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Chapter 1 General Introduction 
 
 
 
 
 

1995  
Just woke up and before I run out the door to go to college, I eat my muesli and 

quickly glance through the newspaper. It is too bad that I cannot wait for the postman, 
because I expect to receive airmail from my friends who are traveling in Australia. After I 
changed the tape in my Walkman, I am ready to go. Before I cycle to the bus stop I pass the 
shopping centre to deliver the bank cheques at the bank and I smell the magnificent scent of 
fresh baked bread: that smell makes me happy and hungry, I cannot stop myself from buying 
a croissant and a roll at the bakery. Later that day, during lectures, I remember that I should 
buy a birthday present. Therefore, I walk to the closest bookstore during break. To be sure 
that I buy a book that my friend will like, I first nose around a bit, scroll along the 
bookshelves, read some covers and glance through some pages. Many books passed my 
hands, before I paid for it at the counter. 
 

12 years later… 
After I start up my computer, my day starts. While eating my muesli, I browse 

through the digital newspaper and simultaneously check my inbox for an email from my 
friend who is travelling in Brazil. Next, I conduct some telebanking transactions and because 
my online bank warns for a dangerous virus I double-check the security of my browser to 
prevent negative consequences, like a fraudulent third party that accesses my financial 
information. Before I am off to work I quickly download some new music to my digital 
media player to copy it to my mp3 player. On my way to work, I remember that I should buy 
a birthday present. Later on that day, between analyzing my data and downloading some 
journal articles, I quickly surf to an online bookstore. To be sure that I buy a book that my 
friend will like, I go to the bestseller menu, read some customer reviews and before I make 
my final decision I click to enlarge the picture of the cover. A few clicks later I order a book 
with my credit card. 
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These scenarios exemplify only some of the many ways in which Internet sneaked 
into our lives. Nowadays, Internet is involved in nearly any daily activity, from reading a 
newspaper to banking, and also in shopping (CBS, 2006b). Everyone who ever conducted an 
online purchase can confirm, that shopping in a ‘brick-and-mortar’ conventional store feels 
intrinsically different from shopping in a ‘clickable’ online store. An online store is 
unquestionably different from a conventional store (Alba et al., 1997). This thesis investigates 
whether online consumers go about their shopping differently than consumers in a 
conventional store, because of unique features of the online shopping context. In examining 
consumer behavior a self-regulation perspective is adopted. The overarching research 
question of this thesis is: 

 
Will unique features of the ‘clickable’ online shopping context as compared to the ‘brick-and-
mortar’ conventional shopping context affect a) the extent and b) the nature of consumer self-
regulation, and subsequently c) the online shopping process? 
 
In this thesis, two unique features of the clickable online shopping context, relative 

to the conventional brick-and-mortar shopping context, are considered to have a different 
and important impact on consumer self-regulation. First of all, the online shopping context 
lacks physical presence. In a conventional store we can experience the store atmosphere and 
the products we buy with our senses. As described in the scenario above, that may influence 
how we feel and may also result in unregulated behavior: unplanned purchases (like freshly 
baked bread). Conversely, the online store lacks physical presence and is made out of pixels, 
and therefore may not appeal to our feelings and may not stimulate unregulated purchase 
behavior. In Chapter 2 it is examined whether the lack of physical presence affects the extent 
of consumer self-regulation (subquestion a). More specifically, this chapter examines whether 
an online shopping context that lacks physical presence cannot stimulate the full richness of 
consumer feelings and decreases the propensity of unregulated, impulsive behavior.  
Second, although the Internet is inextricably connected with our day-to-day life, online 
purchases are still perceived as risky (e.g., Forsythe & Shi, 2003). People have all sorts of 
concerns about viruses, credit card information, whether a product will meet our expectations 
upon delivery and many other things. In Chapter 3 it is examined whether we indeed feel 
more exposed to risks in an online than in a conventional store and whether that affects the 
nature of consumer self-regulation (subquestion b). Next, in Chapter 4 it is examined whether 
the nature of consumers’ self-regulation can be consequential for the process of online 
shopping (subquestion c). More specifically, it is investigated whether the nature of 
consumers’ self-regulation creates preferences for online information that fits this nature of 
self-regulation.  

The following section first describes how the Internet looms ahead in our day-to-
day life and in more specifically in commerce. Then, the emerging literature on the adoption 
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of the Internet as a retail channel is discussed as well as unsolved issues and remaining 
questions in this research. Following on these limitations, this chapter outlines the research 
that is central to this thesis and the central hypotheses. Finally, an overview of the following 
chapters is given. 

Internet Looms Ahead 
Internet became one of the biggest changes to society during the past decade. The 

World Wide Web that started as an academic system for sharing information has 
unquestionably evolved into a system that is fully integrated in our day-to-day life. Since its 
introduction, the popularity of the Internet has been growing at a very rapid pace. In March 
2007 the Internet had approximately 1 billion users worldwide (see Internet World Stats, 
2007 for an overview). The number of Internet users worldwide grew 208 percent from 2002 
to 2007 (Internet World Stats, 2007), and in the Netherlands only, the Internet user 
population grew from 1 to 80 percent among Dutch adolescents from 1995 to 2005 
(Trendbox, 2005). Moreover, not only has the population of Internet users grown incredibly 
over the years, the diversity of Internet usage has also increased. Gaming, music sharing, 
participation in online communities, gambling, participating in auctions, it all happens online. 
Applications for the Internet as a communication tool are most popular, followed by its 
usage for product-information search and gaming and for downloads of music, images and 
games (CBS, 2006b), and telebanking is a booming Internet application (e.g., CBS, 2006b; 
Trendbox, 2005). Surprisingly, in most statistical reports adult entertainment is not 
mentioned, but sex definitely sells on the Internet (TopTenReviews, 2007). 

Consumers adopted the Internet for a rich variety of purposes, most notably pre-
purchase information search and online shopping. With a few clicks we can search for 
information and shop for services and products twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
Not surprisingly, the potential for business to consumer e-commerce is deemed very high. 
Research reports show various estimates of the volume of online revenues, but they all show 
that in the next few years online revenues will continue to expand (Forrester, 2006a, 2006b; 
Jupiter Research, 2006). Online retail is only 12 years old and continues to be a nascent 
market, growing at impressive rates. In the EU-15 countries, sales through the Internet as a 
percentage of the total turnover quadrupled from 2002 to 2006 (Eurostat, 2006). In 2006, 
approximately 6.5 million people in the Netherlands did an online purchase (CBS, 2006b) 
with an average spending of 690 euros, thereby the Netherlands scores above average in 
Europe (CBS, 2006a). In the near future, more than half of the Dutch adolescents will buy 
books, games, holidays, clothes, electronics online and all other items that satisfy divergent 
consumer needs (Forrester, 2006a). With the increasing importance of e-commerce and the 
growing number of online purchases and online purchasers, for both practitioners and 
consumer behavior scholars it is imperative to understand online consumer behavior. The 
research focus of this dissertation touches upon the growing significance of e-commerce by 
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examining the differential effects of the online and conventional shopping environment on 
the extent and nature of consumer self-regulation.  

Emerging Online Consumer Behavior Research 
With the adoption of the Internet as a retail channel, research on online consumer 

behavior emerged in the fields of management, information systems, psychology, and 
communication. The main objective in early studies was to discover what drives the 
consumer to the Internet, to explain the adoption of the Internet as a retail channel. The first 
studies in this respect had a predominantly descriptive character and appeared in a wide 
variety of journals (see Cheung, Zhu, Kwong, Chan, & Limayem, 2003 for an overview). The 
emphasis was on identifying the antecedents of the consumer online shopping intention and 
adoption. The earliest studies explored incentives of consumers to shop online, without any 
empirical data (Alba et al., 1997; Peterson, Balasubramanian, & Bronnenberg, 1997). 
Moreover, this research was predominantly based on the assumption that advantages of 
online shopping over shopping in a brick-and-mortar store are clear-cut and evident to the 
consumer (Bhatnagar & Ghose, 2004), including more convenience in comparison to brick-
and-mortar stores, a broader selection of products, competitive pricing, greater access to 
information, and lower search costs. In line with this research Peterson et al. (1997) claimed 
that when the value proposition of a business is intangible or informational, the Internet 
shopping channel is favored. Conducting a mail survey to discover attitudes toward electronic 
shopping, Eastlick and Lotz (1999) showed that the perceived advantage of the Internet 
above other shopping formats predicted online purchasing. Results from a web page survey, 
conducted by Teo (2001), corroborated these findings and showed that online purchasers 
have a high perceived usefulness of the Internet. Moreover, based on interviews, Savolainen 
(2000) showed that time saving is the main benefit of online shopping, while Jarvenpaa and 
Todd (1997) and Burke (1998) found that convenience was the single most salient benefit of 
online shopping. However, Hoffman, Novak, and Chatterjee (1995) and Klein (1998) 
concluded that it is again another benefit that drives consumers the Internet: the low costs of 
information search, because the Internet provides access to great amounts of dynamic 
information and is suitable for deep, nonlinear information searches. Research on consumer 
benefits to shop online is also conducted in more specific online shopping contexts, for 
example by Ramus and Nielsen (2005) who demonstrated that the main benefits of online 
grocery shopping are convenience, product range and price. Shang, Chen, and Shen (2005) 
argue that the advantages of online shopping may not be that obvious for consumers, and 
demonstrate that social influence may be more important in explaining why people shop 
online. Moreover, Rohm and Swaminathan (2004) concluded that the tendency to seek 
variety across retail alternatives and product types and brands is the main motivation for 
online grocery shopping. In sum, early studies were mostly focused on retailers’ opinions, and 
speculations regarding the potential sales effectiveness of online stores. To the extend that 
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consumers have been the object of research, attitudes and motives have been largely collected 
using survey methods, i.e., not in direct relation to specific instances of online shopping. 
Moreover, this overview shows that many reasons play a role for consumers in adopting 
online shopping. Evidently, the results of research on consumers’ online shopping motives 
do not yield a comprehensive overview on the dynamics of online shopping. 

Subsequent research was more theory driven and evolved in a more explanatory 
character, with the aim to more systematically predict online shopping intention and 
adoption. This domain heavily depended on existing attitude behavior models, like the 
Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA, Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and Theory of Planned Behavior 
(TPB, Ajzen, 1985; see Cheung et al., 2003 for an overview). These models suggests that an 
individual’s behavior is determined by the intention to perform the behavior and that this 
intention is, in turn, a function of the attitude toward the behavior and subjective norms of 
people in the social environment. Applying these models Crisp, Jarvenpaa, and Todd (1997) 
and Jarvenpaa and Todd (1997) conducted an experiential survey that explored the effect of 
various individual difference factors on the consumers' beliefs, attitudes, and intentions 
toward Internet shopping. Their findings suggest that beliefs about product value, shopping 
experience, service quality and risk will together influence attitude and intention to shop 
online and that individual differences such as prior web experience, computer attitudes, and 
direct shopping frequency moderate the relation between beliefs, attitude and intention. 
Moreover, they concluded that shopping beliefs were a better predictor than individual 
differences for attitude and intentions. To systematically predict online shopping intention, 
other researchers used the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM, Davis, 1989). TAM is an 
extension of TRA and models how users come to accept and use a new technology. It is 
based on the idea that the degree to which a person believes that using a particular system is 
useful (i.e., perceived usefulness) and the degree to which a person believes that using a 
particular system would be free from effort (i.e., perceived ease of use) predict the use of a 
new technology, such as the Internet. Several researchers tried to predict online shopping 
attitudes and intentions by extending the TAM, by means of adding an antecedent to 
perceived usefulness and ease of use and/or by examining underlying antecedents of these 
predictors. In this line Childers, Carr, Peck, and Carson (2001) developed and empirically 
tested an attitudinal model based on constructs from the TAM. They showed that indeed 
ease of use and usefulness are important predictors of online shopping attitudes, but that 
online shopping enjoyment at least has an equal influence. Furthermore, Chau, Au, and Tam 
(2000) showed that different information presentation modes (i.e., combinations of text and 
pictures) influence perceived ease of use and usefulness of an online store and Shih (2004) 
demonstrated that high web security directly increased online shopping attitudes or indirectly 
increased indidividuals attitudes by magnifying individuals perceptions of usefulness. 
Moreover, extension of the TAM/TPB is also proposed to explain the intention to 
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contineously use the Internet as a shopping channel (Bhattacherjee, 2001; Hsu, Yen, Chiu, & 
Chang, 2006).  

This overview shows that many efforts have been made toward a better 
understanding of online shopping intention and adoption. Due to its variety of research 
questions and theoretical approaches, so far research was rather fragmented and it mainly 
focused on the consumer benefits to shop online. Motivations to avoid the Internet as a 
shopping channel were generally neglected. Yet, another emerging field in research on online 
consumer behavior catered to the barriers of adopting online shopping and considered 
negative aspects that may influence online shopping adoption. In this respect, perceived risks 
of online shopping have been investigated extensively (see Chang, Cheung, & Lai, 2005 for 
an overview). Apparently, the online shopping environment is a context in which individuals 
feel exposed to high levels of risk. A great body of research has shown that considerations 
regarding safety and risk form an impediment for shopping in an online environment (e.g., 
Crisp et al., 1997; Hoffman et al., 1995; Jarvenpaa & Tractinsky, 1999; Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, 
& Vitale, 2000; Kuhlmeier & Knight, 2005; Lee & Tan, 2003; Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001; 
Pavlou, 2003; Ranganathan & Ganapathy, 2002). In this line of research Miyazaki and 
Fernandez (2001) maintain that privacy and security risk perceptions are the major obstacles 
for consumers to shop online. In a survey they asked participants about their concerns about 
making purchases over the Internet in an open-ended question. Risks provided by 
participants were categorized into privacy concerns (i.e., pertaining to attempts of the online 
retailer to collect, use and distribute information about the consumers), system security 
concerns regarding the system Internet (i.e., fraudulent behavior of third parties), security 
concerns regarding the online retailer (i.e., fraudulent behavior of online retailers) and general 
inconveniences of online shopping. In general, risk perceptions occur in several dimensions, 
among which the most prevalent are financial, product performance, psychological and 
time/convenience losses (e.g., Forsythe & Shi, 2003; Liebermann & Stahevsky, 2002). Typical 
risks associated with online shopping are credit card fraud, delayed delivery or no delivery at 
all, perceived lack of guarantees, and unexpected shipping charges. 

According to Brynjolfsson and Smith (2000), uncertainty involving online 
transactions stems from the spatial and temporal separation between consumers and web 
retailers and the unpredictability of the Internet infrastructure. Risk perceptions entailed by 
online shopping pertain to the Internet as a purchasing medium, rather than to the 
consequence of buying particular goods online (Gupta, Su, & Walter, 2004). Accordingly, 
Bhatnagar, Misra, and Rao (2000) argue that risk concerns are not only associated with the 
purchased product itself (i.e., the belief regarding whether the product would function 
according to expectations), but rather with the financial risks associated with the Internet as a 
purchasing medium. These financial risks concern the security of transferring financial 
information over the Internet. From an online survey Bhatnagar, Misra, and Rao (2000) 
concluded that perceived risks outweighs the convenience that the Internet offers. Van der 
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Heijden, Verhagen, and Creemers (2003) combined the contributions of the TAM and the 
findings from risk perception research in predicting online purchase intentions. Their 
findings show that perceived ease of use directly influenced the intention, but that risk 
perception was a better predictor of online shopping intentions. In sum, risk perceptions 
impede online shopping and hold consumers back from purchasing online.  

The risk, privacy and security issues embody the relative advantage variable in the 
Diffusion of Innovations theory (Rogers, 1995). Internet users perceive that online shopping 
is not better than in-store shopping, because beyond the benefits they have to give up on 
their sense of security and privacy (Esrock, 1999). Whereas early adopters of innovations are 
eager to give the new innovation a try and are willing to take some risks, the majority of a 
social system will not adopt until convinced by early adopters (i.e., opinion leaders). As long 
as the adopters of the Internet as a purchase channel still perceive risks as an obstacle to shop 
online, risks form an important impediment for future growth of e-commerce. Not 
surprisingly, privacy and security are considered key components of business-to-consumer 
websites (Ranganathan & Ganapathy, 2002) in persuading individuals to start using the 
Internet as a purchase channel and in creating positive attitudes towards online shopping. It 
can be concluded that risk perception regarding Internet is a primary obstacle to the future 
growth of online commerce and is one of the main predictors of consumers’ adoption of 
online shopping.  

To overcome risk perceptions, building trust is seen as the ultimate strategy for 
online retailers in the literature. Therefore, building online trust has been extensively 
examined. One of the ideas is that if online retailers cater their websites to the experienced 
risks, consumers create favorable perceptions of the trustworthiness (i.e., trusting beliefs) of 
the online retailer, which in turn influences online behavioral intentions (e.g., intention to 
purchase from the site and to share personal information with the online retailer). For 
example, by making claims about the security and providing consumers with warranties and 
guarantees, consumers may come to believe that the online retailer can be trusted and is 
therefore willing to buy online. However, in the extant studies trust is also addressed from 
another viewpoint. Tan and Thoen (2000) developed a generic model of trust that suggests 
that only trust in the online retailer is not enough to overcome online risk perceptions. They 
argue that in electronic commerce the sum of the level of trust in the other party (i.e., online 
retailer) and trust in the system (i.e., Internet environment) determines the level of trust in the 
online transaction. Thus, trust in the Internet as shopping environment is also needed to 
overcome online risk perceptions. McKnight, Choudhury, and Kacmar (2002a; 2002b) also 
acknowledged the importance of trust in the online environment. They developed and 
validated a trust-building model for e-commerce that suggests that consumer perceptions of 
the safety of the web environment (i.e., structural assurance), perceived reputation of the 
online retailer, and perceived website quality are antecedents of trusting beliefs and the 
intention to trust the online retailer. Yousafzai, Pallister, and Foxall (2005) tested the 
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potential effectiveness of this model in explaining trust in electronic banking, and concluded 
that strategies based on the structural assurance mechanism (i.e, a privacy policy, statement of 
compliance with banking codes and procedures) will lead consumers to develop high trusting 
beliefs. Along the same lines Chen and Dhillon (2003) theorize that trusting beliefs positively 
influence online purchase intentions. They identified sources of trust that can be categorized 
into characteristics of the consumer (e.g., disposition to trust and past purchase behavior), 
features of the firm and website (e.g., reputation and privacy statements) and the interactions 
that consumers engage in with the online retailer (e.g., customer satisfaction). Apparently, in 
testing the idea that trust reduces online risk perceptions and in examining the antecedents of 
trusting beliefs, this line of research mainly depends on the notion of the Theory of Planned 
Behavior, that beliefs (i.e., about trust) influence behavioral intentions.  

So far, research on online shopping intentions and adoption showed that there are 
many benefits for consumers to switch from conventional to online shopping. Moreover, 
statistical reports give the impression that online shopping will keep on growing. However, 
research has also shown that online consumers face a lot of hurdles, i.e., consumers still 
perceive various risks, whether the online store is able to build trust or not. This thesis adopts 
both a positive and a negative view on online shopping by simultaneously accepting that 
online shopping has the potential to be a lasting phenomenon and that online consumers may 
be apprehensive about online shopping. Moreover, whereas other studies only recognized 
that online shopping is associated with various risks and mainly studied effects on behavioral 
intentions, this thesis shows how risk perceptions can actually influence consumers’ self-
regulation once they enter the online shopping context.  

Gaps, Remaining Questions and Unsolved Issues 
So far, research on online consumer behavior contributed to our knowledge in an 

important way. It enhanced our understanding of what drives consumers to the Internet, 
what impedes online purchasing, and how to tackle barriers to online shopping. However, 
there are some important limitations concerning our understanding of online consumer 
behavior. First of all, the question whether and how online consumer behavior differs from 
behavior in a conventional store is generally neglected. Research did discover antecedents of 
online shopping adoption and identified perceived risk as the main barrier. However, so far 
research did not explain why online consumers perceive more risks than in a conventional 
store and did not examine the possible effects of perceived risks on online consumer 
behaviors. Next, even though some researchers addressed what factors, either (absence of) 
benefits or barriers, predict switching behavior from the conventional to the online 
purchasing medium, it remains unclear whether there are differences in consumer behavior 
between online and conventional stores and whether existing theories on consumer behavior 
can be applied to the online context. While it has been hypothesized that consumers’ 
shopping behavior in online stores may be fundamentally different from that in traditional 
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retail settings (Alba et al., 1997; Häubl & Trifts, 2000), empirical research on the differences 
between online and conventional shopping and theorizing about the nature of these 
difference has been sparse. Therefore, this thesis aims to contribute to the understanding of 
differences in consumer behavior between online and conventional stores.  

Second, in prior research on online consumer behavior is rather narrowly 
conceptualized and operationalized. Generally, consumer behavior was examined as a 
dependent variable and operationalized as the adoption of online shopping, the intention to 
shop online, or the frequency of online purchases. Therefore, these studies do not explain 
how consumers behave within an online context. Thus, the question remains how consumers 
behave once they embark the Internet. To this purpose a few contributions have been made 
in the recent years. Häubl and Trifts (2000) for example, showed that interactive decision aids 
allow consumer to make better decisions while expending substantially less effort. They 
demonstrated that the use of decision aids as recommendation agents (i.e., a tool for 
screening alternatives) and comparison matrices (i.e., a tool for organizing product 
information) has a substantial impact on the amount of search for product information, the 
size and quality of shoppers’ consideration sets, and the quality of their purchase decisions. 
Senecal and Nantel (2004) also studied the influence of recommendations on online choices. 
They demonstrated that individuals who consulted product recommendations selected 
recommended products twice as often as individuals who did not consult recommendations. 
Furthermore, they demonstrated that a recommendation source labeled ‘recommender 
system’ was more influential than more traditional recommendation sources such as ‘human 
experts’ and ‘other consumers’. Other contributions in this domain have been made by Lynch 
and Ariely (2000). They studied the effects of different levels of information transparency of 
the online shopping environment (i.e., search cost for price information, quality information 
and comparison information) on price sensitivity and consumer welfare. Their findings show 
that lowering search costs within a store lowered price sensitivity and lowering search costs 
for comparing stores made consumers more price sensitive. Moreover, their findings show 
that making information environments more transparent produced welfare gains for 
consumers. They liked the shopping experience more, and were able to make better product 
choices. These studies show how specific features of the online store influence online 
consumer behavior. This thesis aims to extend this particularly body of research that goes 
beyond predicting online shopping intention and adoption, and rather attempts to explain 
online consumer behavior as it unfolds in the shopping context. In contrast to earlier 
research in this field though, the aim is not to examine effects of specific features in the 
online store (e.g., comparison and search agents) on consumer behavior, but to explain 
differences in consumer behavior from two key features that differentiate the online from the 
conventional store: physical presence and the perceived risky nature.  

