 3 years Bachelor degree in Australia. The , 2sults are shown in Table 6.4.

Table 6.4 Results of Descriptive Statistics

Years on the Internet

Years on the Internet f %o

Less than 6 months 20 6.7
6 to 12 months 41 13.7
I to 3 years 201 67.0
4 to 6 years 31 10.3
7 years or more 6 2.0

Interestingly, one out of five participants reported to have been on the Internet for less
than 12 months (20.4%). This indicates that there are stiil many users just coming
online, One plausible reason could be that participants may not have the experience
in using the Internet, and may have attitudes of aversion or suspicion towards the new
technology. However, there is a shift more towards more experienced users with at

least one yeaf of experience on the Internet.
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12.3 percent of the participants are very experienced and have more than four years of

experience on the Interet.

6.1.2.3 Hours of Internet Use

65.3 percent of participants reported spending less than seven hours per week on the
Internet. So, a high proportion of the participants are still fairly light users of the

Internet. The results are shown in Table 6.5.

Table 6.5 Results of Descriptive Statistics

Hours of Internet Use

Hours of Internet Use (Hrs/WKk) T %o

Less than 1 hour 53 17.7
2 —4 hours 88 29.3
5 —7 hours 47 15.7
8 -- 10 hours 43 14.3
11— 13 hours 5 1.7
Greater than 14 hours 52 17.3

Generally, participants are inclined to spend a maximum of four hours per week on
the Intemet because of the demands of the course of their study. The increasing
number of experienced student users may be another reason contributing to this,
because they can find the information Website efficiently, in a lesser of time, than the

inexperienced users.

34.7 percent of the participants reported spending more than eight hours per week on
the Internet. Interestingly, 17.3 percent of participants even spend more than 14 hours

per week on Internet. This indicates that we have some real enthusiasts of the Internet,
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6.1.3 The Personal Skills and Internet Experience of Participants

Through the descriptive statistics, the participants’ Internet skills are addressed. The
frequency distribution provided an analysis to participants’ level of Internet

experience and their implications with the online activities across all skill levels.
6.1.3.1 Level of Internet Experience

A large majority of participants (41.7%) classified their Internet skills as having
‘some experience’. This is perhaps expected since participants have used the Internet
in their second and third years of their Bachelor's degree. Therefore, it is not
surprising that an overwhelming number of students have responded favourably about

having some experience in using the Internet. The results sre shown in Table 6.6.

Table 6.6 Results of Descriptive Statistics

The Level of Internet Experience

Level of Internet Experience f %
No Experience 1 0.3
Limited Experience 42 14.0
Some Experience 125 417
Quite Experienced 91 303
Very Experienced 22 7.3

Over one third (30.3%) of the participants classified their Internet skills as quite
expeﬁeﬁéed. The second large_ét group of participants with Internet experience. Two
‘reasons may eiplain this, First, for a usef to have some experience in using the
- Iﬁté_fnet, it is perhaps tantamount that users must have some appropriate training,

* because they use the Internet for their study purposes.
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The second reason is that participants have become quite experienced in their skills in

the course they are studying,

A small number of participants classified their Internet skills as having limited
experience (14%). One possible reason could that participants may have not taken an
Internet course and is expected to have fairly low experience in using the Internet.
The Edith Cowan Untversity for instance, offers an Internet course unit that teaches it

students to explore and learn about the Internet.

Sﬁrbris\ingly, only a smail n.umber of participants (7.3%) classified themselves as very
experienced in using the Internet. This is an interesting finding. Despite the fact that
many students at the university would be more inclined to have training skills in the
course they are studying, only 7.3% considered themselves very experienced. The
result indicate that the Internet are still relatively new to Internet users in Australia,
unlike the US, where users are more familiar with using the Internet (Teo, Lim & Lai,

1997).

Only a small number of participants (0.3%) reported their level of Internet skills as
‘ndt experienced’. This is very surprising, given _thc fact that a significant number of
participants survéyed have regarded themselves as having the enabling skills to use
the Internet. Two reasons may explain this. One is the lack of appropriate training or
skills’_. Thus, it is strategically important for the university to provide Internet courses
to 'th_ein.;. students. The fears of usiﬁg the Internet may be another reason contributing

. to this, bécaus_e the Internet is relatively a new medium,
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6.1.3.2 Online Activities and Level of Internet Skills

A total of 93.7 percent of the participan®. .eported they have Internet skills on the
common activities of the Internet. Based on past literature review (GVU 10" WWW
User Survey, 1998; Pitkow & Kehoe, 1997, Hammond, McWilliam, & Diaz, 1998;
Geissler & Zinkhan, 1998; Reltev, 1991) six common online activities were listed in
the questionnaire. Participants were asked to rate on a scale of 1 (No experience at all)

to 5 (Very experienced). The results are shown in Table 6.7.

Table 6.7 Results of Descriptive Statistics
Online Activities and Level of Internet Skills

Online Activity Mean Std. Dev. Rank
Using Search Engines (eg Alta Vista, Excite ) 3.67 1.09 1
Printing from the Web page 3.53 1.09 2
Book marking from Web sites 3.09 1.44 3
Downloading Software from the Web 2.94 1.28 4
Creating a Web page 1.89 1.19 5
Promoting a Web page 1.65 1.05 6

Using search engines was considered as the most important skill that participants
have. This is similar to the findings reported by Pitkow and Kehoe (1997) where a
Iargc_-proportiori of mentions of search engines used are Yahoo (93.4%), Alta Vista
(81.4%_), and InfoSeek (70.2%). Three reasons may explain the importance of using
~ search éngiués. First, sea’fch engines are a free shareware, available to anyone on the
Ititemét. The W;sb search engines are always available via the Internet for students to
'use,.'and do_WnIoad when searching for information. Therefore, it is expected students
_ Will.pe_tform well in using search engines. The second reason is that search engines

use an aﬁtomaﬁc method, which regularly scans the Interet for information. Search
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engines allow students to connect to a number of different information sites and
summit a brief summary of what information and s0 on is available on their sites. It
also provides details of which category the site should be listed under and makes it

easier for students to obtain the information conveniently and efficiently,

The third reason is that the design of the search engines, with images, sounds clips,
and animations, provides students the best and fun way to find information from the
Internet. The familiar search engines and directories such as Yahoo, Lycos and
InfoSeek contain graphic images, which can help the student discover particular sites

dedicated to providing free and cheap access to information.