To be able to explain difference between online and conventional consumer 
behavior, it is necessary to step aside form TPB and derived theories, because these theories 
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fail to model how consumers regulate their behavior. First of all, these theories consider 
individuals as rational thinking human beings, who form intentions on the basis of beliefs and 
that their intentions will lead to behavior. However, not all behavior is reasoned and to act 
according an established intention or goal, requires a lot of self-regulation. Self-regulation is 
sensitive to characteristics of the behavioral context, and it may temporarily fail due to 
environmental cues. Hoch and Loewenstein (1991) identified that self-regulation failure may 
be caused by physical proximity that allows an individual to have a sensory experience. An 
illustration of this process is given in the scenario at the beginning of this chapter, where 
sensory information in the shopping environment (i.e., the smell of bread) resulted in an 
impulsive purchase. In that specific situation, self-regulation failed to control impulses 
created by the shopping environment. Since the online shopping environment is 
characterized by the lack of physical proximity, in this thesis it is argued that the online 
context provides an environment fostering more evaluative consumer self-regulation, or 
conversely, that the lack of sensory richeness of the online context compared to the 
conventional shopping context, renders the latter more influential as a factor inducing 
unregulated, i.e., less reflective and more impulsive, consumer behavior (see Strack, Werth, & 
Deutsch, 2006).  

Furthermore, in TPB and derived theories it is assumed that intentions or the goal 
the perform behavior are created on the basis of the individuals’ beliefs concerning the 
behavior. However, consumer goals do not only originate from personal belief systems, they 
can also be driven by the context. Consumer goals can be automatically activated by cues in 
the shopping environment (Dijksterhuis, Smith, van Baaren, & Wigboldus, 2005). Zhou and 
Pham (2004) did not only show that goals can be context specific, but also that these goals 
subsequently influence behavior. They demonstrated that the mere exposure to a certain 
object spontaneously triggered self-regulatory goals, either focused on preventing losses or on 
achieving gains. Moreover, they showed that these self-regulatory goals subsequently affect 
the way information is processed. In other words, stimuli within the context can set specific 
goals that subsequently influence how we regulate ourselves toward that specific goal. This 
‘stimuli-goal-behavior’ mechanism is illustrated in the scenario in the beginning of this 
chapter. In the online context safety concerns (i.e., about viruses) were salient and established 
the goal to prevent negative outcomes (e.g., an unsecured bank transfer) and subsequently 
influenced the behavior to prevent these possible negative outcomes (i.e., by checking the 
security of the browser). A self-regulation perspective on consumer behavior implies that the 
online shopping environment activates specific self-regulatory goals and subsequently 
determines how consumers pursue their goals. More specifically, in this thesis it is argued that 
the perceived risky nature of the online shopping context establishes a self-regulatory goal to 
prevent negative outcomes, which subsequently influences the way consumers regulate 
themselves toward that goal.  
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Focus of this Thesis 
The purpose of this thesis is to understand online consumer behavior that goes 

beyond predicting online shopping intention and adoption. The aim is to contribute to the 
literature that studied consumer behavior within the online environment, not by studying the 
effects of specific online features on consumer behavior however, but rather by studying the 
effects of the online and conventional shopping environment on consumer self-regulation. In 
this thesis it is argued that unique differences between the conventional and online shopping 
context influence the extent and nature of consumers’ self-regulation and subsequently the 
online shopping process. Two unique features of online stores, relative to conventional 
stores, are considered to have a different and important impact on consumer self-regulation: 
the lack of physical presence and the risky nature. 

Impact of Lack of Physical Presence on Online Consumer Self-regulation 
In an online store, consumers cannot evaluate the products to be purchased by 

touching, feeling or smelling the products prior to the purchase. Experiencing sensorial 
information evokes consumers’ affective responses in a conventional shopping environment 
(Beatty & Ferrel, 1998; Donovan & Rossiter, 1982; East, 1997; Sherman, Mathur, & Smith, 
1997; Spies, Hesse, & Loesch, 1997; Tai & Fung, 1997). Conversely, the online shopping 
environment is less suitable for the transmission of multi-sensory cues, because it takes place 
on a computer screen in a two-dimensional digital world. Following media richness theory 
(Daft & Lengel, 1984) the online shopping environment would be considered lean, while the 
conventional shopping environment would be considered rich, because it contains more 
emotional and ornamental features (Walther, 1992). In other words, due to the lack of 
physical proximity the online shopping environment has less information-carrying capacity 
than its physical counterpart. It is limited with regard to communicating sensorial 
information. 

Advancements in computer technology led to a more multi-sensory online 
experience. Interaction with 3-dimensional advertising and products and avatars create a 
more immersive computer-mediated environment and stimulates the illusion of ‘being there’, 
i.e. telepresence, for consumers (e.g., Li, Daugherty, & Biocca, 2001, 2002). Although online 
shopping developed into a more immersive experience throughout the years, the virtual 
shopping experience will always be indirect because it is computer-mediated (Heeter, 2000), 
while shopping in the real world is direct and able to facilitate a full sensory experience 
including visual, taste and smell, auditory, and tactile. Hence, for consumers, sensory product 
attributes and atmosphere of the store are a lot more difficult to experience online. Since 
sensorial information directly evokes affective responses (e.g., Donovan & Rossiter, 1982), 
the absence of sensorial information is less likely to engender affective responses. As a 
consequence it is expected that an online shopping context engenders less extreme positive 
and negative affective responses than a conventional store.  
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Research on reflective and impulsive determinants of consumer behavior (Strack, 
Werth, & Deutsch, 2006) has suggested that the salience of consumer affective responses 
directly influences the extent (and direction) of reflective versus impulsive behavior, with more 
salient affective responses inducing more pronounced patterns of impulsive behavior (i.e., 
unregulated behavior). This notion is in line with research conducted by Faber and Vohs 
(2004), that emphasized the role of affect and its potential conflict with cognitive control. 
Also, Hoch and Loewenstein (1991) identified that physical proximity allows a consumer to 
have a sensory experience that may cause a failure in self-regulation, which may find its 
expression in impulsive purchases. An illustration of this process is given in the scenario at 
the beginning of this chapter, where sensorial information in the shopping environment (i.e., 
the smell of bread) resulted in an unregulated, impulsive purchase. In that specific situation 
self-regulation failed to control impulses created by the shopping environment. Further 
support for this process is found by Beatty and Ferrel (1998). They demonstrated that 
impulse buying derives from the physical proximity of the purchased object, due to in-store 
browsing and positive feelings experienced while shopping. In line with these findings, we 
propose that less extreme affective responses induced by the online environment decrease 
the propensity of impulsive behavior and increase the odds of more conscious forms of 
reflective consumer self-regulation. 

Impact of Risk on Online Consumer Self-regulation 
Extensive research on risk perception has shown that individuals in an online 

shopping context feel exposed to high levels of risk and that perceived risks are the main 
barrier for online shopping (see Chang, Cheung, & Lai, 2005 for an overview). In the domain 
of online consumer behavior, antecedents and dimensions of risk perceptions are examined 
(e.g., Forsythe & Shi, 2003; Kim, Ferrin, & Rao, 2008), and in numerous studies risk 
perception is examined as a predictor of intentions to shop online (e.g., Crisp et al., 1997; 
Hoffman et al., 1995; Jarvenpaa & Tractinsky, 1999; Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, & Vitale, 2000; 
Kuhlmeier & Knight, 2005; Lee & Tan, 2003; Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001; Pavlou, 2003; 
Ranganathan & Ganapathy, 2002). These subjective risk perceptions are consequential for 
self-regulatory goals (e.g., Lee & Aaker, 2004). Research has shown the importance of these 
self-regulatory goals, and showed how these goals explain the consumers’ decision-making 
process (see Pham & Higgins, 2005, for an overview of tested hypotheses and propositions). 
Considering the demonstrated importance of self-regulatory goals in consumer behavior, a 
self-regulation perspective is adopted to explain how perceived risks in the online shopping 
environment influence self-regulatory goals and thereby online consumer behavior. Thus risk 
perception is not seen as a predictor of online shopping intentions, but as a factor that drives 
self-regulatory goals, that in turn may influence online consumer behavior. In this thesis it is 
argued that because of the perceived risky online shopping environment, avoiding losses (like 
credit card fraud, unexpected costs and receiving the product in a bad condition) rather than 



Chapter 1 
 

 21 

achieving gains becomes the prime goal and that this subsequently influences how consumers 
regulate themselves and go about their shopping.  

This notion is compatible with Higgins’ regulatory focus theory (RFT: Higgins, 
1997, 1998), which states that a different psychological system operates when the goal is loss-
avoidance instead of achieving gains. Promotion-focused self-regulation is typically 
concerned with the absence or presence of positive outcomes and with advancement and 
accomplishment, whereas prevention-focused self-regulation is typically concerned with the 
absence and presence of negative outcomes and with safety and responsibility. 

Support for the idea that goals can be context specific, i.e. that environmental 
stimuli can set specific goals and these goals influence our behavior, is found by Zhou and 
Pham (2004). They demonstrated that different financial products (e.g., individual stocks vs. 
retirement arrangement) evoke different self-regulatory systems that subsequently affect the 
way financial information is processed. Furthermore, Sengupta and Zhou (2007) showed 
more evidence for this mechanism by demonstrating that environmental stimuli activate a 
specific goal that subsequently influences consumer behavior. More specifically, they 
demonstrated that exposure to hedonically tempting food develops a promotion focus and 
that the consumers’ decision to consume the food is guided by this promotion orientation. 
Applying the ’stimulus-goal-behavior’ mechanism to the domain of online shopping, it is 
assumed that the risk (i.e., negative outcomes) that online consumers feel exposed to is 
prevalent and influences goal establishment. Such theorizing is consistent with the work of 
Lee and Aaker (2004, Experiments 2 and 3), who found that when people feel vulnerable, i.e. 
perceive higher levels of risk, they are more persuaded by loss-framed messages. Thus, when 
experiencing higher levels of risk, people tend to tend to focus on the potential negative 
aspects of the situation. Hence, it is expected that the online shopping environment, by its 
perceived risky nature, will induce a prevention-focused self-regulatory goal. 

Ample research has shown that regulatory goals influence how consumers regulate 
themselves toward that goal (see Avnet & Higgins, 2006, for an overview). Regulatory focus 
is known to affect several processes related to information search, information processing 
and decision-making (Pham & Higgins, 2005). Self-regulatory goals prompt individuals to 
selectively pay attention to and rely on information that helps them to attain their goal (Pham 
& Avnet, 2004). Promotion-focused individuals are sensitive to gains and nongains while 
prevention-focused individuals are sensitive to losses and nonlosses. Therefore, if a 
prevention focus among online consumers is assumed, then one might expect that the online 
purchase process is qualitatively different from the conventional purchase process. Applying 
the findings of Pham and Avnet (2004) to the online shopping context, online consumers 
may rely more on online information that appeal to their prevention focus, like information 
on safety and security. Furthermore, regulatory fit (Higgins, 2000) occurs when an 
individual’s regulatory focus and the type of information processed are compatible. Research 
has shown that regulatory fit causes heightened motivation and an ‘it-just-feels-right’ 
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sensation (e.g., Aaker & Lee, 2006). When people experience regulatory fit, their attitude 
toward a product becomes more positive, and their assessment of the products’ value 
increases. Building on the assumption that an online shopping environment induces a 
prevention focus and based on the principle of regulatory fit, it is examined whether 
information that fits the prevention focus influences online consumer behavior, in terms of 
lowering risk perceptions, creating favorable attitudes and behavioral intentions. 

In the online shopping environment informational symbols that fit the prevention 
focus, that give assurance considering the online purchase, are frequently used. These 
symbols are called safety cues, and examples are product warrantees, money-back guarantees, 
privacy statements, customer reviews, return and shipping policies. Safety cues inform 
consumers that negative outcomes that are associated with online shopping can be prevented, 
and thus appeal to their prevention focus. Based on the principle of regulatory fit and in line 
with Pham and Higgins’ (2005) proposition that prevention focus fosters a preferential search 
for information related to security and protection, it is expected that for prevention-focused 
individuals safety cues are more important than for promotion-focused consumers. As a 
consequence, consumers’ active regulatory focus moderates the persuasiveness of online 
safety cues. The hypothesis is tested whether information that gives assurance considering the 
safety of an online purchase will directly influence risk perceptions, attitudes and behavioral 
intentions of prevention-focused individuals but is less persuasive for promotion-focused 
individuals. 

Overview of the Chapters 
In this thesis it is argued that unique features of the clickable online shopping 

context, as compared to the brick-and-mortar conventional shopping context affect a) the 
extent and b) the nature of consumer self-regulation and subsequently c) the online shopping 
process. Both the lack of presence in and the risky nature of the online shopping context are 
considered to have an important impact on consumers’ self-regulation and consequently the 
online shopping process. Addressing the first part of the research question, in Chapter 2 it is 
tested whether due to lack of physical presence online consumers experience less affective 
responses and whether that increases their ability to regulate impulse buying intentions. 
Addressing the second part of the question, in Chapter 3 it is tested whether the risky nature 
of an online shopping environment spontaneously evokes prevention-focused self-regulation. 
Next, in Chapter 4 the third part of the question is addressed, by examining whether this 
prevention-focused self-regulation influences the online shopping process, i.e., preferences 
for online information.  

The chapters are connected in several ways, as Figure 1 shows. Figure 1 exhibits 
that self-regulation manifests itself in (the expression of) Impulse Buying Intent, and, on the 
psychological level, in a specific Regulatory Focus. While Chapter 2 delves into the effects of 
lack of physical presence on affective responses as an important precursor to self-regulation 
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and assesses consequences for consumers’ ability to regulate impulse buying behavior, 
Chapters 3 and 4 address the effects of the risky nature on the establishment of prevention-
focused self-regulation goals and subsequent consequences for the online shopping process. 
Also, Chapters 2 and 3 are linked because they both address the question whether online 
consumers’ self-regulation differs from offline self-regulation. Further, Chapters 3 and 4 are 
linked, because the latter chapter builds forth on the findings in Chapter 3. It examines the 
consequences of the in Chapter 3 established effect on consumers’ prevention-focused self-
regulation for the online shopping process, i.e., information preferences.  
 
Figure 1. Chapter Overview 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2: Online versus Conventional Shopping: Affect and Impulse Buying Intent 
The aim of this chapter is to examine the effects of the lack of physical presence of 

the online store on the extent of consumer self-regulation. It is argued that due to the lack of 
physical proximity the online store is less able to transfer sensorial information than a 
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conventional store. It is expected that the sensory-limited online shopping environment is 
less able to engender affective responses and to fuel the urge to buy than its brick-and-mortar 
counterpart. Also, the extensive presence of factual information of the Internet may stimulate 
a reflective form of purchasing. As a consequence it is argued that online shopping processes 
are more regulated, or conversely, that online consumers have relatively fewer unregulated, 
impulsive buying intentions. These assumptions are tested and confirmed in two scenario-
based experiments. The results of the Experiment 1 demonstrated that consumers show less 
extreme positive and negative affective responses in online versus brick-and-mortar stores. 
Moreover, the results of Experiment 2 demonstrated that consumers in online stores have 
less affective and cognitive impulse buying intentions. To further sustain these findings it is 
additionally demonstrated that online purchase decisions are based more on cognition than 
on affect.  

Chapter 3: Online versus Conventional Shopping: Effects on Regulatory Focus 
In trying to understand differences in shopping in an online and a conventional 

store, Chapter 3 considers the risky nature of the Internet. The aim is to demonstrate that the 
online versus conventional shopping environment engenders higher levels of risk perceptions 
and thereby primes a prevention-focused self-regulation, a focus on avoiding losses. In three 
experiments, the impact of shopping context on consumers’ risk perceptions and the nature 
of regulatory focus was examined. The findings of Experiment 1 demonstrated that 
individuals who were asked to think about shopping in an online store, reported higher levels 
of perceived risk. Moreover, the online shopping environment induced a prevention focus 
whereas the conventional shopping environment did not. Experiment 2 replicated these 
findings and demonstrated that the effect of an online shopping environment on prevention 
focus carries over to behavior in a domain unrelated to shopping. Furthermore, Experiment 
3 extended the findings of Experiment 1 and 2 by demonstrating that the effects of shopping 
environment on risk perception and prevention-focused self-regulation occur irrespective of 
the type of product. 

Chapter 4: Regulatory Fit and Online Shopping: Effects of Prevention Focus 
Compatibility of Web Content on Consumer Responses 

Whereas, Chapter 3 demonstrated that an online shopping environment initiates a 
prevention focus, Chapter 4 aims to show the consequences of a consumer prevention focus 
for the online shopping process. Research has shown that prevention focus is consequential 
for information processing. The research in this chapter is based on the assumption that 
consumer’s prevention focus creates a preference for regulatory-focus compatible 
information and subsequently influences attitudes and risk perceptions. It is proposed that a 
prevention focus fosters a preferential search for information related to security and 
protection. Online retailers extensively use informational features that give assurance 
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considering the safety of and online purchase. These features are so-called ‘safety cues’, such 
as privacy policies, product warranties, and customer reviews. Although online stores are 
saturated with safety cues, their persuasiveness, in terms of lowering risk perceptions and 
creating favourable attitudes toward the online retailer, is not yet examined. In this thesis it is 
proposed that the persuasiveness depends on the consumer’s regulatory focus, it is expected 
that for prevention-focused consumers safety cues are more important than for promotion-
focused consumers. More specifically, it is expected that web content that offers information 
that caters the consumer’s risk perceptions fit the consumer prevention focus and is therefore 
more persuasive, in terms of lowering risk perception and creating favorable attitudes.  

In two experiments it is shown that the persuasiveness of online safety cues 
depends on the consumers’ regulatory focus. Experiment 1 showed that safety-oriented web 
content lowers consumers’ risk perceptions, but only when in a prevention focus. 
Experiment 2 replicated and extended this finding by showing that depending on the 
regulatory focus online safety cues both lower consumers’ risk perceptions and engender 
more favourable attitudes and behavioral intentions toward the website and the online 
retailer. 

Chapter 5: Summary and General Discussion 
Finally, Chapter 5 provides an overview of the results in Chapters 2 to 4 and 

discusses the theoretical and practical implications that follow from the experimental studies 
reported, as well as some limitations and suggestions for future research. 

It should be noted that Chapters 2 to 4 are separate papers that are either published 
(Chapter 3: van Noort, Kerkhof, & Fennis, 2007b) or submitted for publication (Chapter 2: 
van Noort, Kerkhof, & Fennis, 2007a; Chapter 4: van Noort, Kerkhof, & Fennis, 2007d). As 
a result, there is some overlap between these chapters, which makes it possible to read each 
chapter separately from other parts of the thesis.  

Summary 
In contrast to earlier research on online consumer behavior, this dissertation aims to 

go beyond predicting online shopping adoption and intention and examines differences in 
the extent and nature of consumers’ self-regulation between online and conventional stores, 
on the basis of two key differences between these shopping contexts: the lack of physical 
presence and the risky nature. Considering the lack of physical presence, this dissertation 
examines the effects on affective responses and the consequences for failures in self-
regulation: impulse buying. Considering the risky nature, effects of online versus 
conventional shopping contexts are investigated on the consumer goal to prevent negative 
outcomes in the purchase process. Finally, the aim is to show the important effects of this 
focus on preventing negative outcomes on online consumer behavior, i.e. information 
preferences, by examining the persuasiveness of online informational cues. 
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Chapter 2 Online versus Conventional 
Shopping: Affect and Impulse 
Buying Intent1 

 
 
 
 
 
In contrast to the widespread notion that the Internet is the ultimate impulse buying 

medium, the present research shows that online consumers, as compared to consumers in a 
physical shopping environment, have lower impulse buying intentions. Impulse buying intent 
originates from an emotionally fuelled urge to buy (i.e., affective component) and a lack of 
planning (i.e., cognitive component). It is argued that online consumers have lower impulse 
buying intentions, because the sensory-limited online shopping environment is less able to 
engender affective responses and to energize the urge to buy and because the information-
rich nature of the Internet may stimulate more reflective forms of consumer self-regulation. 
These assumptions are tested and confirmed by demonstrating the effects of shopping 
environment on affective responses and on the cognitive and affective component of impulse 
buying intent in two scenario-based experiments. To sustain these findings it is additionally 
demonstrated that online purchase decisions are based more on cognition than on affect. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 van Noort, G., Kerkhof, P., & Fennis, B. M. (2007a). Online versus conventional shopping: Affect and 
impulse buying intent. Manuscript submitted for publication.
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 Usually we can smell fresh baked bread in a bakery, touch and select the juicy apples 
in a grocery store, have a close look at all the different mp3 players or the flat screen 
televisions displayed in an electronics store. Exposure to physical products and to the store 
atmospherics evokes affective responses that may fuel our urge to buy. The question is 
whether a marketplace made out of pixels tingle our emotions like a physical shopping 
context can. Will it influence our urge to buy to the same extent? Or is an online store a less 
rich medium, limited in communicating sensorial stimuli, providing more unequivocal 
information and therefore stimulating more deliberative planned purchases? The present 
research addresses these questions. The main objective of the studies presented is to assess 
whether an online store galvanizes affective responses and impulsive buying intentions to the 
same extent as some physical stores do.  

For both consumers and companies the Internet plays an increasingly important 
role as a shopping channel. In the online marketplace consumers can search for information 
and shop for services twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Not surprisingly, potentials 
of business to consumer e-commerce are considered high, as is reflected in several recent 
research reports (Jupiter Research, 2004; TNS Interactive, 2002). However, some researchers 
warn of possible unfavourable effects of the Internet as a shopping channel (e.g., Kacen & 
Lee, 2002; LaRose, 2001; Rook & Gardner, 1993; Strack, Werth, & Deutsch, 2006). They 
state that a home-shopping network that enables 24-hour retailing increases the accessibility 
of products and services, and thereby the opportunities for consumers to make impulse 
purchases, with possible negative consequences as financial problems, disappointing 
purchases, and regret (e.g., Dittmar & Drury, 2000; Rook, 1987). Indeed, Donthu and Garcia 
(1999) showed that online shoppers are more impulsive than Internet non-shoppers. LaRose 
(2001) conducted a content analysis of web stores and concluded that features that hamper 
consumer self-regulation (e.g., recreational features on a website, product promotions) are far 
more common than features that enable consumers to control their impulses (e.g., 
information on one’s purchase history which may help self-reflection). Also, in a study 
among online consumers LaRose and Eastin (2002) showed that deficient consumer self-
regulation (but not impulse buying tendencies in offline contexts) is a strong predictor of 
online shopping activity. Clearly, with the expansion of the Internet as a retail medium, 
impulse buying looms as an issue in consumer behavior and marketing research. Still, 
showing that on the Internet impulse buying occurs does not indicate that the Internet in 
itself urges impulse buying more than the conventional shopping environment does. 
Therefore, the focus of this research is the differential effect of the online and conventional 
shopping environment on affective responses and impulse buying.  

The following section first describes the concept of impulse buying and impulse 
buying intent. Next, research on consumers’ affective responses to shopping environments is 
discussed to predict consumers’ affective responses in an online store and the consequences 
for online impulse buying intent. Then, the information-rich characteristic of the Internet is 
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discussed and the impact of the shopping environment on unplanned purchasing is predicted. 
Finally, the results of two experiments are presented that test the impact of the online versus 
conventional shopping context on consumers’ affective responses and on impulse buying 
intent. 

Impulse Buying and Impulse Buying Intent 
Stern (1962) categorized impulse buying into four groups: pure impulse buying (i.e., 

the novelty or escape purchase that breaks a normal buying pattern), reminder impulse 
buying (i.e., occurs when a consumer is reminded of a previous decision to buy), suggestion 
impulse buying (i.e., occurs when the need for a product is created by seeing the product), 
planned impulse buying (i.e., occurs when a consumers realizes that he/she will purchase 
items dependent upon sale promotions). Following this categorization, impulse buying might 
be preceded by an intention to buy impulsively. However, the wish to purchase a product 
impulsively is elicited on the spot. Therefore, shopping environments can be specifically 
designed to evoke impulses. 

Impulse buying intent has been defined as ‘a sudden, unexpected urge to buy 
something immediately’ (Rook, 1987; p. 191) without a lot of reflection (Beatty & Ferrel, 
1998).  Thus, impulse buying intent clearly consists of two components: the urge to buy and a 
lack of reflection. Although impulse buying is often seen as a non-rational purchase style and 
is frequently only operationalized as unplanned buying, research by Verplanken and Herabadi 
(2001) showed clear evidence that impulse buying intent indeed consists of both an affective 
(i.e., urge to buy) and a cognitive (i.e., lack planning and deliberation) component.  

The affective component, or the urge to buy, is likely to be triggered by sensory 
cues in the shopping environment, e.g., by visual confrontation (Rook, 1987) and touch (Peck 
& Childers, 2006). Beatty and Ferrel (1998) demonstrated that the urge to buy derives from 
the physical proximity of the purchased object, due to in-store browsing and positive feelings 
experienced while shopping. Furthermore, Rook and Gardner (1993) showed that feelings of 
pleasure and excitement often precede an impulse purchase. In accordance, Donovan and 
Rossiter (1982) showed that the affective responses induced by the store environment are 
primary determinants of the extent to which the individual spends more time in the store 
than initially planned. Thus, consumers’ experienced affect in the shopping environment is a 
prominent precursor of the urge to buy. 

Not all feelings of the urge to buy result in impulsive buying, since not all impulsive 
feelings are acted upon. Deliberation and reflection may inhibit impulsivity (Strack, Werth, & 
Deutsch, 2006). This deliberation may be considered a form of what Kahneman and 
Frederick (2002) have termed “System 2” processing: a controlled, slow and deductive 
approach to judgment and decision-making. In their view, impulsivity would be what they 
consider “System 1” processing, which is automatic, rapid, associative, and, important for our 
present research, driven by affect (Kahneman & Frederick, 2002). The need for deliberation 
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can derive from a variety of factors, such as the consumers’ economic position, time 
constraints (Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991) and consumers’ normative evaluations about the 
appropriateness of making an impulsive purchase (Rook & Fisher, 1995). Cognitively 
controlling the feeling of the urge to buy can obviously diminish impulsive behavior. 
Therefore, impulse buying intent includes a second component, the lack of planning and 
deliberation (e.g., Beatty & Ferrel, 1998). 

Hence, for the Internet to be the ultimate impulse buying medium the online store 
should be able to either elicit affective responses (or foster System 1 processing) that lead to 
the feeling of the urge to buy or hamper reflection upon the purchase (i.e., inhibit System 2 
processing or reflective behavior). In the following sections the effect of the online shopping 
environment on both the affective and cognitive component of impulse buying intent is 
questioned. It is discussed whether the online shopping environment is able to evoke 
affective responses that can fuel the urge to buy, and whether the online shopping context is 
able to engender unplanned purchase intentions. 

Affect and Online Impulse Buying Intent 
In the conventional shopping environment store atmospherics (i.e., the design of 

physical attributes of a store to influence shoppers perceptions; Bitner, 1992; Kotler, 1973), 
can directly induce consumer affective responses (e.g., Beatty & Ferrel, 1998; East, 1997; 
Sherman et al., 1997). A conventional store typically constitutes a stimulus with a high degree 
of “vividness”, in the sense that it is ‘proximate in a sensory, temporal and spatial way’ 
(Nisbett & Ross, 1980, p. 45). Consumers can directly perceive sensorial information (e.g., 
color, smell, quality) from store atmospherics and the presence of products, and they can 
immediately possess the product that is purchased. Tactile, olfactory and other forms of 
sensorial information in the conventional shopping environment evoke consumers’ affective 
responses (e.g., Donovan & Rossiter, 1982; Spies, Hesse, & Loesch, 1997; Tai & Fung, 1997). 

Conversely, stimuli in the online store are less proximal than stimuli in the 
conventional store. Given that proximity directly influence affective responses, the absence 
of proximity in the online shopping environment is less likely to engender affective 
responses. An online store has obviously less potential for consumers to perceive information 
with their senses (i.e., less sensory proximal) and online purchased products can never be 
immediately possessed (i.e., less temporal proximal). Multi-sensory stimuli provided by a 
physical store is not matched by an online store, the computer-mediated shopping 
environment is poor in its capacity to provide sensory information and is limited in its 
atmospherics. Therefore, it is far more difficult for online consumers to evaluate sensory 
product attributes, such as garment, feel of the fabric, fit, and color.  

Due to the lack of proximal stimuli in online stores, an online shopping 
environment may have low capabilities to facilitate affective responses. Koufaris (2002) 
already stated that whereas shopping in a conventional shopping environment can be very 
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enriching, shopping in an online environment takes place on a computer screen may not 
provide the same affective experiences that conventional shopping in a physical store has to 
offer. Likewise, Loewenstein (1996) proposed that affective responses are influenced by the 
nature of presentation; affective responses are likely to be more intense when the 
presentation is real like in a conventional store, rather than when the presentation is symbolic 
(i.e., photographs and/or descriptions), like in an online store. Shiv and Fedorikhin (1999) 
tested this proposition and demonstrated that the real presentation of a product resulted in 
affective based choice decision, while the impact of affect on choice decision was reduced 
when the real presentation changed to symbolic product presentation (i.e., photographs). 
Therefore, an online store, where the presentation is more symbolic, may not elicit affective 
responses to the extent that a conventional store does, where the presentation is real and 
unmediated.  

This is not to say that characteristics of the online stores are unable to elicit affective 
responses. For example, online store atmospherics can influence online consumers’ affective 
states and shopping outcomes (Eroglu, Machleit, & Davis, 2003) and influence enjoyment of 
online shopping (Hassanein & Head, 2006). Although these studies demonstrated that a 
virtual experience can be accompanied by psychological and emotional states, the question 
remains whether affect is as salient and prevalent in an online store as it is in a conventional 
store. Hitherto, no research examined the differential effects of the online and conventional 
shopping environments on consumers’ affective responses. 

We state that even with three-dimensional images and avatars and other techniques 
to create a vivid and more immersive online environment, an online store cannot fully take 
on the appearance of a conventional store. Therefore, in line with the findings of Shiv and 
Fedorikhin (1999), we expect that due to the lack of proximal stimuli, the online shopping 
environment will not engender affective responses to the same extent as a conventional store. 
More specifically, it is hypothesized that individuals show less extreme positive and less 
extreme negative affective responses in an online versus conventional shopping environment. 
Consequentially, we expect that affect cannot fuel the online consumer behavior to the same 
extent as consumer behavior in conventional shopping contexts. In contrast to the notion 
that the Internet is the ultimate impulse buying medium (e.g., LaRose, 2001), we doubt the 
ability of the online shopping environment to stimulate consumers’ urge to buy (i.e., the 
affective component of impulse buying). It is hypothesized that online consumers do not feel 
the urge to buy to the same extent as consumers in the physical shopping environment.  

Cognition and Online Impulse Buying Intent 
Research has shown that impulsive buying in conventional shopping is a key driver 

of profit. In one study impulse purchases, operationalized as unplanned behavior, were found 
to represent between 27 and 62 percent of all department store purchases (Bellenger, 
Robertson, & Hirschman, 1978). Apparently, conventional stores prompt unplanned 
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purchases or hamper reflection (i.e., cognitive component of impulse buying intent). 
However, the online store may be less appropriate for evoking unplanned buying intentions, 
since it provides consumers with more plentiful information, for example about products and 
products experiences.  

Compared with conventional store environments, the online shopping context is 
predominantly enriched with factual information by providing additional product 
information, such as comparative product and services, as well as various alternatives and 
attributes for each alternative. The online consumer has access to and is exposed to an 
increased volume and diversity of factual information. Therefore, the online retail context 
may evoke more deliberative processing of the displayed information resulting in relatively 
planned purchase intentions. It probably will not hamper but actually stimulate reflection 
upon the purchase. Indeed, with some notable exceptions, the literature focuses on the 
cognitive benefits of online shopping. For example, Alba et al. (1997) argue that the low costs 
of information search on the Internet are the main incentive for consumers to use the 
Internet for purchasing products. In accordance, Shankar, Smith and Rangaswamy (2003) 
showed that ease of obtaining information is higher online than offline. Comparing online 
and traditional retail shopping environments, Degeratu, Rangaswamy, and Wu (2000) 
demonstrated how brand name, factual information (as opposed to sensory information), and 
price sensitivity gain in importance online.  

Recent work by Schlosser (2003) takes the unique informational features of the 
Internet into account in predicting consumer behavior. She hypothesized that the context of 
the Internet, by being associated with the accessibility of detailed information, causes people 
to think about and to evaluate products differently. The findings show that the mere presence 
of a computer can serve as a situational cue that makes product evaluations more attribute 
based and that makes consumers process information more extensively compared to a 
situation where no computer is present. This indicates that computers make consumers use 
more cognitive strategies for evaluating products. With more available information the online 
shopping environments is likely to stimulate planned purchases intentions. 

Together the above-mentioned studies indicate that the Internet is likely to govern 
planned shopping styles, more than a conventional shopping environment, resulting in 
planned purchase intentions. Therefore, apart from the assumption that online consumers 
have lower levels of the urge to buy, we hypothesize that online consumers have a higher 
intention to conduct planned purchases. These hypotheses are in line with Kacen’s (2003) 
findings. She found that students make fewer impulsive purchases in online grocery stores 
than when shopping in a traditional grocery store. However, she did not examine the effects 
of online (vs. conventional) shopping environment on consumers’ affective responses and 
neither on the two elements of impulse buying intent (i.e., urge to buy and lack of planning) 
that precede an impulsive purchase. We think that the online shopping environment both 
affects the affective and the cognitive component of impulse buying intent. Hence, in 
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contrast to the widely accepted notion that the Internet evokes impulsive purchases, we state 
that online stores do not facilitate impulsive buying intentions as much as conventional 
stores.  

Overview of the Studies 
First, a pilot study tested the general assumptions, that an online versus 

conventional shopping environment engenders less affective responses and causes fewer 
impulse purchases. Next, the hypotheses are tested in two experimental studies. The first 
experiment focuses on the affective responses in an online versus conventional store. The 
second experiment examines the effect of shopping environment on the affective and 
cognitive component of impulse buying intent. More specific, in this experiment it was tested 
whether online consumers have lower impulse buying intentions than consumers in the 
conventional shopping environment, in terms of the urge to buy and lack of planning. 

Pilot Study  
In a pilot study we tested the general idea whether an online versus conventional 

shopping environment engenders consumers’ affective responses and if it could potentially 
affect consumers’ impulse buying behavior. In the pilot study, participants (N = 47, 26% 
male), who all conducted an online purchase before, were asked to what extent their online 
and conventional purchases are impulsive or deliberative. They had to rate these questions on 
a 9-point scale from deliberative (1) to impulsive (9). Next, half of the participants were asked 
to imagine that they were shopping in a conventional store, whereas the other half was asked 
to imagine shopping in an online store. Then, positive affective responses were measured, 
since positive affect is one of the main predictors of the feeling of the urge to buy and 
ultimately impulse buying behavior (Beatty & Ferrel, 1998). Participants were asked to what 
extent they experienced five positive emotions (α = .74), namely cheerful, vivid, happy, 
enthusiastic and satisfied. These items were rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 
(extremely). 
Results of a t-test demonstrated that online purchases are reported as less impulsive (M = 
1.70, SD = 1.08), than purchases in conventional stores (M = 3.26, SD = 1.28), t(46) = -6.34, 
p < .001. Furthermore, an analysis of variance showed an effect of shopping environment on 
the affect response scale, F(1, 45) = 5.34, p < .05, ηp2 = .11. Participants in the online 
condition showed less positive affective responses (M = 4.66, SD = 0.73), than participants in 
the conventional condition (M = 5.11, SD = 0.60). These preliminary results indicate that the 
online shopping environment is not able to engender positive affective responses to the same 
extent as a conventional shopping environment, and that online purchases are more planned 
and less impulsive than purchases in conventional stores. 
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Experiment 1 
This experiment focuses on the affective responses in an online versus conventional 

store. Since previous research has shown that positive affect and negative affect are two 
distinguishable dimensions (Watson & Tellegen, 1985), in the present study affective 
responses are operationalized as positive and negative affect in response to a purchase 
situation. We compared successful and unsuccessful purchase frames to test the notion that 
individuals in an online shopping environment would differentiate less in their positive and 
negative affective responses as a consequence of the purchase frame than individuals in the 
conventional shopping situation. 

Method 
Participants and design. Participants were 48 students (12% male) with a mean age of 

23 (SD = 3.89). A 2 (purchase frame: successful vs. unsuccessful) x 2 (shopping environment: 
online vs. conventional) between subjects factorial design was used to test our hypothesis that 
shopping environment moderates the effect of a successful or unsuccessful purchase 
experience on affective responses. More specifically, we tested whether the purchase frame 
induces more extreme affective responses in a conventional than in an online shopping 
context.  

Stimulus materials. Four purchase scenarios were created and to manipulate shopping 
environment and purchase frame. The scenarios described the purchase of a birthday present 
for a friend in either an online or a conventional store. In the successful frames, the purchase 
was successful and in the unsuccessful frame the payment did not succeed and the purchase 
failed (see Appendix A for the complete scenarios). To test whether the scenarios were 
distinctive on the shopping-environment dimension and on the purchase-frame dimension, a 
pretest was conducted among 59 students (41% male), with a mean age of 24 (SD = 6.75). 
The participants in this pretest were asked to carefully read and imagine one of the four 
scenarios. Then, they were asked what type of store they had in mind (online or 
conventional) and to evaluate the described purchase situation on a negative-positive 9-point 
scale. 

In support of the shopping environment manipulation, all participants assigned to a 
conventional purchase scenario reported that they had a brick-and-mortar store in mind, and 
86 percent of the participants assigned to the online purchase scenario had an online store in 
mind. Furthermore, an analysis of variance with purchase frame as predictor revealed that the 
successful scenario was perceived as more positive (M = 7.31, SD = 1.71), than an 
unsuccessful purchase scenario (M = 2.87, SD = 2.21), F(1, 57) = 74.20, p < .001, ηp2 = .57. 
The results of the pretest study indicate that the purchase scenarios effectively manipulated 
shopping environment and purchase frame. 

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the experimental conditions 
and instructed to carefully read and imagine the presented purchase scenario. The same items 
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to check the effectiveness of the manipulation for shopping environment and purchase frame 
were used as in the pretest. Then, affective responses were measured by asking to what extent 
they experienced discrete positive and negative emotions as a consequence of the purchase 
scenario. Finally, participants were debriefed, thanked for their participation and dismissed.  

Affective responses. Affective responses were assessed by asking participants to rate to 
what extent they experienced certain positive and negative emotions as a consequence of the 
purchase scenario. Participants filled out a 6-item affective response questionnaire on a 9-
point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely). They were asked how happy, tense, 
discouraged, relaxed, satisfied and disappointed they were. The emotions in this affective 
response scale were divided into a positive (happy, relaxed, satisfied) and a negative (tense, 
discouraged, disappointed) affective response subscale (αpositive = .91; αnegative = .88) 

Results 
Manipulation checks. In support of the shopping environment manipulation, most 

participants in the online (vs. conventional) shopping condition reported they did have an 
online (vs. conventional) store in mind (85%). A possible explanation for the not completely 
successful shopping environment manipulation is that individuals might have had a store in 
mind that has both an online and an offline feature and individuals could not unambiguously 
answer the question what type of store they were thinking of. Therefore, participants who did 
not have the intended shopping environment in mind were excluded from the analyses, 
leaving 39 participants in the sample. Furthermore, results of an analysis of variance showed 
that the purchase frame (successful vs. unsuccessful) had a significant impact on how the 
participants evaluated the purchase situation, F(1,37) = 138.23, p < .001, ηp2 = .79. The 
successful purchase scenario was evaluated more positively than the unsuccessful purchase 
scenario (Msuccessful = 7.25, SD = 1.77 vs. Munsuccessful = 1.84, SD = 0.96). Hence, the purchase 
frame was effectively manipulated. 

Affective responses. To test whether shopping environment moderates the effect of a 
successful or unsuccessful purchase experience on affective responses, we conducted two 
ANOVA’s with purchase frame (successful vs. unsuccessful) and shopping environment 
(online vs. conventional) as factors and the scores on the two affective response subscales as 
dependent variables. The analyses revealed a main effect of purchase frame on both affective 
response subscales. Participants in the unsuccessful purchase frame condition had higher 
scores on the negative affect scale than participants in the successful purchase frame 
condition (Munsuccessful = 5.38, SD = 2.39 vs. Msuccessful = 2.46, SD = 1.27; F(1, 35) = 6.92, p < 
.001, ηp2 = .41). The reverse pattern was found on the positive affect scale. Participants had 
lower scores on positive affect in an unsuccessful (vs. successful) purchase situation 
(Munsuccessful = 3.01, SD = 1.72 vs. Msuccessful = 7.02, SD = 1.09; F(1, 35) = 88.05, p < .001, ηp2 
= .72). More important, this effect was qualified by the expected interaction effects of 
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shopping environment and purchase frame on positive and negative affective responses 
(Fpositive(1, 35) = 6.92, p < .01, η2= .17; Fnegative(1, 35) = 5.52, p < .05, ηp2 = .14). 

Figure 1 shows that individuals in the conventional shopping condition responded 
more positively to a successful purchase (M = 7.33, SD = 0.94) than individuals in the online 
shopping condition (M = 6.70, SD = 1.19), and less positively to an unsuccessful purchase 
scenario (M = 2.20, SD = 1.01) than individuals in the online shopping condition (M = 3.82, 
SD = 2.01)). Although the simple effects were significant in both shopping environment 
conditions (Fonline(1,35) = 22.19, p < .001, ηp2 = .39 and Fconventional(1,35) = 74.18, p < .001, 
ηp2 = .68), the effect sizes and explained variances in the conventional condition were 
substantially higher, suggesting a more pronounced impact on the extremity of experienced 
positive affect in this condition. Results on the negative affect scale show the same pattern 
(see Figure 2). Individuals in the conventional condition responded more negatively to an 
unsuccessful scenario (M = 6.30, SD = 2.38 ) than individuals in the online condition (M = 
4.67, SD = 2.20), and less negatively to a successful purchase scenario (M = 1.80, SD = 0.77 ) 
than individuals in the online condition (M = 2.90, SD = 1.45). Simple-effects analyses 
revealed that this effect was significant in both shopping environment conditions (Fonline(1,35) 
= 4.49, p < .05, ηp2 = .11 and Fconventional(1,35) = 30.75, p < .001, ηp2 = .47). Again, the effect 
size and explained variance in the conventional condition were higher, suggesting that a more 
pronounced impact on the extremity of experienced negative affect in this condition. 

As expected, the pattern in both figure 1 and 2 shows that online consumers 
differentiate less than conventional consumers in their affective responses to both a 
successful and an unsuccessful purchase experience. In other words, online consumers show 
relatively less extreme affective responses. 
 
Figure 1. Positive affect scores as a function of purchase frame and shopping environment. 
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Figure 2. Negative affect scores as a function of purchase frame and shopping environment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
This experiment examined consumers’ affective responses by comparing successful 

and unsuccessful purchase scenarios in an online and a conventional shopping environment. 
The results revealed that, regardless of the purchase frame, individuals in the online shopping 
environment showed less extreme negative and positive affective responses. Results support 
the assumption that both in successful and in unsuccessful purchase situations online 
consumers experience less intense affect, implying that an online (vs. conventional) shopping 
environment is not able to engender affective responses to the same extent. This indicates 
that the online store is a poor affective shopping environment, and that affect is less able to 
govern consumers’ online behavior. The next experiment focuses on the consequences for 
online impulse buying intentions.  