Printing from the Web page 1s ranked second in importance as the level of skills that
partiéipan_ts have on the Internet and ranked lower than the use of search engines.
Surprisingly, it appears that the skill of printing from the Web page is less significant,
dcspite the fact that it was more inclined to expect fairly high responses from
participants. However, there is not this is not the case. The relationship is explained
by simple logic that it is more likely for an academic to become expert at printing
ﬁ'ﬁm the .Web page when that activity already becomes part of the computing skills
~use in the _cburse they are studying. Moreover, such simple online activity is so
_.insignj_ﬁcaht that this have some bearing on the perception that the students has of the
ﬁseﬁ.ilncss__' of p_rin_fting from the Web pagé. Therefore, this online activity may be
_'i.c_le_n'tiﬁed as being an area where it has less impact in assisting with that student’s

study requirements.
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Bookmarking from Web sites is ranked third for participants’ online experience. This
is not surprising as there are millions and millions of web pages available, and
without bookmarking, users could spend hours searching for the appropriate
information. Thus, it is strategically important for the students to have the skills to
perform this online activity. Given that students are able to bookmark Web sites, it
seems likely that they find the activity moderately difficult than the activity of
printing from a Web page. A lesser number regarded themselves as having the

enabling skills to carry out this activity.

Promoting a Web site 1s rated very low in terms of importance as an online skill.
Considered last in importance, several reasons account for its low ranking. Arguably,
- several researchers assert that a series of measures is needed to promote a Web site
(Ellswofth & Ellsworth, 1997; Choi, Stahl & Whinston, 1997; Khandpur & Wevers,
1998). Measures included are announcing the Web site to ISP’s Members Site List,
posting to Newsgroups, consider press releases, e-mail to VIPs, notify special Interest
Groups. In addition, promoting a Web site also includes informing everyone with
whom you communicate, publicise the Web site in the form of Business
Communications, and provide a reciprocal link to all Web sites. These measures may
. cont.ribute to negative Web page promotion. However, rare is the student, which has
the skills, the essential software, experience, training, time and the costs to promote a
Web page successfully. Thcrefore, it is clear that students who considered themselves
as having no Internet skills or experience would not able to promote a Web site. It
sét_:ms likely that this trend towards low level of online experience such as Web site

- promoticn is reflective of a similar trend in academic institutions Australia-wide.
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6.1.4 Information Search Behaviour via the Internet

In this section, the participants’ information search behaviour via the Internet is
addressed. The frequency distribution provided an analysis into the types of product

and service information participants would search for on the Internet.

The likelihood to search for the next twelve months and online purchase of products
and services is also highlighted. The evaluative criteria for product and service
purchases are also addressed by the frequency distribution. The Descriptive statistics

presents the overall information search behaviour of participants on the Internet.
6.1.4.1 Categorisation of Product and Service Information on the Internet

A total of 86.3 percent of the participants have reported that they would search for
‘product and service information on the Internet. Based on past literature review
(Klein, 1998) fourteen common types of product and service information were listed

in the questionnaire. The results are shown in Table 6.8.
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Table 6.8 Results of Descriptive Statistics
Product and Service Information Category

Product and Service Information Category f %

Magazines/Newspapers 122 40.7
Computer Related Products or Services 104 34.7
Music CDs/Tapes/Albums 104 34.7
Video/Movies 90 30.0
Travel Arrangements 88 29.3
Banking/Financial Services 79 26.3
Investment Related Information 63 21.0
Books 58 19.3
Autos/Motorcycle 51 17.0
Clothing/Shoes ' 47 15.7
Concerts/Plays o 39 13.0
Recreational Equipment 35 11.7
Legal Services 1t 3.67
Others 31 10.3

| The use of the Internet for gathering purchase-reiated material and making actual
purchases has increased signiﬁcantly in the past year (Pitkow & Kehoe, 1997). The
) ﬁﬁdjhgs indicate that the most popular items bought and information gathered on the
- Internet is magazines and newspapers (40.7%), computer related products and
_scrvi_ceé_ (34.7%), and music CDs, tapes and albums (34.7%). This is probably not
3 _s@ﬁsing for these arc search gat)ds, which have distinctive characteristics. The
o _s'ig’lﬁﬁc’:an_t éharacteristics _df search goods are that parficipants have adequate
k’noﬁvlcdée of the particular product wanted before going out to purchase it and the
[Srodhct is purchased w:ith._ minimﬁm effort. Normally, participants chose to gather
information on t_hese'séar;:h" goods ’bec_:ause they need not to undertake extensive

infonnation.search'and or to cdnipare price and quality. It is not worth the extra time
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and effort required. Whilst these are search goods, the items are gathered less because
of participants inability to obtain the most valuable product information prior to use

and will rely more heavily on product experience, of their own or others.

The moderately sought product and service information category over the Internet are
concerts and plays (13%) and recreational equipment {11.7%). This is expected since
these are experience goods, which are either too difficult or too costly to sample prior
to purchase. Participants chose these goods because the best they can do with
experience good is to collect all the information about product specifications to
evaluate the product. Furthermore, participants want to experience the goods to obtain
benefits and can only really determined after trying the service. Therefore, in this
casé, the search may involve participants actually trying out the product in the form of

a demo or shareware versions of free initial trials on the Internet.