Experiment 2 
Extending the findings in Experiment 1, in this experiment the effects of the 

shopping environment on the both the cognitive and affective component of consumers’ 
impulse buying intent. To study these effects it is important to use a measure that captures 
both the affective and cognitive facet of impulse buying intent. Therefore, among other 
measures, an adapted version of the impulse buying tendency scale was used that includes 
both the cognitive aspect (e.g., lack of planning and deliberation) and the affective aspect 
(e.g., feelings of pleasure, lack of control) of impulse buying intent and was found to be 
predictive for actual impulse buying behavior (Verplanken & Herabadi, 2001). Although this 
study recognizes that impulse buying intent is not impulse buying behavior, previous findings 
support the hypotheses that buying intention is a reliable indicator of actual buying behavior 
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(Kim & Hunter, 1993; Sheppard, Hartwick, & Warshaw, 1988; Sutton, 1998). Effects on 
impulse buying intent, and not on impulse buying behavior, were studied to be able to 
examine the effects on both the affective and cognitive component of impulse buying intent 
that can result in impulsive purchases.  

In this experiment it was tested whether an online versus conventional shopping 
environment induces lower impulse buying intentions, in terms of feeling the urge to buy and 
in terms of lack of planning. To examine our hypothesis, similar to the findings of Shiv and 
Fedorikhin (1999), we test whether consumers’ purchase decisions in conventional shopping 
environments, where presentation is unmediated, are relatively more based on affect and 
decisions in an online store are more based on cognition.  

Method 
Participants and procedure. Participants were 132 students (32% male) with a mean age 

of 25 years (SD = 6.58). The participants were approached with a notification on the 
university website and were asked to volunteer in a study on consumer behavior. 
Participation was stimulated by raffling a 25-euro bookstore voucher among the respondents. 
By opening a link in the notification, participants were directed to an online questionnaire 
and randomly assigned to either the online or the conventional shopping environment 
condition. First, depending on the shopping environment condition, the participants were 
asked to imagine either walking in a shopping lane and shopping in a conventional store, or 
browsing on the Internet and shopping in an Internet store. Second, a scale assessing impulse 
buying intentions followed this scenario. Third, to keep the type of store and product 
constant between conditions, we asked the participants to imagine a specific store (i.e., 
bookstore), within the shopping environment condition they were assigned to. After the 
participants described the store, we measured impulse buying intentions in this bookstore. 
Next, a scale assessing participants’ purchase decision basis followed. Finally, we measured 
several individual background variables related to online shopping.  

Impulse buying intent. Impulse buying intent was assessed by the Impulse Buying 
Tendency Scale (IBTS; Verplanken & Herabadi, 2001), which is originally designed to 
measure individual differences in impulse buying tendencies (i.e., a disposition towards 
buying on impulse). The scale consisted of ten cognitive items (α = .92), such as “I often buy 
things without thinking” and “I only buy things that I really need” (reversed). These items 
refer to the cognitive component of impulse buying intent, i.e., the lack of planning, and form 
the cognitive subscale of the IBTS. The scale also consisted of ten affective items (α = .89), 
such as “I sometimes cannot suppress the feeling of wanting to buy something” and “I 
sometimes feel guilty after having bought something”. These items refer to the affective 
component of impulse buying intent, i.e., the urge to buy, and form the affective subscale of 
the IBTS. All items were measured on a seven-point disagree-agree scale, so that higher 
scores on this scale represented higher impulse buying intent and lower scores represented 
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lower impulse buying intent. For this experiment we rephrased the items so we could 
measure state-dependent impulse buying intent for a specific shopping environment. After 
the statement “If I shop in an online (vs. conventional) store,..” the adjusted IBTS was 
assessed.  

Second, impulse buying intent was additionally measured with two items adapted 
from Donovan and Rossiter (1982), referring to their past impulse purchases. Participants 
were asked to indicate on a seven-point disagree-agree scale whether they sometimes spend 
more money, and purchase more products than originally planned, within the shopping 
environment they were assigned to. 

To test whether the hypothesis holds for a specific store and product, we asked the 
participants to imagine a bookstore, within the online (vs. conventional) shopping 
environment they were assigned to. To make sure that they vividly imagined the (online) 
bookstore they were asked to describe the store they had in mind. To extend the procedure, 
this time effects on impulse buying intent were not measured with the IBT, but with two 
adapted items from Donovan and Rossiter (1982) that are highly predictive for impulse 
buying. Participants were asked how many minutes they would like to spend browsing in the 
bookstore, and if they were willing to explore the store’s offerings. 

Purchase decision base. To test whether online (vs. conventional) purchase decisions are 
more based on cognition versus affect, we used a decision basis scale developed by Shiv and 
Fedorikhin (1999). Participants were asked to indicate the basis of their purchase decisions on 
five seven-point items (α = .89), that were presented after the following statement: “If I shop 
in an online (vs. conventional) store, my purchase decision is usually driven by..”. The items 
were anchored by ‘my thoughts (1) / my feelings (7)’, ‘my willpower (1)/ my desire (7)’, ‘my 
prudent self (1) / my impulsive self (7)’, ‘the rational side of me (1) / the emotional side of 
me (7)’, and ‘my head (1)/ my heart (7)’. The mean score on the decision base scale was used 
as a dependent variable. 

Control variables. Since it is conceivable that individuals with no or little prior online 
purchase experience are less capable of imagining an online store, individual differences in 
Internet usage were measured. To be able to filter out the participants with no prior online 
purchase experience and that were assigned to the online shopping environment condition 
participants were asked whether they ever conducted an online purchase.1  

Results 
Control variables. Only two participants assigned to the online condition did not have 

any prior online purchase experience. These participants were excluded from further analyses, 
although including them did not substantially affect the results. Furthermore, an outlier 
analysis revealed that three participants had standardized residuals higher than 2.58 on the 
dependent variables. These participants were also excluded from further analyses, although 
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including them did not substantially affect the results. In total 127 participants remained in 
the sample.  

Impulse buying intent. To test whether individuals in the online (vs. conventional) 
shopping environment have lower impulse buying intentions, we conducted a MANOVA 
with shopping environment as factor and the mean scores on the affective and the cognitive 
IBT subscales, and the two impulse buying intent items adopted from Donovan and Rossiter 
(1982) as dependent variables. The MANOVA revealed a significant main effect for shopping 
environment, Wilk’s Lambda F(4, 122) = 15.43, p < .001, ηp2 = .34. Univariate analyses of 
variance were used to assess the distinct effects for each dependent variable. As expected, 
these analyses revealed that participants in the online (vs. conventional) shopping condition 
had a lower score on both the cognitive IBT subscale (Monline = 2.31, SD = 0.98 vs. 
Mconventional = 3.71, SD = 1.02; F(1, 125) = 62.02, p < .001, ηp2 =.33), and the affective IBT 
subscale (Monline = 2.61, SD = 1.08 vs. Mconventional = 3.31, SD = 1.18; F(1, 125) = 12.30, p < 
.001, ηp2 = .09). This indicates that individuals in the online shopping environment have 
relatively low impulse buying intentions, in terms of the urge to buy and lack of planning. 
Next, the analyses revealed that participants in the online condition were less inclined to 
spend more money than initially planned (Monline = 3.06, SD = 1.63 vs. Mconventional = 3.82, SD 
= 1.70; F(1, 125) = 6.46, p < .01, ηp2 =.05), and were less inclined to purchase more products 
than planned (Monline = 2.80, SD = 1.59 vs. Mconventional = 3.80, SD = 1.75; F(1, 125) = 11.31, p 
< .001, ηp2 =.08) in prior purchase situations. These effects support the effects on the IBT 
scale and indicate that individuals in the online (vs. conventional) shopping environment have 
lower impulse buying intentions.  

Next, to examine the effects of a specific online (vs. conventional) store on 
consumers’ impulse buying intent, we tested whether participants in the online (vs. 
conventional) condition had lower impulse buying intentions in a bookstore. First, an analysis 
of variance was conducted with shopping environment as factor and the indicated time (in 
minutes) participants would like to spend browsing in the bookstore as dependent variable. 
As expected the analysis revealed that participants in the online (vs. conventional) condition 
would like to spend less time in the bookstore (Monline = 17.80, SD = 17.34 vs. Mconventional = 
27.80, SD = 23.45; F(1, 125) = 4.60, p < .01, ηp2 =.06). Second, we conducted a Chi-square 
test on the item that measured willingness to explore offerings within the bookstore. As 
expected the test shows that participants in the online (vs. conventional) condition are less 
willing to explore the bookstore’s offerings (Χ2(1) = 4.60, p < .05). In the conventional 
condition 84.8% of the participants were willing to explore the offerings versus 68.9% of the 
participants in the online condition.  

Purchase decision base. To test whether an online (vs. conventional) purchase decision 
is more cognitive than affective based, we conducted an ANOVA with shopping 
environment as predictor and the mean score on the decision basis scale as dependent 
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variable. The analyses revealed that participants in the online condition had lower scores on 
the purchase decision base scale (M = 2.66, SD = 1.09) than participants in the conventional 
condition (M = 3.76, SD = 1.08; F(1, 125) = 32.21, p < .001, ηp2 = .21). This indicates that 
online (vs. conventional) purchases are relatively more driven by thoughts than by feelings 
and that online shopping is a relatively cognitive affair. 

Conclusion 
In Experiment 2 two hypotheses were tested. The results demonstrated that 

individuals in the online (vs. conventional) shopping environment have lower impulsive 
buying intentions. More specifically, online consumers have relatively low impulse buying 
intentions, in terms of the urge to buy and the lack of planning. Additionally, the results 
demonstrated that online consumers make relatively more cognitive-based than affective-
based purchase decisions. This supports the idea that affect cannot fuel online consumer 
behavior to the same extent as consumer behavior in conventional shopping contexts.  

General Discussion 
In the present research we examined the effect of online and conventional purchase 

situations on consumers’ affective responses, impulse buying intent, and the base of purchase 
decisions in general. Experiment 1 tested the effect on consumers’ affective responses by 
using both successful and unsuccessful purchase frames. The results showed that the 
shopping environment moderated the effect of purchase frame on individuals’ affective 
responses. Individuals in the conventional shopping context reported more extreme affective 
responses to a successful and an unsuccessful purchase frame than individuals in the online 
shopping context. In other words, regardless whether the purchase frame was successful or 
unsuccessful individuals in the online purchase condition showed less extreme affective 
responses. This indicates that an online shopping environment does not engender affective 
responses to the same extent as a conventional shopping context does, and that affect does 
not govern online consumer behavior and as much as it does in conventional stores. Building 
on these findings, Experiment 2 examined the impact of shopping environment on 
consumers’ impulse buying intentions and consumers’ purchase decision base. As predicted, 
results show that individuals in the online shopping environment have lower impulse buying 
intentions than individuals in the conventional shopping context. Online consumers 
experience a relatively low urge to buy and have the intention to make planned purchases 
(i.e., the intention to reflect). Furthermore, results showed that online purchases are driven 
more by thoughts than by feelings, indicating that in the online shopping context individuals 
are more inclined to use their minds versus their hearts. Together, these studies contribute to 
the research domain of consumer behavior in computer-mediated environments in an 
important way. So far, just a few studies have systematically explored the differences between 
online and conventional consumer behavior (Degeratu et al., 2000; Harris, Grewal, Mohr, & 
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Bernhardt, 2006). By not only experimentally establishing the differential effect of the online 
versus conventional shopping environment on consumer affective responses, but also by 
examining a consequential effect on consumer behavior, i.e., impulse buying and purchase 
decision base, the current studies address the need for understanding the differences between 
online and conventional consumer behavior.  

Furthermore, these studies show strong support against the predominant idea that 
the Internet is the ultimate medium for impulse purchases. In contrast to existing literature 
that focuses on impulse buying as a negative aspect connected to the electronic shopping 
environment, the current research shows that online consumers have lower impulse buying 
intentions than conventional consumers. Because impulse buying intent is partly 
operationalized as unplanned behavioural intentions, this indicates that online consumers use 
more planned and rational purchase strategies. Apparently, online consumers are better able 
to control and regulate themselves than is feared by some researchers (e.g., La Rose, 2001). 
Further support for this notion is derived from the results of the current research that show 
that online consumers are more inclined to use thoughts rather than feelings in their purchase 
decisions.  

Theoretical Implications 
The theoretical implications of the current findings can be far reaching, since 

research showed that affect can have multifarious effects on judgment and information 
processing, either in a direct (e.g., mood as information; Schwarz & Clore, 1983) or indirect 
manner (e.g., mood congruency; Bower, 1981). In the field of consumer behavior, ample 
research is conducted to improve our understanding of the various ways in which affect 
influences behavior and behavioral intentions in conventional consumption situations (for 
reviews see Bagozzi, Gopinath, & Nyer, 1999; Cohen & Areni, 1991; Gendolla, 2000). All 
these studies show that affect is an important predictor of consumer behavior. However, if 
computer-mediated shopping environments are not engendering affective responses that may 
have consequences for how consumers go about doing their online shopping. So far, just a 
few studies have conducted research on the role of affect in predicting online consumer 
behavior (e.g., Lynch, Kent, & Srinivasan, 2001). For example, Rodgers and Harris (2003) 
demonstrated that emotion predicted attitudes towards the Internet and actual online 
shopping behavior (i.e., frequency of online purchases). Consistent with these findings, 
Martínez-López, Luna, and Martínez (2005) found that affect is an antecedent of consumer 
trust in online shopping, which in turn influences actual online shopping. Together these 
studies indicate that affect is also predictive for online consumer behavior. However, the 
current research demonstrated that the online store is relatively poor stimulating affective 
responses. Therefore, affect might not fuel online consumer behavior to the same extent as 
consumer behavior in conventional shopping contexts. 
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Future Research 
The present research examined the differential effects of shopping environment on 

affect and impulse buying behavior. Future research should address the question what exactly 
causes the effect of shopping environment on consumers’ affective responses. Possible 
explanations for the current effects can be found in both individual and environmental 
characteristics. One explication for the findings of these studies may have to do with the 
physical effort individuals put in a conventional purchase. To go to a brick-and-mortar store 
and buy a present, takes more time (e.g., to go there and to wait in line) than buying that 
same product online. Therefore, it could be argued that in reaction to that effort, individuals 
in the conventional condition reported more extreme affective responses. On the other hand, 
online shopping can be very time-consuming as well and might demand more cognitive effort 
than brick-and-mortar shopping. Another explanation for our findings may have to do with 
the experience with online purchasing, relative to conventional shopping. Although the 
results show that the amount of past online purchases did not affect the effects on affective 
responses, it could be stated that the experience we have with online purchases will never 
equal the experience we have with conventional purchases. Therefore, it could be possible 
that online purchase scenarios cannot be as vividly pictured as conventional buying situations, 
which in turn results in less extreme affective responses in the online condition. Future 
studies could examine the role of individuals’ imaginative power, for example by including 
the Vividness of Visual Imagery Questionnaire (Marks, 1973). Future research examining the 
moderating role of both individual differences and environmental characteristics in the 
demonstrated effects may expand our knowledge of affective responses and impulse buying 
intentions in online shopping contexts and increase the knowledge of online consumer 
behavior in a broader sense. Furthermore, the tested hypotheses were based on Internet 
features (e.g., vividness, proximity) that distinguish the online from the conventional 
shopping environment. Future research should explore which specific online atmospheric is 
responsible for the findings in the present research.  

With regard to the dependent measures for consumers’ affective responses one 
important remark needs to be made. In this research self-reported affective response scales 
were used. It is conceivable that affective reactions to purchase situations do also occur on an 
unconscious level. Therefore, we recommend a replication of the findings using more implicit 
measures for affective responses. 

The current findings demonstrate that online consumers show less extreme affective 
responses, while affect is an important predictor of behavior. Although there is a growing 
body of research on how to enrich the online environment the current research shows that 
creating online sensorial stimuli remains extremely difficult. Efforts to enhance online social 
presence and a more immersive shopping environment with online commercial chat, avatars, 
decision agents, and three-dimensional product presentation, have been made, but so far they 
seem to be insufficient to stimulate consumer’s affective responses to the same extent as in 
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the conventional store. The aim of future research should therefore be to examine how 
affect-laden computer-mediated shopping environment can be created. 

Interesting for future research is also the differential impact of negative and positive 
affect on consumers’ impulse buying, when comparing conventional and online stores. The 
present research demonstrated that buying in a conventional store, as compared to an online 
store, elicits more intense negative and positive feelings. This indicates that positive feelings 
are more able to stimulate the urge to buy and impulse purchases in the conventional store, 
than in the online store. However, it might also indicate that negative feelings are more able 
to hamper impulsive purchasing in a conventional store than in an online store, since 
negative feelings might decrease approach behaviors within the store, such as exploring the 
shop and its special offers and approaching shop assistants, that can hamper impulsive 
purchasing (see Beatty & Ferrel, 1998, p. 173). As the results of the present research 
demonstrated that online consumers show less intense positive and negative feelings, this 
indicates not only that positive feelings are less able to stimulate impulse buying, but also that 
negative feelings may be less able to hinder impulse buying in online contexts. On the other 
hand it can be argued that negative feelings can actually stimulate impulsive behavior. For 
example, Tice, Bratslavsky, and Baumeister (2001) showed that when individuals are in a 
negative mood they more easily give in to immediate impulses to make themselves feel better. 
From that perspective the current results can only be interpreted in one way:  the more 
extreme positive and negative affective responses in a conventional store both result in 
relatively higher impulse buying intentions. However, since the consequences of negative 
affect for impulse buying behavior are ambiguous, this should be a subject for future 
research. 

Limitations 
Some limitations in our studies should be noted. One limitation in the methodology 

of these studies is that the experiments were scenario based. It is impossible to capture all 
nuances of a real purchase in a shopping scenario; therefore we recommend extending this 
research to actual purchase experiences. Another limitation concerning the scenario-based 
method is that participants could pick the product they wanted, products were not held 
constant between scenarios, except for the bookstore scenario in the second experiment. It 
could be argued that individuals in the online conditions had different products and a limited 
range of products in mind than individuals in the conventional condition. Probably, book and 
CD purchases are more often thought of in the online condition, because these products are 
known to be mainly purchased on the Internet. In future research, product type could be 
kept constant between purchase scenarios.  

Two last limitations concern the generalizability of the findings. First, the purchase 
scenarios used in the first experiment described the purchase of a birthday present. Asking 
participants to imagine purchasing a birthday present limits the range of products, product 
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categories and product prices they think of, to a certain degree. It is questionable, whether 
these findings can be generalized to other purchases and services. Second, although the 
findings of the present research pertain to a wide range of online and conventional stores, 
they should not be generalized to online (vs. conventional) auctions. Research has shown that 
in online auctions people can get very excited. Rivalry, time pressure and/or the uniqueness 
of being first can fuel arousal and result in overbidding (Ku, Malhotra, & Murnighan, 2005), 
the winning of an auction can cause excitement and frustration is felt when a bid is not 
accepted (Ding, Eliashberg, Huber, & Saini, 2005). Thus, in online auctions affect does play 
an important role. These limitations notwithstanding, this research has contributed to our 
understanding of the impact of shopping environment on affective responses and impulse 
buying behavior, and more general of online consumer behavior. 

Practical implications 
In an economy in which the Internet as a marketplace has become increasingly 

important, online retailers should understand online consumer behavior. Prior research has 
shown that affect has an important role in consumer behavior and the present results show 
that consumers react with less affect to online purchase situations. Furthermore, while 
impulse purchases account for a large part of the total purchases in a conventional store, the 
current findings show that online consumers have relatively low impulse buying intentions. 
Web designers, managers responsible for the Internet marketing strategy and other e-
commerce practitioners should take these effects into consideration when designing web 
content and online atmospherics to employ the Internet for e-commerce to its full potential. 
Pine and Gilmore (1998) support this notion and state that differentiating by focusing on 
price and delivery-terms is no longer enough and that the future competitive battleground in 
e-commerce lies in delivering affective experiences.  

To create a more immersive environment for consumers, the vast majority of prior 
research focused on the vividness aspect of the computer-mediated shopping environment. 
Fortin and Dholakia (2005) suggest that providing enhanced vividness of the online store, by 
means of colors, graphics, and animation is likely to generate a favorable impact on consumer 
behavior. For the purpose of establishing vividness in the online store, Tateson and Bonsma 
(2003) introduced ShoppingGarden as a tool to improve the customer experience and 
thereby allowing online shoppers to make unplanned purchases. Further, Adelaar et al. (2003) 
demonstrated that integrating visual and verbal media formats, another way of increasing 
vividness, elicits affective consumer responses and stimulates consumer’s impulse buying 
intention. One could think of many other possibilities to achieve more vivid online shopping 
environments, among which three-dimensional interfaces (Mazursky & Vinitzky, 2005), 
background music, computer-generated voice, humanoid avatars and personalized web 
menus. The future focus in creating computer-mediated shopping environments should be to 
stimulate online consumers’ senses that galvanize more affective responses. 
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Endnotes 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Participants were also asked to indicate on a six-point scale (1 = never, 6 = always), 

if they use the Internet to search for product information (M = 4.24, SD = 1.09), to compare 
prices (M = 3.87, SD = 1.31), and to compare product information (M = 3.89, SD = 1.31). 
These background variables did not affect the reported results.  

Furthermore, to be able to control for participants’ initial affective state, participants 
responded to a 4-items affective state scale before they started the experiment. They were 
asked how happy, relaxed, tense, and discouraged they were at the current time, on a 9-point 
scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely). This 4-item scale was divided into a positive 
(happy and relaxed) and a negative (tense and discouraged) affective subscale. A MANOVA 
with purchase frame and shopping environment as factors and the mean scores on the 
negative and positive initial affective subscales, revealed no main or interaction effects, 
indicating that there was no difference in prior affective states among participants between 
conditions. Therefore, the scores on the affective state scales were not added as a covariate in 
the analyses.  
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Chapter 3 Online versus Conventional 
Shopping: Effects on Regulatory 
Focus1 

 
 
 
 
 
In three experiments, the impact of shopping context on consumers’ risk 

perceptions and regulatory focus was examined. We predicted that individuals perceive an 
online (vs. conventional) shopping environment as more risky and that an online shopping 
environment, by its risky nature, primes a prevention focus.  

In Experiment 1, participants who were asked to think about shopping in an online 
(vs. conventional) store reported higher levels of perceived risk. Moreover, the online 
shopping environment induced a prevention focus whereas the conventional shopping 
environment did not. Experiment 2 replicates these findings and demonstrated that the effect 
of an online shopping environment carries over to behavior in a domain unrelated to 
shopping. Furthermore, Experiment 3 extends the findings of Experiment 1 and 2 by 
demonstrating that the effects of shopping environment on risk perception and prevention 
focus occur irrespective of the type of product. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 van Noort, G., Kerkhof, P., & Fennis, B. M. (2007b). Online versus conventional shopping: 

Consumers' risk perception and regulatory focus. CyberPsychology & Behavior, 10, 731-733.  
A version of this manuscript is presented at the Conference of the International Communication 

Association and has been awarded with the top two Best Interactive Paper (Van Noort, Kerkhof, & Fennis, 2005). 
Experiment 3 in this chapter is not published.
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 Picture yourself in front of a brand new portable mp3 player, the one you have 
wanted for a long time and now you’re able to buy it. The mp3 player has got state of the art 
features, like one touch voice recording, a high quality built-in FM tuner, an LCD screen that 
plays movie files and a lyric display function. You can of course also use it as a USB storage 
disk. And to top it all off, the thoughtful design is a sight to see. In short, the product exactly 
meets your personal desires down to the last detail. There is nothing in the product that could 
make you hesitant about purchasing it. There is just one catch… The mp3 player is advertised 
in an online store and buying it would require you to enter your credit card number, pressing 
the submit button, and sending it off, down into the murky corners of the World Wide Web. 
Will this hold you back from purchasing the mp3 player you want so badly? Do you care 
about the potential risks of credit card fraud? Do you check for a privacy statement or a 
safety policy? Do you check whether a secure system is processing your payment? Do you 
think your purchase will be delivered in time, if at all? 

Such ruminations may occupy the minds of online purchasers, but would they be 
just as careful and focused on preventing negative outcomes when buying the product in a 
conventional shopping outlet? The studies presented in this paper try to answer this question. 

Since its introduction, the Internet has grown considerably especially with respect to 
its use as a marketplace (e.g., Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001). With a few clicks we can search 
for information and shop for services and products twenty-four hours a day, seven days a 
week. Not surprisingly, the potential for business to consumer e-commerce is deemed very 
high. Research reports show various figures on the expected volume of online revenues, but 
they all show that in the next few years online revenues will increase drastically (Jupiter 
Research, 2004; TNS Interactive, 2002). 

Nevertheless, online shopping is not as popular among consumers as one might 
expect. Research has shown that considerations regarding safety and risk hold consumers 
back from shopping in an online environment (Brynjolfsson & Smith, 2000; Cho, Kang, & 
Cheon, 2006; Jarvenpaa & Todd, 1997; Jarvenpaa et al., 2000; Liebermann & Stahevsky, 
2002; Pavlou, 2003). Typical risks associated with online shopping, as mentioned above, are 
credit card fraud, delayed delivery or no delivery at all, perceived lack of guarantees, and 
unexpected shipping charges.  

Apparently, the online shopping environment is a context in which individuals feel 
exposed to high levels of risk. According to Brynjolfsson and Smith (2000), uncertainty 
involving online transactions stems from the spatial and temporal separation between 
consumers and web retailers and the unpredictability of the Internet infrastructure. Concerns 
about security manifest themselves in numerous articles in trade publications and the public 
press (Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2000). Risk perception regarding Internet is identified as a 
primary obstacle to the future growth of online commerce and is one of the main predictors 
of consumers’ decisions to shop in an online or a conventional store (Miyazaki & Fernandez, 
2001; Pavlou, 2003). However, as far as we know, differences in consumers’ risk perception 
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in an online versus conventional shopping environment have not been experimentally 
examined, leaving causal relationships as yet untested. 

We propose that to more fully understand online consumer behavior one should 
take the perceived risky nature of online shopping into account and focus on the prevalent 
motivations and drives of consumers once they enter the online environment. We argue that 
due to the inherent risks of online shopping, avoiding losses rather than achieving gains may 
become the prime goal of consumers. This notion is compatible with Higgins’ regulatory 
focus theory (RFT; Higgins, 1997, 1998), which states that a different psychological system 
operates when the goal is loss-avoidance instead of achieving gains. Promotion focused self-
regulation is typically concerned with the absence or presence of positive outcomes and with 
advancement and accomplishment, whereas prevention-focused self-regulation is typically 
concerned with the absence or presence of negative outcomes and with safety and 
responsibility. Hence, we expect the online shopping environment to induce a prevention 
self-regulatory system. If so, it is plausible to assume that this motive not only affects the 
decision to buy either online or in a conventional store, but also potential mediating 
processes, such as information search, consideration of information, evaluation of 
alternatives, and choice (Pham & Higgins, 2005). 

In the last decade research on RFT has been carried out in such diverse and wide 
fields as task performance (Förster, Higgins, & Taylor-Bianco, 2003), the entrepreneurial 
process (Brockner, Higgins, & Low, 2004), emotions at work (Brockner & Higgins, 2001) and 
in-group favoritism or social discrimination (Sassenberg, Kessler, & Mummendey, 2003). 
Recently, research on RFT and consumer decision-making also demonstrated the importance 
of taking consumers’ regulatory focus into account, for recent overviews see Higgins (2002) 
and Pham and Higgins (2005). For instance, Zhou and Pham (2004) have shown how 
different financial products (e.g., individual stocks vs. retirement arrangements) evoke 
different self-regulatory systems that subsequently affect the way financial information is 
processed. In addition, Louro, Pieters, and Zeelenberg (2005) demonstrated how repurchase 
decisions are affected by promotion and prevention pride: stable individual differences in 
pride based on a history of success in promotion or prevention regulation (Higgins et al., 
2001). Chernev (2004) has shown that prevention (vs. promotion) focused consumers place 
greater worth on reliability (vs. performance) product attributes and, in their judgment, 
overweigh information about unattractive (vs. attractive) attributes. Pham and Avnet (2004) 
demonstrated that prevention-focused consumers rely more on substantive argumentation, 
whereas promotion focused consumers rely more on subjective affective responses. In short, 
considerable evidence exists that support the notion of both promotion and prevention focus 
guiding a host of phenomena in the consumer behavior domain. 

Risk perception is an important determinant of consumers’ prevention focus. Aaker 
and Lee’s experiment on health risks provides an example of how risk perception can induce 
a prevention focus (i.e., Experiment 3, Aaker & Lee, 2004). In this study half of the 
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participants were made to believe they were at high risk for a disease, the other half was made 
to believe they were at low risk. High risk participants were persuaded more easily by loss 
framed information (“Don’t miss out on enjoying life”). Low risk participants, on the 
contrary, were more easily persuaded when that same information was framed in terms of the 
potential gains (“Enjoy Life!”). In sum, perceiving high levels of risk evokes a prevention 
focus that subsequently determines how we deal with persuasive information. 
Given the risky nature of online shopping, distinguishing in promotion and prevention 
motivation could provide a better understanding of consumer behavior in an online versus a 
conventional shopping environment. Regardless of the actual outcome of shopping, e.g. the 
purchase of a CD, sweater, or airplane ticket, in an online environment the consumer goal 
may be avoidance of negative outcomes, such as not getting the product even after payment 
or receiving the product in a bad condition. In a conventional shopping environment the goal 
is more likely to attain desirable outcomes, such as getting the product and enjoying it. In 
sum, the theoretical claim in this study is that online (vs. conventional) shopping due to its 
risky nature evokes prevention-focused self-regulation among consumers. By testing this 
theoretical notion we extend the research in which risk perception is studied as just another 
determinant of online shopping (intention). In the current study, risk perception and 
prevention focus are both seen as factors that can influence consumer behavior, once 
individuals are online. The hypotheses are tested that an online shopping environment, 
relative to a conventional shopping environment, is perceived as more risky and induces a 
prevention focus. 

In Experiment 1, we will test these hypotheses using self-report measures of risk 
perception and prevention focus. Participants are asked to imagine shopping in either a 
conventional or an online store. Since research has shown that store reputation can affect risk 
perception (Chauduri & Holbrook, 2001) and intention to shop online (Kerkhof, Lapaix, & 
Caljé, 2005), in this experiment we will manipulate store reputation in order to hold constant 
the reputation of the store the participants have in mind. Moreover, this will allow us to 
examine whether the effects of shopping environment and store reputation on risk 
perception are additive or multiplicative.  

The main aim of Experiment 2 is to replicate the findings in Experiment 1 and to 
further corroborate these findings by measuring prevention focus with an implicit measure. 
The objective of Experiment 3 is to reject alternative explanations for the findings in the first 
two experiments. This experiment shows that the effects in Experiment1 and Experiment 2 
are a real shopping environment effect and cannot be explained by the difference in product 
type that is purchased or the difference in product information that can be obtained online 
versus in a conventional store. Therefore, product type is held constant between shopping 
environment conditions in Experiment 3. More specifically, the assumption is tested that the 
effects of the online (vs. conventional) shopping environment on risk perception and 
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prevention focus go above and beyond product type, and that these effects occur irrespective 
of search versus experience goods (Nelson, 1970). 

To control for possible confounds, several individual characteristics related to 
online behavior are included in the design of the experiments (i.e., perceived Internet 
knowledge, perceived digital knowledge, prior online purchase behavior, Internet usage 
behavior, prior home shopping experience). Several studies have shown that these individual 
characteristics may affect consumer behavior (Brown, Pope, & Voges, 2003; Chiang & 
Dholakia, 2003; Crisp et al., 1997). 

Experiment 1 

Method 
 Participants. Participants were 91 students (43% male) with a mean age of 20 (SD = 
2.41). Participating in the experiment was stimulated by assigning € 25 (approx. $30) to two 
students chosen by raffle. 

Design and procedure. The experiment involved a 2 (shopping environment: 
conventional vs. online) x 2 (store reputation: reputable vs. non-reputable) between subjects 
factorial design. Dependent measures were risk perception and prevention focus. Participants 
were randomly assigned to the four experimental conditions. First, participants completed a 
scale to measure perceived Internet knowledge and scales to measure perceived digital 
knowledge, prior online purchase behavior, and Internet usage. Next, depending on the 
experimental condition, they were instructed to imagine a situation in which they were 
shopping in either an online or a conventional store of either a reputable or non-reputable 
reputation. The participants then completed scales assessing risk perception and self-reported 
prevention focus. Finally, all subjects were debriefed, thanked for their participation and 
dismissed. 

Assessment of individual differences. Internet usage, prior online purchase behavior, 
perceived Internet knowledge, and perceived digital knowledge were measured for 
exploratory reasons to assess their impact on consumers’ prevention focus. 

Internet usage was measured by asking participants on average how many days a 
week (M = 5.27, SD = 1.89), and how many hours a day they are connected to the Internet 
(M = 4.20, SD = 5.86), and how many hours a day they are spending on the Internet (M = 
1.97, SD = 2.52). 

Two items assessed prior online purchase behavior. The first item “Did you ever 
make an online purchase?” was answered in the affirmative by 56% of the participants. The 
participants who did an online purchase were subsequently asked “How many times a year do 
you make an online purchase on average?” (M = 4.76, SD = 8.89). 

Perceived Internet knowledge was assessed by five items (α = .77), such as “I don’t 
know how to do a payment by Internet” (reverse-scored) and “I know a lot about the 



Online versus Conventional Shopping: Effects on Regulatory Focus 
 

 54

Internet”. Items were rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree; M = 
3.86, SD = 0.79). 

Perceived digital knowledge was assessed by five items (α = .72), such as “I know 
how to attach a file to my e-mail” and “I can install a software program on my own”. Items 
were rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree; M = 4.03, SD =0.77). 

Manipulation checks. As a shopping environment manipulation check participants 
were asked whether the store they had in mind was an online shop. To check the reputation 
manipulation, participants were asked whether the store they had in mind (a) had a good 
reputation, (b) was trustworthy, (c) was well-known (α = .87). Items were rated on a 7-point 
scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). 

Risk perception. Risk perception was assessed to test whether an online shopping 
environment is perceived more risky than a conventional shopping environment and to test 
whether risk perception mediates the effect of the shopping environment on prevention 
focus. The scale consisted of 9 items (α = .87), partially based on Jarvenpaa and Todd (1997) 
and on Kerkhof et al. (2005). Participants were asked to estimate the chance that a certain 
risk will emerge. All items started with “Imagine that you are shopping online (vs. in a 
conventional store), what are the chances that, …” followed by several purchase risks, for 
example “purchased goods and services will not meet your expectations” and “this will lead 
to monetary losses through poor purchase decisions”. Items were rated on a 5-point scale 
ranging from 1 (small chance) to 5 (great chance). 

Self-reported prevention focus. The prevention focus questionnaire was adapted from a 
scale developed by Lockwood, Jordan, and Kunda (2002) to measure regulatory focus. This 
scale measures prevention and promotion focus as a chronic individual difference. From this 
scale prevention-related items were rephrased to indicate variations in situationally induced 
prevention focus (see the Appendix B). The scale consisted of 8 items (α = .82) and items 
were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = Not at all true of me, 5 = Very true of me).  

Results 
Shopping environment manipulation check. After completing the experiment, participants 

were asked to indicate whether they had been thinking about an online or a conventional 
store. From the 91 original participants, 5 participants in the conventional condition and 11 
participants in the online condition incorrectly answered this question. These 16 participants 
were excluded from all analyses. However, including the participants in the analyses did not 
affect the results. 

Reputation manipulation check. As expected, participants in the reputable store 
condition evaluated the store reputation more favorably (M = 5.47, SD = 0.96) than 
participants in the non-reputable store condition (M = 3.71, SD = 1.18; F(1, 73) = 49.01, p < 
.001, ηp2 = .40). 
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Individual differences. No correlations were found between self-reported prevention 
focus and Internet usage, prior online purchase behavior, and perceived digital knowledge. 
However, perceived Internet knowledge did correlate negatively with self-reported 
prevention focus (r(75) = -.24, p < .05; participants with higher scores on perceived Internet 
knowledge had lower scores on prevention focus). No correlations were found between all 
other measures and risk perception. 

Risk perception. To test whether online shopping was perceived as more risky than 
conventional shopping and to test whether shopping in a non-reputable store was perceived 
as more risky than shopping in a reputable store a 2 (online vs. conventional shopping 
environment condition) x 2 (reputable vs. non-reputable condition) ANOVA was assessed 
with the mean score on the risk perception scale as the dependent variable. Analyses show 
that participants indeed perceived online shopping as more risky than conventional shopping 
(Monline = 2.89, SD = 0.64 vs. Mconventional = 2.24, SD = 0.67; F(1, 71) = 14.79, p < .001, ηp2 = 
.17). Furthermore, shopping in a non-reputable store was perceived as more risky than 
shopping in a reputable store (Mnon-reputable = 2.76, SD = 0.77 vs. Mreputable  = 2.36, SD = 0.59; 
F(1, 71) = 6.26, p < .05, ηp2 = .08). No interaction effect of reputation and shopping 
environment on risk perception was found. 

Self-reported prevention focus. To test the second hypothesis that an online shopping 
environment induces a prevention focus and to test whether this is especially true for 
shopping in a non-reputable shop, we conducted a 2 (online vs. conventional shopping 
environment condition) x 2 (reputable vs. non-reputable condition) ANCOVA with the mean 
score on the prevention focus scale as dependent variable. Since perceived Internet 
knowledge correlated with self-reported prevention focus, this variable was added to the 
analysis as a covariate. Analyses showed a significant main effect of shopping environment 
on prevention focus. Participants in the online condition were more prevention focused, than 
participants in the conventional condition (Monline = 2.69, SD = 0.67 vs. Mconventional = 2.36, 
SD = 0.74; F(1, 70) = 5.05, p < .05, ηp2 = .07). The analyses revealed no main or interaction 
effects for reputation.  

To test whether risk perception mediates the effect of shopping environment on 
prevention focus we conducted a series of regression analyses following the procedures 
outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986). Since perceived Internet knowledge covaries with 
prevention focus, we corrected for this effect in the mediation analysis. First, shopping 
environment was entered as a predictor of prevention focus, β = .25, t(72) = 2.19, p < .05. 
Second, shopping environment also significantly predicted risk perception, β = .45, t(72) = 
4.27, p < .001. Third, when prevention focus was regressed on shopping environment and 
risk perception, risk perception had a significant effect, β = .31, t(71) = 2.60, p < .01, whereas 
the effect of shopping environment became smaller and was no longer significant, β = .10, 
t(71) = 0.87, ns. A Sobel test for mediation (Preacher & Leonardelli, 2001) confirmed that this 
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mediation was significant, z = 2.18, p < .05. Thus, risk perception mediated the effect of 
shopping environment on self-reported prevention focus. 

Discussion 
Consistent with our predictions, we found that online shopping is perceived as 

more risky than conventional shopping. Also consistent with our predictions, we found that 
an online (vs. conventional) shopping environment induces a prevention focus: participants 
in the online shopping environment reported higher levels of prevention focus. Moreover, 
the results show a main effect of store reputation on consumers’ risk perception. 
Interestingly, in comparison this effect was much smaller than the effect of shopping 
environment on risk perception.  

The effect of shopping environment on prevention focus was mediated by risk 
perception: when risk perception was held constant, shopping environment no longer 
affected prevention focus. Both risk perception and prevention focus were assessed using 
self-report scales and one might argue that the effect of shopping environment is caused 
partly by common method variance shared by risk perception and prevention (Podsakoff, 
MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003).  

One might also argue that higher order mental processes like one’s regulatory focus 
are not easily accessible to people (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977) and therefore may not be 
assessed adequately by a self-report measure. In order to overcome these potential threats to 
our conclusions, we conducted a second experiment in which prevention focus was assessed 
in an implicit and non-obtrusive way using a seemingly unrelated task. Zhou and Pham 
(2004) have shown that different types of financial products can spontaneously prime a 
situational promotion or prevention focus that is sufficiently strong to influence subsequent 
behavior in different domains (i.e., consumption choices and strategies for friendship). 
Consistent with Zhou and Pham (2004) we expect that online shopping primes a state of 
prevention focus and that this focus carries over to a seemingly unrelated task that is sensitive 
to a prevention-focused response. 

Experiment 2 

Method 
Participants. Participants were 77 students (20% male) with a mean age of 23 (SD = 

2.33). Four students did not finish the last part of the test, that is the implicit measure of 
prevention focus, and therefore these cases were excluded from the analyses. 

Procedure. The shopping environment was manipulated similar to Experiment 1; 
participants were instructed to imagine a situation in which they were shopping in either an 
online or a conventional store. Since Experiment 1 showed that differences in store 
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reputation did not affect prevention focus, we excluded this variable from the experiment. 
The participants completed scales assessing risk perception and self-reported prevention 
focus. To show that it is actually prevention focus that was evoked, we tested whether the 
effect spills over to a seemingly unrelated anagram task. For this unrelated task we used the 
same procedure that Shah, Higgins, and Friedman (1998) used. They argued that prevention-
focused individuals should be more motivated to do tasks that fit their prevention focus. 
Shah et al. (1998) tested and confirmed this prediction by having their participants complete 
an anagram task, where either the potential gains or the potential losses of the anagram score 
were made salient. Higgins (2000) showed that people are inclined toward goal means that fit 
their regulatory orientation and when this regulatory fit is higher people are more strongly 
motivated (the so-called “value from fit” principle). In this experiment we assume that an 
online shopping environment evokes a prevention focus and thus we expect on the basis of 
the value from fit principle an interaction effect of shopping environment and anagram 
instruction on the individuals’ anagram task performance; participants who have just been 
thinking about online shopping will perform better in the anagram task when it was preceded 
by a prevention instruction than when it was preceded by a promotion instruction. 

Internet knowledge. In this experiment we measured actual Internet knowledge, instead 
of perceived Internet knowledge for exploratory reasons and in extension of the findings in 
Experiment 1. The scale for actual Internet knowledge consisted of 12 items that test 
whether participants have knowledge of Internet concepts like bandwidth and HTML, of 
online search engines, and other Internet related issues. The items were phrased as statements 
(e.g., ‘HTML stands for Hyper Text Media Language’)  and framed as a multiple-choice task. 
Each correct answer added a point to the Internet knowledge score (M = 8.18, SD = 1.53).  

Risk perception and prevention focus. Risk perception and self-reported prevention focus 
were assessed the same way as in Experiment 1. Cronbach’s alphas were .87 and .82 
respectively. After the self-report measure of prevention focus, we used Shah et al.’s (1998) 
procedure to assess participants’ prevention focus in an implicit way. A seemingly unrelated 
anagram task was preceded by either an instruction in which the potential gains (promotion 
concerns) or the potential losses (prevention concerns) of the anagram task were made 
salient. Participants were informed that this last part of the questionnaire consisted of a 
linguistic competence test and that they could win 25 Euros (approx. $30). In the promotion-
framed condition, participants were told that they would start with a minimum score and that 
each correct answer would add a point to that minimum. Besides, they were instructed that it 
is important to give all correct answers in order to achieve a high score and earn 25 Euros. In 
contrast, the prevention frame emphasized the potential loss. Participants in the prevention 
instruction condition were told that they start with a maximum score and that each correct 
answer they miss would deduct a point from that maximum. Furthermore, they were 
instructed that it is important not to miss any correct answer to avoid a low score and miss 25 
Euros. In line with the value from fit principle (Higgins, 2000) we expected that participants 
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who just had been thinking about online shopping would perform better in the anagram task 
when it was preceded by a prevention instruction.  

After a few examples of how to solve anagrams, participants were randomly 
assigned to the prevention or promotion instruction condition. The performance on the 
anagram task (i.e., anagram score) was the dependent measure and was calculated by adding 
up the correct answers for each participant. Participants were asked to complete 10 anagrams 
and they could give 28 correct answers. 

Results 
Actual Internet knowledge did not correlate with the dependent variables risk 

perception and prevention focus, therefore this variable was not included as a covariate in the 
analyses. 