“The less sought product and service information category over the Internet is the legal
services (3.67%). This is probably not surprising as these are credence goods, which

participants cannot verify the service even after use. Furthermore, participants may
not be willing to expend special time and effort in purchasing these items. For
;fédence goods, it is not easy to guarantee maximum value to the participants.
Mqrgovér, these items do not have physical form structure that can be physically
' "coqsﬁmed._What is being consumed is the service by the information and the use to
| which the si;rvi‘c_eis put. Therefore, this is perhaps the reason that participants gather

to a lesser degree on credence goods.
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6.1.4.2 Frequency of Internet Use to Search for Product and Service

Information

47.3 percent of participants reported that they would sometimes, frequently, and
always, use the Internet to seek for product and service information. This is lower
than that reported in Pitkow and Kehoe's findings (1997) which reported that
approximately 70 percent of Internet users claim that this was the case. The results

are shown in Table 6.9,

Table 6.9 Results of Descriptive Statistics
Frequency of Internet Use to Search for Product and Service

Information
Frequency of Internet Use f %
Never ' 7 2.3
Rarely _ 58 19.3
| Occasionally 55 18.3
Sometimes 93 31.0
Frequently 40 13.3
Alwétys 9 3.0
Not Applicable 38 12.7

| Three reasons may explain this. First, it is tantamount to say the Internet may be the
-leading teéhnological innovation that provides a low cost vehicle for sending,
receiving, and sttning massive QUantiﬁes of information. Furthermore, the Internet
can récéive_and deliver words, pictures, audio, video, animation and software. The

' séCdﬁd reason is .the low cost of access. The Websites can be accessed for a
| rc_asonab.i_y' low cost, in comparison to other media costs. The third reason is that the

~ Internet allows various types of one-way as well as two-way communications to reach
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the site visitors. This communication may also contribute to positive use of the

Internet as an information retrieval tool.

Interestingly, participants indicated that they would never, rarely, and or occasionally
(39.9%) use the Internet to search for product and service information. This is similar
to the finding reported by Pitkow and Kehoe's (1997) where the frequency of using
the Internet to search for product and service information only got a small proportion

of mentions (21%).

Two reasons may explain this. One is that the terms and conditions on how the
collected information is going to be used are not clearly specified on the Intemnet.
Participants may have felt very strongly that revealing the requested information is
not worth being able to access the site. Thus, while the foremost problem of terms
and conditions users can be easily rectified, the latter problem of collecting and
aécessing a site of information is not straightforward. The increasing problems of
speed may another reason contributing to this, because more and more WebPages are
heavily laden with images, animations, scripts, and programs, all of which take extra

time to download.

6.1.4.3 The Likelihood to Search for the Next Twelve Months

A large majority of participants reported that they are very likely and likely (68%) to
carry out more searching in the next twelve months over the Internet. A significant
number of participants have indicated that this was the case. The results are shown in

 Table 6.10.
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Table 6.10  Results of Descriptive Statistics
The Likelihood to Search in the next Twelve Months

Rating f %
Very Likely 111 37
Likely 93 31
Neither Likely nor Unlikely 29 9.7
Unlikely 12 4.0
Very Unlikely 13 4.3
Not Applicable 40 13.3

This is not surprising for the findings indicate that the Internet may be increasing in
popularity and is still commonly regarded as the most important product and service
information by the participants. This finding is of particular interest, as it indicates
that participants are describing their use of the Internet as a valuable product and
service information source. Teo, Lim and Lai (1997) argued that the categories of
information available on the Internet are so exhaustive to keep up witﬁ. The
researchers assert that there are a large number of information on the Internet

pertaining to advances to technology, recreational and entertainment activities.

The second largest category of participants reported that they neither likely ner
unlikely (9.7%) likelihood to search for product and service information in the next
twelve months, The reasons could be that these participants comprise the
“irifdniiation have-nots” in an information society and therefore are not accustomed to
searching information on the Internet. Information searching activities may be still

- relatively new to students in Australia, unlike America, where they are familiar with

_sea_r_cliir__ig for product and service information on the Internet. Participants in this
| éat_egqu. may-_stiil revert to retrieval of information from traditional sources such as

| '_’..joumal_, and newspapers,
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A study by the Georgie Tech Research, 1998) reported that Web users receive most of
their information from traditional sources, led by newspapers (63%) and television
networks (58%). Online sources were rated third (53%) and were not as important as

the traditional information scurces.

Surprisingly, participants reported that they were unlikely and very unlikely (8.3%)
search for product and service information in the next twelve months on the Internet.
This is perhaps expected since there are problems with the Internet information. The
three most commonly cited reasons for not searching information over the Intemnet
are: not trusting the information, problems of information retrieval and not all
information are free. There is an obvious risk associated with the information on the
Internet, Jarvis (1998) in her findings have reported that information on the Internet
is not always reliable and trustworthy. Therefore, participants in this category know

that the sheer volume of information on the Internet is useless and inaccurate,

Another commonly experienced problem on the Internet is the speed of information
retrieval. Most students often leave the Web site while searching for product
information simply because the site is too slow. Furthermore, some information on
the Internet is not free. Generally, some authors, editors and publishers on the Web
expend considerable effort and money to make this information readily available, and
they seek recompense for their effort. As such, they are generally not disposed to
‘providing freely available to all via the Internet. For this reason there will always be
some info.rmation, which will not be able to find via the Internet, as least, not without

some price.
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6.1.4.4 Internet Use to Purchase Products and Services

A large majority of participants reported to have not conducted any purchasing {(72%)
of products and/or services on the Internet. This is similar to the finding reported by
the National Computer Board, cited in Teo, Lim and Lai (1997), where online
purchase only receive a small proportion of mentions (80%) on purchasing activities
on the Internet. Currently, credit card issues and the revealing of personal information
over the Internet appear to have contributed to this. Furthermore, online purchase is
still relatively new to students in Australia, unlike America, where consumers are
more familiar with catalogue shopping. Generally, students are not accustomed to the
idea of not being able to physically touch and feel products before buying them,
which is the case when purchasing activities are conducted over the Internet (Teo,

Lim & Lai, 1997).

6.1.4.5 Criteria for Product and Service Purchases

As a starting point, the ranks of perceived importance of the seven evaluative criteria
were listed and studied in this study, based on the literature (Jarvis, 1998; Stoker &
Cooke, 1994). Table 6.11 lists these seven evaluative criteria and their ranks

according to their perceived importance for product and service purchases.
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6.11 Results of Descriptive Statistics

Criterion for Expensive and Inexpensive Product and Service Purchase

Expensive items Inexpensive items
Criteria | Mean Rank Mean Rank
Trustworthiness 442 ! 357 ]
Expertise 388 2 224 4
Accuracy 229 3 275 3
Comprehensiveness 148 5 172 5
Currency (up-to-date) 193 4 292 2
Authority 114 6 129 6
Unbiased 79 7 102 7

6.1.4.5.1 Criterion for Expensive Product and Service Purchases
As can be seen from Table 6.11, the three most important evaluative criteria were:

1. Trustworthiness

2. Expertise

3. Accuracy
Trustworthiness was one widely used and important criterion to evaluate expensive
products and services before a purchase is made. The results showed that the
trustworthiness criteria was not only ranked as the top criteria in terms of the mean
score, but also had also similar results to the inexpensive product and service
purchase items. This is a very significant finding. Therefore, there was a convergence
among the participanis on these criteria. The trustworthiness issue had been
considered to be important evaluative criteria for product and service
information on tke Internet. Yet, based on findings highlighted in Chapter 5 of this

thesis, participants are sceptical about the trustworthiness of Internet information.
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Expertise came in second in terms of importance. Participants in the study indicated
that they were more likely to actually carry out their intention to purchase if they felt
that the source was an expert. It has been highlighted in previous studies that
marketers have used a variety of techniques to convey source expertise such as using
sales personnel trained in product line, recruiting sales representatives with
specialised technical background in many fields, and using celebrity endorsers (Belch
& Belch, 1998). However, in an Intermet environment, source expertise is very
different. It has been suggested in the literature that expertise of information on the
Internet could be judged from an organization’s recognised name such as a funding
body, which is publishing information about itself (Stoker & Cooke, 1994; Cook,
McNab & Anagnostelis, 1996). Expertise in an information source on the Internet
could also be conveyed when an authoritative source such as the federal government
publishes or issues the information. In addition, an author’s credentials could increase
participants’ perception that Web marketers convey source expertise. It has been
suggested that an anthor’s credentials are most effective because of their knowledge,

experience, and expertise in a particular product or service.

The accuracy criteria were ranked as third. The findings indicate that the criteria had
similar results to the inexpensive product and service purchases. To achieve accuracy,
it is necessary to understand accuracy of information on the Internet. Arguably, for an
-expensive product and servicé purchase, participants will likely to czirry out their

' intention to purchase if they felt that the source was accurate.
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Accuracy on the Internet could appropriately be judged if the content is based on
evidence and its verification. It has been suggested in previous studies that the
validity of information is evident when a Website is free from typing errors and
inconsistencies of abbreviations (Stoker & Cooke, 1994; Ambre, Guard, Perveiler,
Renner & Rippen, 1997). Moreover, the information is explained and the underlying
data led to the conclusions presented. This may be the reason to explain why accuracy

was ranked high by the participants.

Whilst the accuracy criteria were ranked as high, the unbiased criteria were ranked
relatively low by the participants. This was expected. The issue of objectivity or bias
has been an 1ssue for marketers on the Internet. The literature suggests that *his issue
of bias is a difficult criterion to judge as many Internet sources are now regarded as
being very biased (Stoker & Cooke, 1994; Cook, McNab & Anagnostelis, 1996). The
reason is due to the large access to the Web by members of the business communities,
academics and governments, which have contributed significantly to bias on the
Internet (Stoker & Cooke, 1994). This may be the reason to explain why the bias

criteria were ranked low by the participants.
6.1.4.5.2 Criterion for Inexpensive Product and Service Purchases

There were three most important criteria for the inexpensive product and service
purchases. Overall, their importance was ranked as high. Trustworthiness and
accuracy were ranked as first and third out of the seven evaluative criteria. This had

similar results to the expensive product and service items.
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Currency was ranked as second, and had different criteria to the expensive product
and service items. These were expected and can be explained by following reasons.
The literature indicates that the Internet has the potential to provide the most current
information possible (Cook, McNab & Anagnostelis, 1996; Stoker & Coocke, 1995;
Anagnostelis & Cox, 1996; Grassian, 1997). It has been suggested that a significant
number of Web pages display the date of published information, the date of content

posting and the timeliness of the information.

In addition, the Web sites have links to other Web pages from the home page, which
will connect to the site and link up to current and up-to-date information. This may

be the reason why these criteria were ranked relatively high by the participants.

6.2 Summary

This chapter has examined the participants’ Internet behaviour. In terms of Internet
access and behaviour, the findings indicate that participants access the Internet mainly
from home and from their University. A large majority of participants access the

Internet on a very regular basis.

With respect to the Internet use and behaviour of participants, the findings indicate
that the most common activities conducted on the Internet are finding information
pertaining to educ_ation; leisure and entertainment, and e-mailing local and overseas

'friends. The least activity conducted on the Internex is making online purchases.
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In terms of the number of years spent on the Intemet, the findings indicate that
participants use the Internet extensively from | to 3 years. The least number to have
been on the Internet is more than seven years. The findings in the study also indicate
that a large majority of participants reported to have spent 2 10 4 hours per week on

the Internet. The least number spent using the Internet is 11 to 13 hours per week.

As for the Interet skills, the ﬁndings indicate that participants classified their Internet
skills as having ‘some experience’ or as ‘Intermediate’ users. With respect to the
online activities and the level of Internet skills, participants indicate that the common
activities are using search engines and printing from the Web page. The least

common online activity is promoting a Web page.

This chapter has also examined the information search behaviour via the Internet.
The findings indicate that the common product and service information category
sought are the search goods, which includes magazines and newspapers, computer-
related products or services, music CDs, tapes and albums. The least product and
service information category gathered on the Internet are the credence goods, which

includes the legal services.

In ‘terms of the frequency of Internet use to search for product and service
information, participants indicate that they ‘sometimes’ use the Internet to seek for
| product and service information. The findings also indicate that participants would
sometimes, frcquchtly and always search for product and service information on the

Internet.
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With the likelihood to searching for the next twelve months, the findings indicate that

participants are very likely and likely to carry out more searching in the next twelve

months.

With respect to the evaluative criteria for product and service purchases, the findings
indicate that the three most important criteria for expensive product and service
purchases are the trustworthiness, expertise and accuracy. For the inexpensive
product and service purchases, they comprised of the trustworthiness, currency and

accuracy evaluative criteria.
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- Chapter 7

Conclusions, Implications and Future Research
7.0 Introduction

This chapter contains four sections. Following a summary of the study, the findings
presented in the previous chapter are discussed. The research questions pertaining to
this study are addressed. In particular, the managerial implications of these findings
on the Internet as a product and service information source are examined. The study’s
contribution to marketing literature is discussed in the third section. The chapter
concludes with a discussion on the limitations in the study and recommendations for

future research.