Risk perception. To test our first hypothesis, we tested whether participants perceived 
shopping on the Internet as more risky than shopping in a conventional store. Analyses 
showed that participants indeed perceived online shopping as more risky than conventional 
shopping (respectively Monline = 2.90, SD = 0.68 vs. Mconventional = 1.83, SD = 0.41; F(1, 71) = 
65.37, p < .001, ηp2 = .48). 

Prevention focus. To test whether an online shopping environment induces a 
prevention focus, we conducted two analyses of variance. First we conducted an ANOVA 
with shopping environment (online vs. conventional) as a factor and self-reported prevention 
focus as the dependent variable. The analysis showed an effect of shopping environment on 
self-reported prevention focus. Participants in the online condition were more prevention 
focused, than participants in the conventional condition (Monline = 2.83, SD = 0.65 vs. 
Mconventional = 2.28, SD = 0.66; F(1, 71) = 12.94, p < .001, ηp2 = .16). Second, to test the 
results on the implicit prevention focus measure, we conducted a 2(online vs. conventional) x 
2(prevention vs. promotion framed anagram instruction) ANOVA with anagram score as the 
dependent variable.  

The results yielded no main effects, however the predicted interaction effect of 
shopping environment x anagram instruction was significant, F(1, 69) = 4.13, p < .05, ηp2 = 
.06. The shopping environment by anagram instruction interaction effect was analyzed using 
a simple main effects analysis. As expected, a prevention anagram instruction affects the 
anagram score positively in the online shopping environment condition, F(1, 69) = 5.26, p < 
.05, ηp2 = .07 (Mprevention = 19.50, SD = 2.55 vs. Mpromotion = 17.50, SD = 3.29). The same 
analysis revealed that in the conventional shopping condition anagram instruction did not 
affect the anagram score, F < 1, ns (Mprevention = 18.50, SD = 2.38 vs. Mpromotion = 18.00, SD = 
2.38). 

To test whether risk perception mediates the effect of shopping environment on 
self-reported prevention focus we used the same procedure as in Experiment 1 (Baron & 
Kenny, 1986). First, shopping environment was entered in a regression analysis as a predictor 
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of prevention focus, β = .39, t(71) = 3.60, p < .001. Second, shopping environment also 
significantly predicted risk perception, β = .69, t(71) = 8.09, p < .001. Third, when prevention 
focus was regressed on shopping environment and risk perception, risk perception had a 
significant effect, β = .49, t(70) = 3.46, p < .001, whereas the effect of shopping environment 
became smaller and non-significant, β = .06, t(70) = 0.39, ns. A Sobel test for mediation 
(Preacher & Leonardelli, 2001) confirmed that this mediation was significant, z = 4.36, p < 
.001 (two-tailed). Thus, risk perception mediated the effect of shopping environment on self-
reported prevention focus. The effect of shopping environment on the implicit measure of 
prevention focus was not mediated by risk perception: including risk perception in the 
analysis of variance did not affect the results.  

Discussion 
Overall, the results of Experiment 2 extend the findings in Experiment 1 by 

showing effects on an implicit measure of prevention focus. In both Experiment 1 and 
Experiment 2 the shopping environment was manipulated by requesting the participants to 
imagine a purchase in an online or a conventional shopping environment, without asking 
them to imagine a particular product. Therefore, an alternative explanation for the effects on 
risk perception is that participants in the online condition imagined another range of 
products that imply higher levels of risk perception. Since price is the product attribute that 
most adequately can be evaluated online, it is possible that in the online condition 
participants had a range of products in mind with attributes that can only be evaluated by 
experience after purchasing the product. Simultaneously, they might not have imagined 
products with attributes that can only be evaluated in a conventional shopping environment 
by inspection prior to purchasing the product (e.g., fabric, color, smell), because these 
products are more likely to be bought in a brick-and-mortar store. Nelson (1970; see also 
Ford, Smith, & Swasy, 1990) categorized products with attributes that can only be evaluated 
after the purchase and with attributes that can be evaluated by inspection prior to the 
purchase into search and experience goods. Obviously, the chances that a purchased good 
does not meet ones expectations are higher for a good with more experience attributes (i.e., 
an experience good) than for a good with more search attributes (i.e., a search good), since it 
is more complicated to obtain information prior to the purchase and to estimate to what 
extent the product will be satisfying. Therefore, if participants in the online condition, relative 
to the conventional condition, had more experience goods in mind that could have caused 
higher levels of risk.  

To examine the alternative explanation for the findings in Experiment 1 and 2, a 
third experiment is conducted. In Experiment 3 product type is held constant between 
shopping environment conditions by asking participants to imagine a purchase (in either a 
conventional or online store) of a particular product. As in Experiment 1 and 2, we examined 
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the effects of shopping environment on risk perception and prevention focus for both an 
experience and a search good. 

We expected the online shopping environment to increases consumers’ risk 
perceptions and to prime a state of prevention focus, irrespective of the type of product. If 
the results of Experiment 3 confirm the effects in Experiment 1 and 2, this will lend extra 
support for the robustness of the effects of the shopping environment on consumers’ risk 
perception and prevention focus. 

Experiment 3 

Method 
Procedure. Participants were approached by email and asked to volunteer in a study 

on the purchase process. This email was first sent to students, who were asked to forward the 
email (i.e., snowball technique). By opening the link in the email participants were directed to 
an online questionnaire and randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions. 
First, the participants were asked to imagine a purchase in either a conventional store or an 
Internet store, depending on the shopping environment condition. To vividly manipulate the 
online shopping environment the background of the questionnaires displayed either a picture 
of a conventional or an online store. The purchase concerned either a search good or an 
experience good, so the picture in the background did not only differ in shopping 
environment but also in the type of product displayed in the (online) store. Second, 
participants completed scales assessing risk perception and self-reported prevention focus, 
similar to Experiment 1 and 2. 

Participants and design. 102 individuals (31% male) participated in this experiment with 
a mean age of 28 (SD = 11.06). The participants were rather highly educated: 40 percent had 
a masters’ degree and 30 percent a bachelors’ degree. The experiment involved a 2 (shopping 
environment: conventional vs. online) x 2 (product type: search vs. experience good) between 
subjects factorial design. Dependent measures were risk perception and self-reported 
prevention focus. 

Product type manipulation. A pretest (N = 15) was conducted to create the stimulus 
material for product type. Following Senecal and Nantel (2004), we asked participants to 
indicate for eight product types at which moment the product can be evaluated (1 = before the 
purchase, 2 = mainly before the purchase, 3 = mainly after the purchase, 4 = only after the purchase). We 
used four products with mainly search attributes, such as a CD, a book, and a calculator, and 
four with mainly experience attributes, such as computer software, a stereo installation, and a 
bottle of wine (Gupta et al., 2004; King & Balasubramanian, 1994; Senecal & Nantel, 2004). 
The participants indicated that a bottle of wine could relatively best be evaluated after the 
purchase (M = 3.75), indicating that a bottle of wine has relatively the most experience 
attributes. Participants indicated that a calculator could relatively best be evaluated before the 
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purchase (M = 1.33), indicating that a calculator can suitably be characterized as a search 
good. A t-test revealed that the score for a bottle of wine differed from the score for a 
calculator (t(14) = -10.21, p < .001). Therefore, in the experiment a bottle of wine was used in 
the experience good condition and a calculator in the search good condition. 

Control variables and dependent measures. Prior online shopping behavior was assessed 
for exploratory reasons by asking both whether and how often participants purchased a 
product via an online auction or a web store.  
Risk perception and self-reported prevention focus were assessed the same way as in 
Experiment 1 and 2. Cronbach’s alphas were .75 and .79 respectively. 

Results 
No correlations were found between the control variables and the dependent 

variable risk perception. However, prior online shopping behavior did significantly correlate 
with the consumers’ prevention focus. Higher frequency of web store purchases correlated 
negatively with prevention focus (r(102) = -.32, p < .001). Experience with and frequency of 
online auction purchases did not correlate with consumers’ prevention focus.  

To test our hypothesis that an online (vs. conventional) shopping environment 
initiates relatively higher levels of risk perception and prevention focus, irrespective of 
product type, we conducted a 2 (shopping environment: online vs. conventional) x 2 (product 
type: search vs. experience good) MANCOVA with the mean scores on the risk perception 
and self-reported prevention focus scales as dependent variables. As frequency of web store 
purchases correlated with prevention focus, this variable was added as a covariate in the 
analyses. The MANCOVA revealed only a significant main effect for shopping environment, 
Wilk’s Lambda F(2, 96) = 30.22, p < .001, ηp2 = .39. Univariate analyses of variance were 
used to assess the distinct effects for each dependent variable. These analyses revealed a main 
effect of shopping environment on both risk perception (F(1, 97) = 58.12, p < .001, ηp2 = 
.38), and prevention focus (F(1, 97) = 11.13, p < .001, ηp2 = .11). The results are similar to 
the findings in Experiment 1 and 2. First, the analyses revealed that participants perceived 
online shopping as more risky than conventional shopping (Monline = 2.63, SD = 0.48 vs. 
Mconventional = 1.96, SD = 0.38). Second, participants in the online condition were more 
prevention focused, than participants in the conventional condition (Monline = 2.76, SD = 
0.65 vs. Mconventional = 2.37, SD = 0.57). Furthermore, as expected the analyses revealed no 
interaction effect of shopping environment and product type (Frisk perception < 1; Fprevention focus 
(1, 97) = 1.74, ns), indicating that the effect of shopping environment on risk perception and 
prevention focus occurs irrespective of the type of product. 

Mediation by risk perception was tested with the same procedure as in Experiment 
1 and 2 (Baron & Kenny, 1986). First, shopping environment was entered in a regression 
analysis as a predictor of prevention focus, β = .28, t(100) = 2.93, p < .01. Second, shopping 
environment also significantly predicted risk perception, β = .66, t(100) = 7.72, p < .001. 
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Third, when prevention focus was regressed on shopping environment and risk perception, 
risk perception had a significant effect, β = .37, t(100) = 2.71, p < .01, whereas the effect of 
shopping environment became smaller and non-significant, β = .11, t(100) = 0.74, ns. A Sobel 
test for mediation (Preacher & Leonardelli, 2001) showed that this mediation was significant, 
z = 2.20, p < .05. Thus, in line with the findings in Experiment 1 and 2, risk perception again 
mediated the effect of shopping environment on self-reported prevention focus.  

Discussion 
Overall the findings of Experiment 3 support the findings of Experiment 1 and 2 by 

showing that the effects on risk perception and prevention focus are a real shopping 
environment effect. The results of this experiment indicate that alternative explanations for 
the shopping environment effect in Experiment 1 and 2 should be rejected. The current 
findings demonstrated that the online shopping environment, relative to the conventional 
shopping environment, increases consumers’ risk perceptions and induces a prevention 
focus, irrespective of the product type. Moreover, congruent with the findings in Experiment 
1 and 2, the findings again demonstrated that risk perception mediates the effect on 
prevention focus. 

General Discussion 
Surprisingly few studies have explored the differences between online and offline 

consumer behavior (Degeratu, Rangaswamy, & Wu, 2000). Addressing the need for 
understanding differences in consumer behavior between online and regular shopping 
context, Chapter 2 examined the impact of an online shopping environment on affective 
responses and impulse buying intentions. Together, the findings in Chapter 2 showed that the 
online shopping context affects the propensity for more reflective or conscious consumer 
self-regulation. This chapter further addresses this need and extends the findings of Chapter 
2 by showing the nature of this self-regulation. More specifically, the effects of an online 
shopping environment on consumers’ risk perception and self-regulation were experimentally 
established. The results of three experiments support the expectations that by its risky nature 
online shopping, relative to conventional shopping, evokes prevention-focused self-
regulation among consumers. In three experiments, individuals in the online shopping 
environment reported higher scores on self-report measures for risk perception and 
prevention focus. Moreover, Experiment 3 demonstrated that these effects concern a true 
shopping environment effect, indicating that the shopping environment effect goes above 
and beyond the type of product. Furthermore, in Experiment 2 we established the shopping 
environment effects by assessing prevention focus in an implicit way. Individuals in the 
online shopping context performed better on a task when preceded by a task instruction that 
fit the individuals’ regulatory focus. This implies that prevention focus initiated by the 
shopping context, carries over to a behavior in a domain that is not related to shopping. 
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Considering this implication, the effects of consumers’ prevention focus can be far-reaching 
for shopping, particularly for online shopping. Once a prevention focus is initiated in an 
online outlet, clicking and surfing further, this focus can affect the way consumers process 
online information and make their choices.  

The findings of the present experiments indicate that consumers’ risk perception is 
more than a motive that underlies decisions to shop in an online or a conventional store. 
Apparently, risk perception also affects consumers’ self-regulation. Research on self-
regulation, and on RFT in particular, has shown that people’s regulatory focus has 
multifarious effects. Pham and Higgins (2005) advance a series of hypotheses regarding the 
effects of promotion and prevention focus on consumer behavior. For example, with regard 
to information search prevention-focused consumers are more inclined to use bottom-up 
information search, to search a relatively limited number of alternatives on a wider range of 
attributes and to focus on negative signals during information search. With regard to choice, 
prevention focus leads consumers to choose a no-choice option more often, to choose 
default options and to employ lexicographic decision rules. Based on our findings, it is 
tempting to explain differences between online and conventional shopping not only by the 
possibilities that online shopping offers to consumers (for an overview see Alba et al., 1997), 
but also by the perceived risks of buying online. Clearly, online search costs are much lower 
than conventional search costs and online consumers will engage more in information search. 
However, the kind of information (e.g., a focus on negative attributes) that online consumers 
search for might be partly attributed to their prevention focus. Similarly, consumers with the 
intention to buy online may be more likely to limit the use of online information to just a few 
products compared to consumers who only use the Internet for information search and not 
for the actual purchase. Future research should focus on this kind of effects of consumers’ 
prevention focus within the online shopping context. 

Several remarks have to be made concerning the interpretation of the effects in the 
current studies. First, Experiment 1 shows that individuals perceive online shopping as riskier 
than conventional shopping, even if the online store has a good reputation. This may be due 
to the fact that the chance of an online purchase going wrong can only be partly attributed to 
the company’s reputation. For instance, credit card information can still be intercepted, and 
shipping may still go wrong. Tan and Thoen (2000) make a distinction between party and 
system trust. They argue that in electronic commerce a transaction combines trust in the 
other party and trust in the control mechanisms and that the aggregate of these two types of 
trust has to exceed the consumers’ personal threshold. So, the sum of trust in the other party 
(i.e., online store) and trust in the system (i.e., online environment) determines the level of 
transaction trust (i.e., trust in the online transaction). It could be reasoned that as long as 
consumers perceive the Internet as an uncertain and risky environment, control trust will 
remain low, and therefore trust in an online transaction will remain low, and will not exceed 
the consumers’ threshold. The results of our studies indicate that a positive online store 
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reputation does not cancel out the risks that are inherent to the online environment. 
Therefore, online shopkeepers should provide potential customers with cues that give them 
confidence not only in the store’s trustworthiness, but also in the reliability of the Internet as 
a shopping channel. Future research should focus on which cues work as risk relievers in the 
online context and should examine under which circumstances store reputation reduces 
consumers’ risk perception and, subsequently, their prevention focus.  

The second remark with regard to the interpretation of our findings is concerned 
with the mediating role of risk perception in the effect of shopping environment on 
prevention focus. Interestingly, this mediating effect only occurred when prevention focus 
was measured in an explicit way. The effect on the implicit assessment of prevention focus in 
Experiment 2 was not mediated by risk perception. It could be argued that our self-report 
(Experiment 1 and 3) and implicit (Experiment 2) assessment of prevention focus taps into 
two qualitatively different self-regulatory systems. Whereas self-reported regulatory focus may 
assess a conscious process of self-regulation, the implicit assessment might tap into more 
automatic or nonconscious self-regulation. Although self-regulation is typically considered to 
be conscious and intentional, several authors have pointed at how several nonconscious 
processes play an important role in self-regulation (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Fitzsimons & 
Bargh, 2004). Bargh and Chartrand (1999) argue that there several ways in which conscious 
self-regulation may become unconscious, one of which is through the frequent pairing and 
consistent of situations with responses. For example, Aarts and Dijksterhuis (2000) have 
shown that frequently pursued goals may become automatized and need less conscious 
attention. This may help explain why risk perception only mediates the self-report assessment 
of regulatory focus: risk perception refers to a conscious perception of the risks involved in 
electronic shopping and leads to conscious prevention-focused self-regulation. On the other 
hand, being in an electronic store might also automatically induce a regulatory focus for 
experienced online shoppers. Indeed, ancillary analyses reveal that the effect on the implicit 
measure of prevention focus in Experiment 2 is more pronounced for experienced online 
shoppers, whereas experience as an online shopper does not moderate the effect of shopping 
environment on self-reported prevention focus. Thus, it appears that the perceived risks of 
online shopping may affect both conscious and nonconscious self-regulation.  

Interestingly, the results reported in Experiment 1 revealed that prior online 
purchase behavior did not have an effect on both risk perception and prevention focus. 
Seemingly, experienced online shoppers do not seem to stop perceiving the Internet as a risky 
shopping channel, but they have developed automatic reactions to the perceived risk. 
However, the results of Experiment 3 are somewhat conflicting and showed that the 
frequency of prior online purchases in a web store did correlate with consumers’ prevention 
focus, but frequency of prior purchase via online auctions did not. Therefore, the role of 
experience with online purchases remains ambiguous. 
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One limitation concerning the methodology in this study needs to be observed. In 
Experiment 1 and 2, rather general scenarios were used to examine the effect of an online 
shopping environment on risk perception and regulatory focus. Although in Experiment 3 
the shopping scenario concerned a more vivid manipulation, using photos to enhance the 
lively imagination of the shopping environment, a shopping scenario may not fully represent 
an actual buying situation. Reading and imagining a scenario will always be different from an 
actual shopping environment. Therefore, this research should be extended to actual buying 
experiences.  

A managerial implication of the findings of the current studies is concerned with 
web content. Building on the findings of Aaker and Lee (2004) we could hypothesize that 
online consumers are more persuaded by loss framed information, because they perceive 
relatively high levels of risk in the online context. Also, whereas the natural tendency of a 
marketer might be to stress the positive features of a product, in an online environment it 
may be wise to stress the absence of negative features, since this may fit the dominant 
regulatory focus of the online consumer. e-commerce practitioners should take these effects 
into consideration and anticipate when they design web content.  
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Chapter 4 Regulatory Fit and Online 
Shopping: Effects of Prevention 
Focus Compatibility of Web 
Content on Consumer 
Responses1 

 
 
 
 
 
Safety cues are frequently used in online stores to relieve consumers’ risk 

perceptions concerning online purchases. This paper applies regulatory focus theory (RFT) to 
predict the persuasiveness of online safety cues. According to RFT (Higgins, 1997) people 
process information differently depending on whether they strive for achieving gains 
(promotion focus) or avoiding losses (prevention focus). The aim of the present study is to 
examine the impact of the regulatory focus compatibility of web content on online consumer 
behavior. Using different online stores, two experiments show that the effect of online safety 
cues depends on the consumers’ regulatory focus. Experiment 1 demonstrates that safety-
oriented web content lowers consumers’ risk perceptions, but only when in a prevention 
focus. Experiment 2 replicates and extends this finding by showing that online safety cues 
both lower consumers’ risk perceptions and engender more favorable attitudes and 
behavioral intentions toward the website and the online retailer, depending on the regulatory 
focus. 

 
 

 
 

1 van Noort, G., Kerkhof, P., & Fennis, B. M. (2007d). The persuasiveness of online safety cues: The 
impact of prevention focus compatibility of web content on consumers' risk perceptions, attitudes and intentions. 
Manuscript submitted for publication. 

A version of this manuscript is presented at the Information Systems division of the Conference of the 
International Communication Association and has been awarded with the Best Student Paper (Van Noort, Kerkhof, 
& Fennis, 2007c)
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 Online stores employ numerous safety cues to persuade us to make an online 
purchase. During the online purchase process we come along and click through safety 
indicators such as privacy policies, product warranties, and customer reviews. Everyone who 
has ever made an online purchase is familiar with all these cues, because web designers and 
online retailers extensively use logos, marks, seals, and signs of these safety and security 
indicators. Do these safety cues persuade us? Do these cues work as risk relievers and lower 
our perception of potential risks of online shopping? Will these safety cues result in favorable 
attitudes toward the site and toward the online retailer, and increase our online purchases? 
Does the persuasiveness of these safety cues depend on consumer goals and thus be more 
effective when adapted to specific consumer needs? The studies presented in this paper 
address these questions. In the following section recent research on risk perception in the 
online shopping environment is briefly discussed. Next, studies on consumers’ risk reduction 
strategies and regulatory focus theory in consumer behavior is presented and integrated in 
order to predict the persuasiveness of online safety cues. Finally, the results of two 
experiments are presented that test the persuasiveness of online safety cues on consumer 
behavior and the moderating role of consumers’ regulatory focus. 

The commercial use of the Internet is still increasing and online shopping more and 
more becomes a part of our day-to-day life, but considerations regarding safety and risk form 
an impediment for shopping in an online environment (e.g., Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001; 
Pavlou, 2003). Risk perceptions are one of the most important determinants of online 
purchase behavior and occur on several dimensions, among which the most prevalent are 
financial, product performance, psychological and time/convenience losses (e.g., Liebermann 
& Stahevsky, 2002; Forsythe & Shi, 2003). Typical risks associated with online shopping are 
credit card fraud, delayed delivery or no delivery at all, perceived lack of guarantees, and 
unexpected shipping charges. In sum, risk perceptions impede online shopping and hold 
consumers back from online purchases. 