7.1 Summary of the Study

Motivated by a lack of comprehensive research into consumer perceptions towards
the.Inter_net and its information, this study examines consumer perception of the
Internet as a prbduct and service information source. There are three general aims in
..this study. The first aim is to determine the participants’ perceptions towards the

Internet as a product and sérvice information source.
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The second aim is to understand the underlying dimensions of perceptions of
information on the Internet. The third aim is to investigate the variables (i.e. gender,
level of Internet experience, age and income) affecting consumer perceptions towards

the Internet as an informatijon source.

A self-administered questionnaire was employed to capture the perceptions of 300
Business Faculty students at the Edith Cowan University. The analysis of the data
involved Descriptive statistics, as well as Multivariate techniques such as Factor

Analysis, Cluster Analysis and Discriminant Analysis.

Through Descriptive statistics, it was revealed that there were interesting differences
in consumer perceptions of the Internet as a product and service information source.
The findings suggest that consumers have positive perceptions on the wide coverage,
current, relevant, and depth of product and service information on the Internet.
Participants have fairly moderate positive perceptions on the accuracy of product and
service information on the Internet and the credentials of the information providers as
being knowledgeable, qualified and having the expertise. Participants, however, have
- weak, less positive perceptions on the trustworthiness, honesty and unbiasness of

product and service information on the Internet.

Using Factor Analysis, it was revealed that there are three dimensions in the
-perceptions of information on the Internet. They are the quality, authority and scope

of information.
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The Cluster Analysis, which explored the similarity and differences between groups,
resulted in four distinct clusters. These comprised of the Highly Specific Information
Seekers, ;thch have positive perceptions on the quality of information only. The
Disillusioned Information Seekers have negative perceptions on the quality of
information on the Internet. The Undirected Information Seekers have positive
perceptions on the cjuah'ty, authority and scope of information, The Sceptical
Information Seekers have positivé perceptions on the scope information only, but

negative on both the quality and authority of information.

The Discriminant Analysis, which seeks to identify the variables that best
differentiates the participants’ perception of the information on the Internet, resuited
in a lack of discriminatory power of the discriminant function. All this indicated that
the Discriminant Analysis was statistically insignificant for the data. The findings in

this study contain managerial implications, which is discussed in the next section.

7.2 Discussion

The following discussion seeks to address the ways in which Internet marketers may
communicate effectively with consumers and improve participants’ perceptions of the
Internet as a pro.duct and service information source. In addition, strategies that
.I'J.lte_met marketers may use to encourage participants’ Internet behaviour are
'-cxaminecl;. Lastly, the implications of the research as well as the limitations and

sugggstidns for further study are considered, |
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7.2.1 Discussion on the Perception of the Participants about the
Internet as an Information Source

The findings in this study indicate that there are interesting differences in consumer
perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information source.
Participants have highly positive perceptions on the wide coverage, currency,
relevant, and depth of product and service information on the Internet. Furthermore,
participants also have moderately positive perceptions on the credentials of
information providers as knowledgeable qualified and expert. However, the findings
indicate that participants have weak perceptions on the trustworthiness, honesty, and

unbiasness of product and service information on the Internet.

The findings on the perception of Internet information suggest that in order to gain
positive support for their Internet communication efforts, marketers have to reinforce
the Infemet inherent characteristics of scope, depth, currency, and relevancy of their
product and service information. The Internet is information—driven (infocentric),
therefore the scope and depth of information provided by marketers is important to
gain positive consumer perceptions and attitudes towards the information.
“Additionally, one of the unique advahtages of the Internet is its ability to provide
current, ﬁp-to-date information. So, marketers should ensure that resources are made
available to keep the information on their Website current (Teo, Lim & Lai, 1997).
As t6 relevancy of the information, marketers should try to make it easy for
consﬁmcts to self-select the information that appeals to them and, if possible,

customise content to make it relevant to regular visitors.
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The consumer perception of the information providers is encouraging. Information
providers are felt to be knowledgeable, qualified, und expert and hence provide
accurate information on the Internet. Marketers would do well to be ensured that
personnel entrusted to do content publishing on their corporate sites exude total

credibility via their expertise.

What is worrying is that the consumers’ perception of the information on the Internet
is weak and less positive on trustworthy, truthful and unbiased. Yet, the research
found that this is the most important criterion for evaluating product and service on

the Internet, whether it is for expensive or inexpensive products or services.

To ensure trustworthiness and truthfulness of information on the Internet, marketers
should consider a relationship-marketing approach. Measures may include creating
warm relationships with the prospects by use of personalised e-mail, and personalised
welcome messages on the Web pages. Furthermore, Internet marketers can encourage
consumers to subscribe to mailing listé to enable them to send consumers information
via e-mail.  Rather than send unsolicited advertising to generate sales,
communications should also be tailored according to individual consumers (Ellsworth
& Ellsworth, 1995). Internet marketers can also mitigate the problem of
untrustworthiness and untruthfulness of the information on the Internet by ensuring

that their Web pages disclose author’s qualifications and credentials.
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To reassure unbiasness of product and service information on the Internct, Internet
marketers should also consider citing the original source of information on the Web
pages. The Internet marketers should have credentials of the author (s) or the source
be clearly shown. An author's affiliation with a sponsor or the author’s personal
viewpoint or opinions should also be noted on the Web page to indicate possible bias
or lack of objectivity. Moreover, the user will always be sceptical of information

posted by an anonymous source.

7.2.2 Dimensions Underlying Percepticn of internet Information

An interesting finding in this study was that using Factor Analysis, it was revealed
that there are three important dimensions in the perception of information on the

Internet. They are the guality, authority and scope of information.

" Quality of information. It contains the items fair and balanced, consistent,
trustworthy, credible, unbiased, honest and truthful, accurate, reliable, dependable,

authoritative and relevant product and service information.

Authority of information. It contains the three items: knowledgeable authors, expert
duthofs and qualified authors. The Web author's knowledge, expertise and

 qualifications ace crucial for their presentation of information on the Internet,
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Scope of information. It contains the last three items: wide coverage, depth and

detailed, current and up-to-date information.

The findings reveal the marketers’ effort must be centered on trying to tailor their
Internet product and service communications to improve on three crucial areas,
namely, quality, authority and scope of information. The items that contribute to each

of the dimensions are listed above,

7.2.3 Ranking of Evaluative Criteria for Product and Service
Purchases

An interesting finding in this study was that trustworthiness and accuracy of
information are two very important criteria for judging the information on the
Internet, regardless of whether the purchase is for an expensive or inexpensive
product. The trustworthiness criteria is ranked the highest. The importance of
trustworthiness criteria has been highlighted in other studies (Jarvis, 1998; Stoker &

Cooke, 1994: Bruce, 1999).

The trustworthiness criteria need to be enhanced on the Intemet, because as results
have indicated, it is considered as the most important criteria, It has been suggested
that a long-term relationship marketing approach gains importance. A relationship
marketing serves to build consumer’s trust in Internet marketers (Ernst & Young,

1999; Strangelove, 1995; Bruce, 1999; Rawn, 1994},
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The findings in the study also serve to reiterate the importance of the criteria
accuracy. This requires the information on the Web marketer’s Website 1o be error

free.

7.2.4 Segmentation of the Consumers Based on their Perceptions

Cluster Analysis was used to explore the differences and similarities in groups. The
results of the Cluster analysis uncovered four main profiles of information seekers on

the Internet:

s Highly Specific Information Seekers have positive perceptions on the guality of
information. They appear to know how to locate quality information on the
Internet and believe that the product and service information on the Internet is
presented in a fair and balanced, is consistent, is trustworthy, credible, unbiased,
honest, accurate, reliable, dependable, authoritative and relevant.

o Disillusioned Information Seekers have negative perceptions on the quality of
information on the Internet,

o Undirected Information Seekers are mainly ‘browsers’ seeking information with
no spcciﬁc purpose or objective. Undirected Information Seekers have positive
perceptions towards all three information dimensions

o Sceptical Information Seekers have negative perceptions on both the quality and

authority of information.
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Marketers have to be reminded that the information seekers on the Internet are varied
and do not all fall into a homogeneous group. So it is essential to be able to research
and find out the nature of the prospects that are seeking online information on their
products and services. Are they sceptical? Disillusion? Do they just want to search for
specific information? Or are they just browsing? Website design strategies would

differ greatly depending on the kinds of visitors the Website 1s targeted to attract.

7.2.5 Discussion of the Participants’ Internet Behaviour

7.2.5.1 Internet Access and Behaviour

The rapidly declining cos!. of computers and Internet access has had an impact on the
high rate of home access of the Internet. Though students have free Internet access via
the university, 50% of the participants mainly accessed the Internet via home. Home
and work are common places for accessing the Internet (ABS, 1998; Teo, Lim & Lai,
1997; Hoffman & Novak, 1996; Georgie Tech Research, 1998; Emst & Young,

1999).

81.7 percent of participants reported that they access the Internet on a daily basis
(46.0%) or a weekly basis (35.7%). This increasingly regular access of the Internet is
also evident in other surveys (Georgie Tech Research, 1998; ABS, 1998; Emst &
Young, 1999). A possible explanation for this regular access of the Internet is that
people are finding more and more to do on the Internet, be it for entertainment,

communication, or serious work.
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7.2.5.2 Internet Use and Behaviour

Consumers are likely to use the Internet for a variety of reasons. Based on the
participants’ responses, the Internet is useful for serious information search (like
education materials), communication (especially via e-mail), entertainment, and
obtaining product or company information. However, online product purchase is

extremely low,

Despite Being categorised as the “Net Generation” by the popular media, as high as
one in five of these young consumers are recent users of the Internet (i.e. less than 12
months). So marketers have to be cautious about introducing systems or technology
that is far too sophisticated, even for young consumers. As it is such a young medium,
only a small proportion of the consumers have been on the Internet for many years or

consider themselves highly experienced on the Internet.

7.2.,5.3 Personal Skills and Internet Experience

The Internet is still relatively new to Australian students, unlike the U.S., where the
users are more accustomed to using the Internet (Teo, Lim & Lai, 1997). More
participants classified their level of Internet experience as having limited or some
~ experience rather than qui'te experienced or very experienced. They are also fairly

light users of the Internet, clocking less than seven hours per week.
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Further findings in the study also suggest that participants were able to perform

common online activities such as using search engines.

7.2.5.4 Information Search Behaviour via the Internet

It is encouraging to note that a total of 86.3 percent of the participants have reported
that they do search for product and service information on the Internet. The findings
in this study indicate that the most popular product and service category for
information gathering on the Internet are the magazines or newspapers, computer

related products or services, and music CDs, tapes and albums.

The findings in this study also suggest that it may be fruitful for Internet marketers to
employ an approach where the objective is to increase the frequency of participants to
use the Internet to search for product and service information. While participants were
found to sometimes use the Internet for searching product and service information, the
findings suggest that consumer may not be accustomed to using the Internet

frequently for searching product and service information.

That is likely to change very rapidly. 68.0 percent participants said they were likely or
very likely to search for product and service information ovef the next twelve via the
Internet. A possible explanation for this could be that consumers see the Internet as a
valuable source of product and service information. This indicates that the Internet is
very likely to become an important information source and marketers need to move

fast to use this as a marketing communications medium.
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The findings suggest that it is important for Internet marketers to encourage electronic
transactions via the Internet. Very few of the young consumers have purchased
products online. Strategies need to be in place to motivate participants to shop
electronically via the Internet. The risks that participants perceive in Internet shopping
must be addressed. Previous studies found that concerns about credit card security
and about divulging personal information over the Internet greatly hinder consumer’s
willingness to purchase over the Internet. A Master Card study (cited in Gallagher,
1996) similarly concluded that in order for Internet commerce to take oft, the World

Wide Web must first be marketed as a safe and effective means for purchasing,

7.3 Implications of the Research

There are implications arising from this study. This study contributes to literature

relating to marketing on the Internet in several ways.

It addresses the lack of comprehensive research into consumer perceptions towards
the Internet as a product and service information source, This study has contributed to
the understanding of perceptions of young Australian consumers toward product and
service information on the Internet. Such an understanding has managerial
implications for Internet marketers in the designing of effective marketing strategies

on the Internet (Rosner, 1996: Mohr, 1995).
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In addition, the understanding of perceptions has important implications for Web
content and design. The Website can be improved by making the information current,
easily accessible and educational, This has important implications of attracting and

retaining customers (Ernst & Young, 1999).