To counter the perceived risky nature of a shopping environment, retailers can offer 
safety cues, i.e. informational symbols on the website that give assurance considering the 
safety of the online shop, the payment or the product. The reliance on safety cues is one of 
the risk relieving strategies consumers can adopt to allay the feelings of risk. Other risk 
relievers include brand loyalty, and product comparison (Derbaix, 1983). Risk relievers are 
defined by Derbaix (1983) as “devices or actions used to allay perceived risk”(p.20). Earlier 
research showed that the reliance on risk relievers affect actual buying behavior (e.g., 
Dowling & Staelin, 1994), and that risk relievers can reduce consumers’ risk perception in in-
store shopping contexts (e.g., Shimp & Bearden, 1982). So far studies on the effectiveness of 
risk relievers have been mainly devoted to offline shopping contexts, one example is the 
study by Akaah and Korgaonkar (1988), in which relative importance of risk relievers in 
direct-mail shopping is demonstrated. Since online shopping is perceived as more risky than 
in-store shopping (e.g., van den Poel & Leunis, 1999; van Noort et al., 2007b), understanding 
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the persuasiveness of risk relievers in online shopping contexts is crucial for Internet 
marketers and creates a better understanding of online consumer behavior in general. 
Although risk relievers are extensively used in online stores, to date, little empirical evidence 
has been produced on the effectiveness of risk relievers in the online shopping environment. 
However, research by Tan (1999) and Van den Poel and Leunis (1999) examined the relative 
importance of risk relievers in online versus in-store shopping contexts. Findings implicate 
that such risk relievers as a well-known brand or warranties can stimulate the use of Internet 
as a shopping channel. These findings are in line with the findings of Lwin and Williams 
(2006), who suggest that website warranties can make a positive difference for online retailers 
with strong reputations with respect to perceived risk, perceived product quality and purchase 
intentions. Another study, conducted by Yousafzai, Pallister, and Foxall (2005), demonstrated 
that the presence of a security policy, privacy policy, guarantee, and legal statement (i.e., all 
cues that try to assure the safety of the online store, payment and product) on website 
increases customers’ trust in electronic banking. These studies indicate that safety cues as a 
specific type of risk relievers are an important aspect of the online shopping environment in 
persuading consumers to buy online. In the present research it is proposed that the 
persuasiveness of safety cues depends on the consumer’s goals in the online shopping 
environment. It is expected that safety cues tailored to the specific needs of online consumers 
are more persuasive, in terms of lowering risk perception, creating favorable attitudes and 
behavioral intentions. 

The aim of this chapter is to predict consumers’ risk perceptions, attitudes, and 
behavioral intentions in reaction to online safety cues by applying regulatory focus theory 
(RFT; Higgins, 1997), since prior research showed that an online shopping environment 
affects consumers’ regulatory focus (van Noort et al., 2007b). Higgins’ RFT states that a 
different psychological system operates when the goal is avoiding losses rather than achieving 
gains. Promotion-focused self-regulation is typically concerned with the absence or presence 
of positive outcomes and with advancement and accomplishment, whereas prevention-
focused self-regulation is typically concerned with the absence or presence of negative 
outcomes and with safety and responsibility. RFT proposes that self-regulation influences 
consumer behavior, which includes cognitive, motivational and behavioral components. 

According to RFT, in terms of information processing it makes a difference 
whether people strive for achieving gains (promotion focus) or avoiding losses (prevention 
focus). Pham and Avnet (2004) tested this notion and showed that reliance on substantive 
versus affective ad information depends on one’s regulatory focus. Promotion-focused 
individuals were more influenced by the attractiveness of an ad, while prevention-focused 
individuals were more persuaded by substantive information. Accordingly, regulatory focus 
influences which information an individual deliberately enquires or which information 
attracts attention.  
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Regulatory fit (Higgins, 2000) occurs when an individuals’ regulatory focus and the 
type of information processed, are compatible. Individuals in a prevention focus are more 
attentive to informational aspects that appeal to their needs to fulfill duties and 
responsibilities and that address safety and security needs. Promotion-focused individuals will 
be more receptive to informational aspects that fulfill their ideal goals and address 
advancement and achievement. Accordingly, Aaker and Lee (Aaker & Lee, 2001, Experiment 
1) showed that compatibility of ad content and consumer regulatory focus positively 
influenced brand attitudes and the perceived effectiveness of the ad. Depending on their 
regulatory focus, individuals were more persuaded by an advertisement that was related either 
to promotion-focused benefits (e.g., energy creation of juice) or to prevention-focused 
benefits (e.g., cancer and heart disease prevention of juice). In line with these findings, 
Chernev (2004) showed that regulatory focus compatibility of product attributes positively 
affects product evaluations. Attributes compatible with the regulatory focus tend to be 
overweighed in choice. Prevention-focused consumers are more receptive to utilitarian, 
reliability-related, and unattractive attributes, whereas promotion-focused consumers are 
more receptive to hedonic, performance-related and attractive product attributes. In sum, 
regulatory focus determines what information is important for consumers. Hence, applying 
the principle of regulatory fit to the field of online consumer behavior may help to 
understand individuals’ behavior in response to safety cues within an online shopping 
environment. In line with Pham and Higgins’ (2005) proposition that a prevention focus 
fosters a preferential search for information related to security and protection, it is expected 
that for prevention-focused consumers safety cues are more important than for promotion-
focused consumers. As a consequence, consumers’ active regulatory focus moderates the 
impact of online safety cues.  

The aim of the current study is to examine the impact of the regulatory focus 
compatibility of web content on consumer risk perceptions and attitudes. Since earlier 
research showed that an online shopping environment through its risky nature induces a 
prevention focus (van Noort et al., 2007b), this chapter concentrates on the consequences of 
this prevention focus within the online shopping context. It is predicted that an online 
shopping environment containing safety cues fits a prevention focus and therefore will 
positively influence prevention-focused consumers’ risk perceptions and attitudes. The 
hypotheses are that web content compatible with the consumers’ prevention focus will both 
lower the levels of the perceived risk of online purchases and engender more favorable 
attitudes and behavioral intentions.  

The hypotheses are tested in two experimental studies. For reasons of 
generalizability, web content of two different online stores is used. In Experiment 1, the basic 
idea is tested that online safety cues are more important for prevention-focused (vs. 
promotion-focused) individuals by using self-report measures of risk perception. These 
effects were tested using a website of a fictitious travel agency. The main aim of Experiment 
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2 was to replicate the findings in Experiment 1 and to further corroborate these findings. 
First, in Experiment 2 a different website was used (i.e., online music store). Second, a pre-
test was conducted to create a more thorough manipulation of the stimulus materials for the 
websites. Third, testing whether web content compatibility with prevention focus also affects 
other types of consumer responses extended the findings of Experiment 1. More specifically, 
the dependent variables in this experiment were both risk perception, multiple attitude 
measures, including attitude toward the website, attitude towards the online retailer, and 
behavioral intentions. Furthermore, in the second experiment several individual 
characteristics related to online behavior were assessed because a number of studies have 
shown that differences in prior online purchase behavior, educational level, Internet access, 
and frequency of Internet usage may affect online consumer behavior (e.g., Brown et al., 
2003; Chiang & Dholakia, 2003; Crisp et al., 1997; Swinyard & Smith, 2003).  

Experiment 1 

Method 
Participants. 94 Participants participated in this study (34% male) with a mean age of 

30 (SD = 10.54). The participants were approached by e-mail and were asked to volunteer in 
a study on online shopping. In the e-mail they received a link to an online questionnaire 
relating to one of the experimental conditions. 

Design and procedure. The study involved a 2 (regulatory focus: promotion vs. 
prevention) x 2 (web content: safety cues vs. non-safety cues) between subjects factorial 
design. The dependent measure was self-reported risk perception. Participants were randomly 
assigned to these conditions. Following a well-established procedure developed by Higgins 
and colleagues (e.g., Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994), participants were either 
instructed to write down their main hopes and aspirations and how these changed over time 
(i.e., inducing a promotion focus) or their main duties and obligations and how these changed 
over time (i.e., inducing a prevention focus).  

Next, participants were instructed to carefully inspect the website of a fictitious 
online travel agency that either contained safety cues (i.e., compatible with a prevention 
focus) or non-safety cues (i.e., incompatible with a prevention focus). The participants then 
completed a scale assessing risk perception. Finally, all subjects were debriefed and thanked 
for their participation. 

Stimulus Materials. To create web content that was either compatible or incompatible 
with the prevention focus, commonly used cues on the Internet were selected. Cues that 
appeal to the feeling of safety and security (i.e., compatibility with prevention), like ‘money-
back guarantee‘ and ‘highly secured payment system‘ were used for the prevention-
compatible website resulting in a website with safety cues. The purpose was to create 
websites that contained an equally amount of information, therefore, instead of leaving safety 
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cues out of the website incompatible with prevention focus we replaced them with non-safety 
cues, that are supposedly incompatible with a prevention focus. Examples include ‘pay now 
and save 10%’ and ‘early bird discount’. A fictitious online travel agency was used for the 
website, because holiday trips are commonly purchased online. Using a fictitious online 
retailer avoids issues concerning the existing reputation, brand awareness and familiarity with 
the brand. To enhance external validity the web design was based on an actual website of a 
travel agency. 

Dependent Measures 
Manipulation check. To check whether prevention compatible (i.e., safety cues) and 

prevention incompatible (i.e., non-safety cues) web content was successfully manipulated, 
participants were asked to rate whether the website convinced them that a booking with the 
online travel agency is safe (1 = totally disagree, 5 = totally agree).  

Risk perception. Risk perception was assessed with 9 items (α = .78), partially based 
on Jarvenpaa and Todd (1997) and on Kerkhof et al. (2005). Participants were asked to 
estimate the chance that a certain risk will emerge. All items started with “If I consider to 
book a holiday trip with this online agency, …”, followed by several purchase risks 
concerning privacy, performance, economic and personal risks, for example “unexpected 
delivery costs” and “unauthorized third-parties can access my credit card information”. Items 
were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). 

Results 
Manipulation checks. Seven participants did not correctly follow instructions to 

complete the online questionnaire; therefore these participants were excluded from further 
analyses (including these participants did not substantially affect the results). Analysis of 
variance showed that, as intended, the website containing safety cues was perceived as more 
safe than the website with non-safety cues (Msafety = 3.69, SD = 0.60 vs. Mnon-safety = 3.16, SD 
= 0.77; F(1, 85) = 12.92, p < .001, ηp2 = .13).  

Risk perception. To test whether web content that fits consumers’ prevention focus 
reduces consumers’ risk perceptions a regulatory focus (promotion vs. prevention) by web 
content (safety cues vs. non-safety cues) ANOVA was performed with the mean score on the 
risk perception scale as the dependent variable. This analysis showed a main effect for web 
content (F(1, 83) = 4.99, p < .05, ηp2 = .06), indicating that web content with safety cues was 
perceived less risky. More important, this effect was qualified by the expected interaction-
effect between regulatory focus and web content (F(1, 83) = 5.91, p < .05, ηp2 = .08). Simple 
effects analysis revealed that the impact of safety cues was significant for participants in the 
prevention focus (F(1, 83) = 10.73, p < .001, ηp2 = .11), but not for participants in the 
promotion focus condition (F(1, 83) < 1; see table 1). 
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Table 1. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations on Risk Perception as a Function of Regulatory Focus and Web 
Content (Experiment 1) 

 Prevention  Promotion 

 Safety Non-safety  Safety Non-safety 

Risk Perception 2.47a 3.07b  2.82a 2.80a 

SD 0.79 0.56  0.71 0.66 

 
Note: Means with a different subscript (for each regulatory focus condition) differ significantly from each other at the 
.01 level. Safety = web content with safety cues, Non-safety = web content with non-safety cues 
 

Discussion 
Consistent with the predictions the results show that web content compatible with a 

prevention focus engenders lower levels of risk perception in an online store for prevention-
focused consumers. Experiment 2 replicates and extends this result by using a more thorough 
manipulation of prevention compatible and incompatible online cues by conducting a pretest 
on online informational cues. Furthermore, to increase the generalizability of the outcomes of 
the current studies a website for another product category was used. Moreover, this study 
extends the findings in Experiment 1 by measuring risk perception, multiple attitudinal 
measures, and behavioral intentions to examine whether the evaluation of a website can be 
influenced by the prevention focus compatibility of the web content. If the web content 
matches the prevention focus a more favorable evaluation of the website should result, and 
people should be more willing to use the website in the future to conduct purchases. 
Furthermore, measuring differences in Internet access, frequency of Internet usage, prior 
online purchase behavior, online purchase frequency, and educational level enabled to assess 
whether the hypothesized effects still hold when controlling for differences related to online 
(shopping) behavior. 

Experiment 2 

Method 
Participants. 124 Participants participated in this study (46% male) with a mean age of 

32.72 (SD = 11.14). As in Experiment 1, the participants were approached by e-mail to 
volunteer in a study on online shopping. The e-mail contained a link to one of the 
experimental conditions. 

Design and procedure. The design was similar to Experiment 1, but this time a website 
of a fictitious online music store was used. To extend the findings of Experiment 1, scales 
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were added assessing consumer attitudes toward the website and the online retailer, 
behavioral intentions and several differences between participants concerning online 
behavior.  

Stimulus Materials. Among 41 students (46% male) a pre-test was conducted to create 
the stimulus materials for the websites. To create web content that was either compatible or 
incompatible with the prevention focus, more than 30 online cues (e.g., money back 
guarantee, secured payment system) were tested on their compatibility with the feeling of 
safety and security (i.e., compatibility with prevention). Participants were instructed to read 
the descriptions of two discrete feelings, referring either to prevention or to promotion. The 
prevention feeling was described as a feeling of quiescence, concerned with safety, security, 
trust and reliability, while the promotion feeling was described as a cheerful feeling, 
concerned with luxury, achievement, advancement and aspirations (Higgins, Shah, & 
Friedman, 1997). Next, participants had to evaluate several online cues (33 in total, including 
symbols and hyperlinks) commonly used on (music store) websites by rating to what extent 
the cues evoked the prevention and the promotion feeling. Hence, participants had to rate 
each cue twice, both on a prevention and a promotion-feeling scale. Items were rated on a 5-
point scale (1 = totally not evokes the feeling, 5 = completely evokes the feeling). Using t-statistics for 
each cue, we analyzed the difference between the prevention score and promotion score. For 
the prevention compatible website the cues with a mean score of 3 or higher on the 
prevention scale were used, that significantly differed from the score on the promotion scale, 
resulting in a website with safety cues (e.g., money-back guarantee symbol, warranty policy 
hyperlink). For the prevention incompatible website the cues with a mean score of 3 or 
higher on the promotion scale were used, that significantly differed from the score on the 
prevention scale, resulting in a website with non-safety cues (e.g., new arrivals hyperlink, 
discount symbol). 

Dependent Measures 
Manipulation checks. In this study three items were used to check whether the web 

content was successfully manipulated. First, participants were asked to rate whether the 
website had convinced them that doing a purchase with this online retailer was safe (1 = 
totally disagree, 5 = totally agree). Next, participants were asked to rate on a 5-point semantic 
differential scale to what extent the website was (a) risky-secure and (b) unprotected-
protected.  

Risk perception. Risk perception was assessed using the same items as in Experiment 
1 (α = .90). 

Attitude toward the website. Attitude toward the website was assessed with two scales. 
First, six items measured the general attitude toward the website, comprised of the affective 
and cognitive components of attitude. Sample items included ‘I would feel comfortable when 
surfing on this website‘, ‘this website gives me a positive feeling’, and ‘my evaluation of this 
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website is positive’ (α = .97). These items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from ‘totally 
disagree’ to ‘totally agree’, and the mean score on these items was used as a dependent 
variable in the analyses. Second, we used a concise version of the attitude toward the site 
scale created by Chen and Wells (1999). They created this scale especially to measure attitude 
on dimensions that are unique for and/or important to web content (i.e., entertainment, 
informativeness and organization). Participants were asked to rate to what extent six 
adjectives were applicable to the website, using a 5-points scale that ranged from ‘applies not 
at all’ to ‘applies very much’. Sample items include imaginative, informative, and well-ordered 
(α = .92). 

Behavioral intentions. Three items measured intentions to use the website in the future 
(α = .95; e.g., ‘I would use this website to purchase a CD’). Items were rated on a 5-point 
scale ranging from ‘totally disagree’ to ‘totally agree’, and the mean score on these items was 
used as a dependent variable in the analyses. 

Attitude toward the online retailer. Participants were asked to fill out a 5-item semantic 
differential scale to assess attitude toward the online retailer. Sample items were ‘incredible - 
credible’, ‘attractive - unattractive’, and ‘uninteresting – interesting’ (α = .92). Items were 
measured on a 5-point scale, and the mean score on these 5 items was used as the dependent 
variable in the analyses.  

Assessment of control variables. Differences in prior online purchase behavior, 
educational level, Internet access, and frequency of Internet usage were measured for 
exploratory reasons to asses their impact on the consumers’ risk perceptions and attitudes 
toward the website and the online retailer.  

Results  
No correlations were found between the dependent measures and all the assessed 

control variables, except for frequency of Internet usage. Participants that used the Internet 
more frequently had lower scores on the attitudinal and behavioral intentions scales (see table 
2). 

 
Table 2. Correlations between assessed Frequency of Internet Usage and the Dependent Measures (Experiment 2) 

 Frequency of Internet Usage 

Risk Perception  -.014** 

Attitude toward the website  -.207** 

Chen & Wells’ Attitude toward the site scale  -.261** 

Behavioral Intentions   -.213** 

Attitude toward the online retailer  -.219** 

 
Note: *  p < .05 (2-tailed), ** p < .01 (2-tailed) 
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Manipulation checks. Five participants did not complete the regulatory focus 
manipulation questions. These participants were excluded from further analyses (including 
these participants did not substantially affect the results). Second, analysis of variance showed 
that, as intended, the prevention compatible website with safety cues was perceived as more 
safe than the website with non-safety cues (F(1, 117) = 56.66, p < .001, ηp2 = .33; Msafety = 
3.70, SD = 1.01 vs. Mnon-safety = 2.30, SD = 1.01). Furthermore, analyses of variance showed 
that the website containing safety cues was perceived as relatively more secure (F(1, 117)= 
67.62, p < .001, ηp2 = .37; Msafety = 3.79, SD = 1.12 vs. Mnon-safety = 2.24, SD = 0.93) and 
relatively more protected (F(1, 117)= 68.54, p < .001, ηp2 = .37; Msafety = 3.84, SD = 1.08 vs. 
Mnon-safety = 2.32, SD = 0.93). Hence, the web content was successfully manipulated. 

Risk perception. To test whether web content that fits consumers’ prevention focus, 
reduces consumers’ risk perceptions a 2 (regulatory focus: promotion vs. prevention) by 2 
(web content: safety cues vs. non-safety cues) ANOVA was performed with risk perceptions 
as the dependent variable. This analysis showed a main effect for regulatory focus (Mprevention 
= 2.64, SD = 1.10 vs. Mpromotion = 3.05, SD = 0.73; F(1, 115) = 8.02, p < .01, ηp2 = .07) and 
for web content (Msafety = 2.43, SD = 0.93 vs. Mnon-safety = 3.26, SD = 0.79; F(1, 115) = 33.41, 
p < .001, ηp2 = .23). More important, these main effects were qualified by the expected 
interaction-effect between regulatory focus and web content (F(1, 115) = 21.54, p <.001, ηp2 

= .16; see table 3). Simple effects analysis revealed that the impact of safety cues was 
significant for participants in the prevention focus (F(1, 115) = 52.91, p < .001, ηp2 = .32), 
but not for participants in the promotion focus condition (F(1, 115) < 1). 
 
Table 3. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations on Risk Perception as a Function of Regulatory Focus and Web 
Content (Experiment 2) 

 Prevention  Promotion 

 Safety Non-safety  Safety Non-safety 

Risk Perception 1.89a 3.39b  2.97a 3.13a 

SD 0.82 0.83  0.72 0.74 

 
Note: Means with a different subscript (for each regulatory focus condition) differ significantly from each other at the 
.001 level. Safety = web content with safety cues, Non-safety = web content with non-safety cues 
 

Attitude toward the website and behavioral intentions. To test whether web content that fits 
consumers’ prevention focus engenders a relatively positive attitude toward the website and 
relatively high behavioral intentions a 2 (regulatory focus: promotion vs. prevention) by 2 
(web content: safety cues vs. non-safety cues) MANCOVA was conducted with the mean 
scores on the attitude toward the website, the concise Chenn and Wells’ scale, and the 
behavioral intentions scale as dependent variables. Since frequency of Internet usage 
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correlated with the attitudinal and behavioral intentional measures, this variable was added to 
the analysis as a covariate. Apart from a significant impact of frequency of Internet usage 
(Wilk’s Lambda F(3, 112) = 2.82, p< .05, ηp2 = .07) the MANCOVA revealed a significant 
main effect for web content, Wilk’s Lambda F(3, 112) = 8.21, p< .001, ηp2 = .18) and a 
significant interaction effect between regulatory focus and web content, Wilk’s Lambda F(3, 
112) = 10.53, p< .001, ηp2 = .22. Univariate analyses of variance were used to assess the 
distinct effects for each dependent variable. These analyses revealed main effects of web 
content on the general attitude toward the website scale (F(1, 114) = 20.29, p < .001, ηp2 = 
.15), the concise Chenn and Wells’ scale (F(1, 114) = 15.56, p < .001, ηp2 = .12), and the 
behavioral intentions scale (F(1, 114) = 11.65, p < .001, ηp2 = .09). More important, the 
analyses revealed that these main effects were qualified by the expected interaction effect 
between regulatory focus and web content (see table 4). Simple effects analysis revealed that 
the impact of safety cues on the three dependent variables was significant for participants in 
the prevention focus FAttitude(1, 114) = 46.22, p < .001, ηp2 = .29; FChen&Wells(1, 114) = 42.39, p 
< .001, ηp2 = .27; FBehavioral intentions(1, 114) = 31.91, p < .001, ηp2 = .22), but not for 
participants in the promotion focus condition (All Fs < 1). 
 