The findings of this study also have important implications for the designing and
evaluation of Web sites. Web site designers such as Internet service providers can use
the perception items for setting up their Web sites. Therefore, they can use Websites
to display information and make information available to users who use the Internet
as an information retrieval medium. A consideration of the content of information on
the Intemet can be designed so that the users’ important information objectives are

met.

Another contribution of this study to the existing literature is the use of muitivariate
data analysis techniques such as factor, discriminant and cluster analysis. The lack of
multivariate statistical techniques has been identified with the perceptions of research
on the Intemnet (Bruce, 1999), From the review of the literature relating to the
Internet, multivariate techniques have yet to be employed. This study clearly shows
the usefulness of applying multivariate techniques to the complex nature perceptions

towards the information via the Internet.
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The findings of this study hold significant impliéalions for university administrators.
There is an opportunity for training courses within the universities for the lecturers to
focus on raising the awareness of the benefits that the Internet can provide as a
valuable information source and to increase the use of the Internet as an additional

educational resource,

The conceptual framework, as described in Chapter 3, used in this study may
contribute further to the development of a model that may be used to measure
consumer petceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information

SOurce.

7.4 Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research

Given this research is exploratory and a lack of empirical studies in this area, further
research is needed for a better understanding of consumer perceptions towards the
Internet as a product and service information source. Several suggestions may be

made with regard to the limitations and areas for future research.

Methodologically, there are a number of limitations. First, there is a concern in the
sampling. The sample chosen included in the survey was not randomly selected.
* Rather, a convenient sample of the .Business faculty students in the university was

) _take_n. Thé survey data ié based, therefore, on the results of Business faculty students
ohly' éﬁd majr not be representative of young Australians or university students. In
other .'wor.d_s, the sample chosen could not b_e generalised to all consumers’ perceptions

towards the Internet as an information source.
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Therefore, precautions should be taken in generalising the findings of this study.

Future research is necessary in order that more reliable generalisation can be made.

A further limitation in this study was that the analysis involves simple tabulation and
prcscnt;ation of results. For the scope of this research, however, the survey method is
adequate and although direct cause-effect may not be able to be clearly established,
where one event is invariably followed by another, it may inferred. In this case, future
research should consider using in an experimental method to determine what
influences the differences in perceptions of the students towards the information on

the Internet.

The use of discriminant analysis for comparison of perceptions does not take into
consideration the relative importance of the various other dimensions on consumers’
overall perceptions towards the Internet as a product and service information source.,
Future research should employ other analytical methods to test the proposed
'conccptual model and investigate the theoretical relationships suggested in the

literature.

Since this is one of the few studies in marketing literature that has examined the
perceptions of consumers towards the information via the Internet, future research in
marketing should consider employing cross-cultural studies. This involves the

comparison of consumer perceptions in {two or more countries,
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The literature suggests that consumers’ level of Web experience impact their
perceptions towards the information via the Internet (Pitkow & Kchoe, 1997).
However, the effects of Web experience were not evident in this study., Most of the
participants are still light users with just moderately experienced with the Internet. As
the Internet usage becomes more prevalent and the level of experience increases more
substantially, the influence of experiences on perceptions towards the information via
the Internet may be more pronounced, Future research can enhance the insight into

consumer perceptions with the inclusion of Web experience as a contingent variabile.

This is also a cross-sectional analysis of a phenomenon that is changing rapidly. A
longitudinal analysis may reveal how the evolution of experience impacts perceptions

of consumers towards the information via the Internet.

7.5 Conclusion

Notwithstanding the limitations identified, this study has provided further extension to
the research work in the area of consumer perceptions towards the Internet as a
product and service information source. Significantly, the study highlighted some
implications for marketers who are (or will be) using the Internet to disseminate
product and service information on the Internet. Based on the study, this means of
communicafiﬁg product and service information cannot be ignored especially for the

new generation of Internet users. .
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Appendix A

The Research Instrument

This appendix contains:

(1) Copy of Cover Letter to Participants at the Edith Cowan University

(ify  Copy of the questionnaire sent to Edith Cowan University students
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B CDITH COWAN
¥ UNIVERSITY

¥ PEATH WESTERN AUSTRALIA

Dear Respondent

I am a Postgraduate Student at Edith Cowan University. I am conducting research
examining Consumer Evaluation of the Internet as product and service information
source. If you could take a few minutes of your time to fill out the questionnaire, it
would be appreciated.

Participation is voluntary and you can puil out at any time without prejudice. Your
participation has nothing to do with formal or informal assessment in your university
courses.

- Your name is required so that the research can be validated,. However, the research
results will be published without the names of respondents and no respondent will be
able to be identified by any person besides myself.

The information collected will be kept CONFIDENTIAL. Neither respondents nor
responses will be identified individually without permission. The data collected will
be pooled and used to help consumers make an informed decision about seeking
products and services information via the Internet.

Thank you for cooperation and participation. It is much appreciated.

Your consent to complete the questionnaire is given on the conditions mentioned
above.

Please return the completed questionnaire as you leave.

Kevin Nguy STUDENT NAME ........coiciiiiiiiininneniann,
Churchlands Campus

Pearson Street DATE e
‘Churchlands 6018 '

May 1999 | SIGNATURE  .ooovviveireeivinererieennn,
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Section I : Access to the Internet

Q1. Have you ever used the Internet? Please TICK ONE.

O Yes (Continue with Question 2),
0O No (Please goto Section IV, Question 9).

Q2. Where do you mainly access the Internet? Q3. How frequently do you access the Internet from the
Please TICK ONE answer. chosen place? Please TICK ONE answer, Almost.. ...
QO From work 0 Everyday
Q From home O Every week
O From a public library d Everytwo weeks
Q From educational institution {eg Uni) O Every month
Q From a friend’s home O Less than once a month
Q  From a Cybercafe D Never (Please go to Section IV, Question 9).
O From other places

(Please specify)

Section II : Internet Usage

Q4. Overall, what is your MAIN use of the Internet? Please TICK ALL the appropriate categories.

Q1 Find information for education Q Find information for others
O E-mail overseas friends Q Obtain free samples
O E-mail local friends O Apply for jobs online
Q Find information on a company 0  Purchase products online
U  Find information for leisure or entertainment O Others
Q Find information on products (Please specify)
Q5. How long have you been using the Internet? Q6. Typically, how many hours per week do you
Please TICK ONE answer. spend on the Internet? Please indicate your
O Less than 6 months number of hours per week.
Q 6to 12 months
O 1to3 years (brs. per week).
Q 4106 years
Q 7 years or more

Section III : Internet Experience

Q7. What is your level of Internet experience? Estimate the level of skills on a 5-point scale by CIRCLING
ONE appropriate number (where 1 = No Experience and 5 = Very Experienced).

No  Limited Some Quite Very
Experience  Experience  Experience Experienced Experienced
1 2 3 4 ]

Q8. Please indicate your level of experience in each of the following areas. Please CERCLE the appropriate
~ answer {where 1 = No Experience and 5 = Very Expetienced).

No Limited Some Quite Very
Exp Exp Exp Exp Exp

| 1. Printihg from the Web page

1 2 3 4 5

2. Downloading software from the Web 1 2 3 4 5

* 3. Bookmarking from Web sites 1 2 3 4 5
4. Using search engines (eg. Alta Vista, Excite, etc) 1 2 3 4 5
-5. Creating a web S 1 2 3 4 5
-6, Promoting a web page 1 2 3 4 5
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Section IV : Information Search via the Internet

Q9. Have you ever used the Internet to seek product or service information? Please TICK ONE.

O Yes
g No

(Go to Question 10)

(If NO, please indicate the following reasons for not seeking product or service information on

the Internet? Then go to Section V on the next page.)

Q10. What types of product or service information would you seek on the Internet? Please TICK ALL the

appropriate categories.

Computer Related Products or Services
Music CDs/Tapes/Albums
Video/Movies
Travel Arrangements
Books
Magazines/newspapers
Autos/Motorcycle

OC00000 G

Legal Services

Investment Related Information
Recreational Equipment{eg. Skis,bikes)
Concerts/Plays

Banking/Financial services
Clothing/Shoes

Others

poo0ocOoC O

(Please specify)

Q!11. How often do you search for product or service information on the Internet? Please TICK ONE,

O Never
Q Rarely
O  Occasionally

{  Sometimes
Q Frequently
Q  Always

Q12. What search methods do you use to seek product or service information on the Internet? Please TICK

ALL the appropriate categories.

Search engines (eg. Excite).
Hyperlink pages (eg. WWW sites)
Electronic mail

Newsgroups

Mailing lists

oo

Chat, IRC
Advertising
Word of mouth
Others

o000

(Please specify)

Q13. What is the likelihood that you will be doing more searching in the next twelve months? Please CIRCLE
ONE appropriate number (where 1 = Very Likely and 5 = Very Unlikely).

Very Likely Neither Likely Unlikely Very
Likely Nor Unlikely Unlikely
1 2 4 5

Q14. Have you ever used the Internet to purchase products or services online? Please TICK ONE.

O Yes Q No

Q15. Imagine you are making a decision to buy a product or service, any information source you would choose to
consult te help you make that decision would have to be: (Rank the top three criteria in order of

importance 1 = Most important)

For a very expensive product or service. (Please rank.)

For a very inexpensive product or service, {Please rank.)

Expertise Expertise

.. Trustworthiness Trustworthiness
Comprehensiveness Comprehensiveness
Authority Authority
Accuracy Accuracy
Currency (up-to-date) Currency (up-to-date)
Unbiased Unbiased
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Section V : Attitudes towards the Internet as a
Product and Service Information Source

These are statements describes how you might feel about the Internet as a product and service information
source. Using the scale from above, please indicate your agreement or disagrecement by CIRCLING ONE
answer only for each statement. (where | = Strongly Disagree and 5 = Strongly Agree).

1 N A

Product and service information on the Internet ... 5 g g' 3 Z % <
l. ... is current and up-to-date 1 2 3 4 5
2. ... is accurate 1 2 3 4 5
3. ... has alot of depth and detail 1 2 3 4 5
4. ... has wide coverage 1 2 3 4 §
5. ... is unbiased. 1 2 3 4 5
6. ... is consistent . 1 2 3 4 §
7. ... is presented in a fair and halanced manner | 1 2 3 4 5
8. ... is authoritative 1 2 3 4 5
9. ... is credible 1 2 3 4 5
10. is trustworthy. 1 2 3 q 5
11. ..is dependable (for making decisions) 1 2 3 4 5
12. .. is honest and truthful 1 2 3 4 5
13. .. is reliable 1 2 3 4 5
14. .. is relevant : | 1 2 3 4 5
15. .. has qua!jfied autﬁors (information providers) 1 2 3 4 5
16. .. has knowledgeable authors (information providers) 1 2 3 4 5

17. .. has expert authors (information providers) 1 2 3 4 5
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Demographic Information

QI. Are you: U Male or O Female

Q2. What ethnic group do you consider yourself to be a member of?

Q3. Which country have you lived in most of your life?

Q4. What is your current age? Please indicate

Q5. What is your educational background? Please indicate the highest level completed. Please TICK ONE.

Secondary Education

Completed High School (eg. Yr. 12)
Trade certificate/ TAFE

University Education - Certificate
University Education — Bachelor’s
Others

oooooo

(Please specify)

Q6. Which YEAR OF STUDY are you currently in? Please indicate

Q7. What MAJOR(S) are you currently undertaking? Please indicate

Q8. Which of the following categories best describe your employment status? Please TICK ALL that apply.

Full-time employee
Part-time employee
Full-time student
Part-time student
Employed (ie casual)
Unemployed

Others

oooococoo

(Please specify)

Q9. Which of the following best describes your approximate personal income level? (please include Austudy,
allowances, etc). Please TICK ONE answer.

Under $20,000

Between $20,000 and $30,000
Between $30,000 and $40,000
Over $40,000

I don’t know

I would rather not say

oooocOoo
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Appendix B

This appendix contains:

@) Factor Scree Plot of The Dimensions of the Participant’s Perceptions Towards

the Internet as a Product and Service Information Source.
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Factor Scree Plot of the Dimensions of the Participant’s Perceptions Towards

the Internet as a Product and Service Information Source
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