Table 4. Mean Scores and Univariate Interaction Effects between Regulatory Focus and Web Content on Attitude 
toward the Website and Behavioral Intentions (Experiment 2) 

 Prevention  Promotion  Interaction 

F(1,114) 

 

ηp
2 

 Safety Non-safety  Safety Non-safety    

Attitude 3.82a 2.04b  2.70a 2.83a  27.42* .19 

SD 1.20 0.94  1.01 0.86    

Chen & Wells scale 3.49a 2.46b  2.81a 2.97a  29.04* .20 

SD 0.65 0.69  0.57 0.53    

Intentions 3.65a 2.01b  2.56a 2.81a  21.94* .16 

SD 1.33 1.07  1.06 1.01    

 
Note: Means in the same row with a different subscript (for each regulatory focus condition) differ significantly from 
each other at the .05 level. Safety = web content with safety cues, Non-safety = web content with non-safety cues  
* p < .001 
 

Attitude toward online retailer. To test whether web content that fits consumers’ 
prevention focus engenders a relatively positive attitude toward the online retailer a 2 
(regulatory focus: promotion vs. prevention) by 2 (web content: safety cues vs. non-safety 
cues) ANCOVA was conducted with the mean score on the attitude toward the online 
retailer scale as dependent variable. Again, frequency of Internet usage was added as a 
covariate. Apart from a significant impact of frequency of Internet usage (F(1, 114) = 5.23, p 
< .05, ηp2 = .04) the analyses revealed a significant main-effect for web content (F(1, 114) = 
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14.79, p < .001, ηp2 = .12). More important, this effect was qualified by the expected 
interaction effect between regulatory focus and web content (F(1, 114) = 24.77, p < .001, ηp2 

= .18; see table 5). Simple effects analysis revealed that the impact of safety cues was 
significant for participants in the prevention focus (F(1, 114) = 37.89, p < .001, ηp

2= .25), but 
not for participants in the promotion focus condition (F(1, 114) < 1). 
 
Table 5. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations on Attitude toward the Online Retailer as a Function of Regulatory 
Focus and Web Content (Experiment 2) 

 Prevention  Promotion 

 Safety Non-safety  Safety Non-safety 

Attitude toward the online retailer 3.76a 2.27b  2.85a 3.04a 

SD 1.02 0.82  0.71 0.66 

 
Note: Means with a different subscript (for each regulatory focus condition) differ significantly from each other at the 
.05 level. Safety = web content with safety cues, Non-safety = web content with non-safety cues 

General Discussion 
The aim of this research was to create a better understanding of online consumer 

behavior by applying the principle of regulatory fit (Higgins, 2000). Earlier research showed 
that the online shopping environment induces a prevention focus (van Noort et al., 2007b), 
demonstrated that a prevention focus initiates a preference for reliability- related information 
(Chernev, 2004), and argued that a prevention focus fosters a preferential search for 
information related to security and protection (Pham & Higgins, 2005). The current research 
aimed to extend our knowledge of the consequences of a prevention focus in online 
shopping environments and to explain the persuasiveness of online safety cues. It was 
predicted that the impact of online safety cues is moderated by the consumers’ regulatory 
focus. Two experimental studies tested the effects of regulatory focus compatibility of web 
content on online consumer behaviour, for two different types of online stores (i.e., music 
store and travel agency). In both studies, prevention-focused individuals presented with a 
safety-oriented online shopping environment showed lower levels of risk perception. 
Moreover, in Experiment 2 we reported positive effects of regulatory fit on risk perception, 
multiple attitudinal measures and behavioral intentions. Prevention-focused consumers 
showed more favorable attitudes toward the website and the online retailer when presented 
with safety-oriented web content. In contrast, promotion-focused consumers did not differ in 
their reaction to web content that either did or did not contain safety cues. 

These findings build forth on the results reported in Chapter 2 and 3. In Chapter 2 
it was first demonstrated that an online shopping context engenders a more reflective and 
conscious (vs. impulsive) self-regulation. Next, in Chapter 3 it was demonstrated that this 
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self-regulation is prevention-focused in its nature. The results of the present Chapter showed 
that this prevention-focused self-regulation is consequential for online consumer behavior, by 
demonstrating that the persuasiveness of online safety cues depends on consumers’ 
prevention focus.  

An important contribution of the present research to theoretical development is its 
demonstration of the interaction between online safety cues and consumers’ regulatory focus. 
The results provide evidence that the persuasiveness of online safety cues depends on 
consumers’ regulatory goals. More specifically, that a regulatory fit (Higgins, 2000) between 
web content and consumers’ prevention focus positively influences consumers’ responses. 
Findings are consistent with the findings that prevention-focused consumers are more 
receptive for reliability-related information (Chernev, 2004) and with the suggestion that a 
prevention focus fosters a preference for security-related information (Pham & Higgins, 
2005). Over time, the regulatory fit between web content and consumers’ regulatory focus 
may become even more significant for consumer behavior. From the perspective of the 
Diffusion of Innovation theory (Rogers, 1995), one could argue that the findings of the 
presented studies will only hold in the near future and are less important in the longer run, 
because individuals will have more and more positive experiences with online shopping, will 
become confident with the Internet, and might therefore become less skeptical towards 
online shopping and perceive less online shopping risks. Furthermore, some specialists see 
the security issue of e-commerce resolved in the near future (e.g., Bhimani, 1996). In contrast, 
from the perspective of RFT (Higgins, 1997) the regulatory focus compatibility of web 
content becomes more and more important. According to RFT, an individual tends to use a 
strategy towards a goal that proved to be successful. So, once an online purchase is 
conducted with a prevention strategy, focused on preventing negative outcomes, and the 
purchase turned out to be successful (e.g., the product arrived in time, no additional costs 
were surcharged, the product did meet ones expectations) future online purchases will also be 
conducted with a prevention focus. From this point of view, the current findings are far from 
temporary and the fit between consumers’ prevention focus and web content becomes 
increasingly important. 

Some suggestions for future research concern the methodology used in this 
research. First, in both studies websites were used as static images with no interactive 
features, individuals could not browse on the website for instance. For measuring risk 
perceptions, attitudes and behavioral intentions this type of stimulus materials was perfectly 
suitable and sufficient. However, to be able to extend the current findings by measuring 
different types of consumer responses it is recommendable to replicate this study with more 
dynamic websites where individuals can fully use all interactive features. In such a research 
setting, click-through behavior could be analyzed to test if regulatory focus influences 
consumers’ preference for certain online informational cues and interactive features. Second, 
the persuasiveness of online safety cues is tested using an experimental design in which 
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effects of websites with and without safety cues are measured. In real-life settings websites 
consist both safety and non-safety cues. Interesting questions are, whether one single safety 
cue is enough to persuade consumers to buy online or whether there should be a minimum 
level of safety cues, and which online safety cue is most persuasive. To answer these 
questions, future research could either use different experimental designs or use real websites. 
Third, although multiple attitudinal measures were used and both consumers’ attitude and 
behavioral intentions are good predictors of purchase behavior one could argue that there is a 
gap between attitudes and intentions on the one hand and actual behavior on the other hand 
(for an overview of the attitude-behavior relationship see Glasman & Albarracín, 2006). That 
individuals do not always act in accordance with their intentions is a common observations 
and research has shown that behavioral intentions and patterns are not always univocally 
consistent with attitudes (e.g., Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). However, recent research on the 
predictive power of attitudes for behavior in the online shopping domain demonstrated that 
attitudes are significant predictors of online buying behavior (Yang, Lester, & James, 2007). 
Thus, although there might be a gap between attitudes or intentions on the one side and 
behavior on the other side, these results confirm that attitudes are predictive for behavior in 
the domain of online consumer behavior. Nevertheless, an extension of the current studies is 
recommended with more explicit dependent variables such as a real online purchase or click-
through behavior (as a measure for information preference). 

Future research could also focus on the moderating role of reputation of the online 
retailer. One could argue that a sound and reliable reputation lowers the importance of the 
use of online safety cues in the online purchase context. Furthermore, the current studies 
were conducted using websites for an online travel agency and an online music store. Both 
CD’s and holidays or airplane tickets are frequently purchased on the Internet and the current 
studies show that even for these products regulatory fit is important in explaining online 
consumer behavior. On could argue that the regulatory fit between consumers’ prevention 
focus and web content is an even more important predictor of online consumer behavior for 
products that are less commonly purchased on the Internet.  

In terms of practical implications for consumer psychology and behavior, the 
current studies show that the use of safety cues in online purchase environments influences 
risk perception, the evaluation of the website and the online retailer and also the 
consumption of products. Together with the earlier finding that an online shopping 
environment tends to initiate a prevention focus (van Noort et al., 2007b), the current 
findings imply that it is important to design web content that fits the consumer prevention 
focus. Although the natural tendency of a marketer might be to advertise positive features of 
products and services, the current findings indicate that individuals are more easily persuaded 
by safety-oriented online information. Therefore, it might be sensible to emphasize safety and 
protective features, since these features fit the prevention focus. e-commerce should 
anticipate on this when designing web content. 
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Since ample research has shown that risk perceptions are an impediment for the 
growth of e-commerce (e.g., Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001), it is crucial for online marketers 
to eliminate consumers’ concerns about safety and security. The current findings show that 
safety cues are successful in reducing risk perceptions regarding online shopping. An 
implication that derives from current findings is that it is always safer for online marketers to 
use online safety cues. Furthermore, since the reliance on safety cues is only one of the risk 
reducing strategies (Derbaix, 1983) that can influence risk perceptions and purchase behavior 
(Dowling & Staelin, 1994), web content should not only cater to the consumer needs for 
safety and security by providing the consumer with online safety cues, but also by providing 
other risk relievers. Online advertising texts for products and services should as well be 
designed compatible with the relevant focus, because product features and advertising 
arguments compatible with the focus are more convincing or more relevant for consumers 
(e.g., Chernev, 2004; Werth & Förster, 2006). Creating web content that meets consumers’ 
prevention focus in all its aspects is considerably more effective. 
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Chapter 5 Summary and General Discussion 
 
 
 
 
 
In the last decade Internet sneaked into our daily shopping activities. This thesis 

tried to investigate whether online consumers go differently about their shopping than 
consumers in a conventional store, because of unique features of the online shopping 
context. The aim of this thesis was to contribute to the literature that studies online 
consumer behavior by examining the differential effects of the online and conventional 
shopping environment on consumer self-regulation. Two primary and unique features of the 
online store, relative to the conventional store, were considered to have a different and 
important impact on consumer self-regulation: lack of physical presence and the perceived 
risky nature.  

First, considering the lack of physical presence in the online store, it was argued that 
the lack of physical proximity makes it difficult for online consumers to experience sensorial 
information. As a consequence, an online shopping context was expected to engender less 
affective responses than a conventional store. Consumers’ experienced affect is a prominent 
precursor of failures in regulating impulses to buy. Therefore, it was argued that the relatively 
affect-poor online store causes better self-regulation of impulses. In contrast to the 
widespread notion that the Internet is the ultimate impulse buying medium, online consumers 
were expected to have fewer intentions to engage in impulse buying. 

Second, considering the perceived risky nature of the Internet, it was argued that 
because of the perceived risky online shopping environment, the consumer goal in an online 
store differs from the goal in a conventional store, and subsequently influences how 
consumers regulate themselves. More specifically, employing Regulatory Focus Theory (RFT: 
Higgins, 1997), it was argued that the perceived risky nature influences the primary self-
regulatory goal of online consumers, that avoiding losses, rather than achieving gains would 
become the primary goal. The goal to avoid losses is called a prevention focus, and is 
concerned with the absence and presence of negative outcomes, with duties and 
responsibilities. Self-regulatory goals prompt individuals to selectively pay attention to and 
rely on information that helps them to attain their goal. Therefore, given a stronger 
prevention focus among online consumers, it was expected that the online purchase process 
is qualitatively different from conventional purchases. More specifically, online consumers 
were expected to rely more on online information that appeals to their prevention focus, like 
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information on safety and security. I will continue this chapter by summarizing the main 
findings.  

Overview of the Main Findings 

Chapter 2: Online versus Conventional Shopping: Affect and Impulse Buying Intent 
Chapter 2 addressed the influence of the lack of physical presence as a specific 

feature of the online shopping environment. The results demonstrated that individuals in an 
online shopping environment experience less intense affect, than individuals in a 
conventional shopping context. Furthermore, it was demonstrated that online consumers 
have less impulse buying intentions in terms of the urge to buy and the lack of planning. 
These results provide evidence for the central hypothesis that online consumers regulate their 
purchases more than consumers in the conventional store. The experiments reported in 
Chapter 2 were the first to examine the differences in affective responses in conventional and 
online shopping contexts. By not only experimentally establishing this effect, but also by 
examining a consequential effect on consumers’ ability to regulate impulsive buying behavior, 
the current thesis addressed the need for understanding the differences between online and 
conventional consumer behavior. Furthermore, this thesis showed strong support against the 
predominant idea that the Internet is the ultimate medium for impulse purchases (e.g., 
LaRose, 2001; LaRose & Eastin, 2002, claim negative effects of the Internet on consumers’ 
ability to regulate impulse buying). Chapter 3 and 4 further address the influence of another 
specific feature of the Internet on the nature of consumers´ self-regulation: the perceived 
risky nature of the Internet.  

Chapter 3: Online versus Conventional shopping: Effects on Regulatory Focus 
In Chapter 3 the perceived risky nature of the Internet was considered in examining 

the effect of the online vs. conventional shopping environment on consumers´ risk 
perceptions and nature of regulatory focus. Three experiments demonstrated that an online 
shopping context, by its risky nature, engenders prevention-focused self-regulation. The 
findings reported in Experiment 1 showed that individuals in an online shopping context 
report higher levels of risk perception and prevention-focused self-regulation. Experiment 2 
replicated these findings by using an implicit measure of prevention-focused self-regulation. 
Moreover, the findings demonstrated that the effect of an online shopping environment on 
prevention focus carries over to behavior in a domain unrelated to shopping, i.e., the 
performance on an anagram task. Furthermore, Experiment 3 extends the findings reported 
in Experiment 1 and 2 by demonstrating that the effects of shopping environment on risk 
perception and prevention focus occur irrespective of the type of product. 
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The experiments in this chapter were the first to demonstrate that an online store 
initiates prevention-focused self-regulation among consumers, which implies that RFT might 
explain differences between consumer responses in online and conventional shopping 
contexts. Furthermore, the findings of Experiment 2 showed that a prevention focus is 
consequential for behavior unrelated to shopping (i.e., task performance), this indicates that 
the initiated prevention focus might also be consequential for how online consumers go 
about their shopping.  

In Chapter 2 it was demonstrated that the online shopping context, as compared to 
a conventional shopping context, engenders more reflective or conscious self-regulation. The 
findings reported in this chapter demonstrated that this self-regulation is prevention-focused 
in its nature. However, Chapter 3 did not provide an answer to what the possible 
consequences are of a prevention focus for the online shopping process. Therefore, Chapter 
4 continues where Chapter 3 left off, and addresses the question whether prevention-focused 
self-regulation influences the processing of online information. More specifically, Chapter 4 
examines whether a consumer’s prevention focus predicts the persuasiveness of information 
typically given in online stores, i.e., assurances on the safety of the online store, the online 
payment or the product purchased.  

Chapter 4: Regulatory Fit and Online Shopping: Effects of prevention Focus 
Compatibility of Web Content on Consumer Responses 

Chapter 4 revealed that the online consumers´ prevention focus is consequential for 
the persuasiveness of online information (i.e., web content). More specifically, the effects of 
the fit between consumers´ prevention focus and online information on consumers´ 
responses were examined. In two experiments it was demonstrated that online safety cues, 
i.e., information that gives assurance on the safety of the online store, the online payment, or 
the product purchased, are more persuasive for prevention-focused consumers. The findings 
of Experiment 1 showed that online safety cues lower risk perceptions, but only for 
prevention-focused individuals. Experiment 2 replicated this finding and additionally 
demonstrated that online safety cues engender more positive attitudes toward the website and 
the online retailer and engenders more favorable behavioral intentions to use the website in 
the future, but again only for prevention-focused individuals.  

The experiments in this chapter were the first that addressed the persuasiveness of 
online safety cues on consumer responses. Furthermore, the findings reported in the 
experiments showed evidence for the hypothesis that safety-oriented online information fits 
the consumers´ prevention focus. The findings demonstrated that online safety-oriented 
information is persuasive in terms of lowering risk perceptions, creating positive attitudes and 
behavioral intentions, but only for prevention-focused individuals. This implies, that online 
retailers should address the consumers’ strong focus on losses (i.e., prevention focus) with 
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assurances that there is nothing to lose. More generally, the findings indicate that regulatory 
fit applies to and is predictive of online consumer behavior.  

Whereas Chapter 2 demonstrated that online shopping environments engenders 
self-regulation, Chapter 3 demonstrated that this concerns a prevention-focused self-
regulation. Chapter 4 demonstrated the consequences of this prevention focus for the 
persuasiveness of online information. 

Theoretical Implications 
The results demonstrated that online shopping is qualitatively different from 

shopping in a physical store. It can be concluded that online consumers regulate themselves 
differently from consumers in brick-and-mortar shopping context. First of all, the findings 
demonstrated that online consumers are better able to control and regulate their impulses 
than is feared by some researchers. The implications of the current findings might be far 
reaching for the applicability of existing consumer behavior theory to the domain of online 
consumer behavior, since ample research showed that experienced affect can have 
multifarious effects on judgment and information processing in general (e.g., Bower, 1981; 
Schwarz & Clore, 1983) and in consumption situations in offline settings in particular (for 
reviews see Bagozzi et al., 1999; Cohen & Areni, 1991; Gendolla, 2000). Given the less 
extreme affective responses in the online shopping environment, affect might not fuel online 
consumer behavior to the same extent as consumer behavior in conventional shopping 
contexts. 

Second, by establishing that the risky nature of the Internet sets a specific self-regulatory 
goal, this thesis underlines the importance of the role of environmental stimuli in predicting 
consumer goals and subsequent behavior. A great body of research identified the perceived 
risky nature of the Internet as the main barrier for online shopping adoption and tried to 
predict online shopping intentions by risk perceptions (e.g., Crisp et al., 1997; Hoffman et al., 
1995; Jarvenpaa & Tractinsky, 1999; Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, & Vitale, 2000; Kuhlmeier & 
Knight, 2005; Lee & Tan, 2003; Miyazaki & Fernandez, 2001; Pavlou, 2003; Ranganathan & 
Ganapathy, 2002). The current results underline these findings, since it was demonstrated 
that online consumers feel exposed to high levels of risk. More important, this dissertation 
tried to explain how perceived risk induces self-regulatory goals that may be predictive for 
consumer behavior. Self-regulatory goals are known to affect several processes related to 
information search, information processing and decision-making (Pham & Higgins, 2005).  

Thus, studies on risk perception have shown that perceived risk is predictive for online 
shopping intentions, but so far it was not examined whether the risky characteristic of the 
online shopping context influences consumer goals and subsequent online consumer 
behavior. In this dissertation regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997) is applied to explain 
how consumer goals might differ between risky and unrisky shopping contexts and further to 
predict how these goals in turn affect the online shopping process. The findings of this thesis 
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demonstrated that the online shopping environment, by its perceived risky nature, sets a self-
regulatory goal that is focused on preventing negative outcomes (i.e, prevention focus) rather 
than a goal that is focused on achieving positive outcomes (i.e., promotion focus). In Chapter 
4 it was shown, how self-regulatory goals influence the persuasiveness of online information. 
By establishing these effects, the findings show that risk perception is more than just a 
predictor of online shopping intentions, that it is predictive for consumer goals and behavior. 
By establishing that the Internet sets a specific self-regulatory goal, this thesis underlines the 
importance of the role of environmental stimuli in predicting consumer goals and subsequent 
behavior. The current findings suggest that online environmental stimuli are important in 
theorizing on and in predicting online consumer goals.  

Another important implication that follows from the results is that in online shopping 
environments, self-regulatory goals direct behavior. So far, the main body of online consumer 
behavior research concentrated on discovering antecedents of online shopping adoption and 
identified that online shopping goals (e.g., time saving) differ from shopping goals in 
conventional shopping formats (e.g., social interaction, Alba et al., 1997), by mainly 
examining the relative benefits of the shopping channel. These findings indicate that 
consumer goals differ between shopping channels. However, so far it was not examined 
whether these different goals engender different shopping styles for the conventional and 
online shopping context. This thesis demonstrated that online consumers are driven by a 
different self-regulatory goal: prevention focus. Furthermore, this thesis examined the 
consequences of the prevention-focused self-regulatory goal for the online shopping process, 
i.e. information preferences, by studying the persuasiveness of online-specific information. 
Information on the assurance of the safety of the online store, the online payment, or the 
product purchased, i.e., safety cues, was more persuasive for prevention-focused consumers 
than for promotion-focused consumers. Of course this is only one of the possible 
consequences for the shopping process of online consumers’ prevention focus, since RFT 
proposes that effects of self-regulatory goals occur on cognitive, motivation and behavioral 
components of consumer behavior. Nevertheless, by demonstrating the effects on the 
persuasiveness of online safety cues, this thesis shows that in theorizing on online consumer 
behavior it is important to employ a self-regulation perspective. However, it must be noted 
that the current findings also show that RFT might only partly apply to online consumer self-
regulation. Since the risky nature of the online shopping context initiated a prevention focus 
and not a promotion focus, only prevention focus might be predictive for cognitive, 
behavioral, and emotional online consumer responses. 

RFT states that regulatory foci can both chronically differ between individuals and be 
situationally induced (Higgins, 1997). This thesis contributes to RFT by showing that a 
shopping context is one of the situations that can induce a specific regulatory focus: it was 
demonstrated that the online shopping induces a prevention focus. From the perspective of 
media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1984), the online shopping context can be seen as 
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relatively lean. Due to the lack of physical proximity the online shopping has less 
information-carrying capacity, it is limited in communicating sensorial information. Although 
the hypothesis was tested whether the online shopping context induces a prevention-focused 
self-regulation, due to its risky nature, the results also imply that a lean type of shopping 
environment initiates a prevention-focused self-regulation. Future research could focus on 
the effects of media richness on consumer self-regulation. Within the domain of online 
consumer behavior it would be interesting to examine the effects of media formats (i.e., the 
use of different modalities) on self-regulatory goals and subsequently how it influences the 
shopping process. Within a broader domain of media-effect studies, it would be worthwhile 
to examine whether indeed the richness of the (shopping) medium induces different types of 
self-regulation, either directly or indirectly via emotional responses.  

Practical Implications 
The findings of this thesis show that the lack of physical presence in and the risky 

nature of the online shopping context influences consumer behavior and have several 
implications for how online stores should meet the informational needs to create and 
enhance consumer welfare. The implications for online retailers will be discussed on the basis 
of the two characteristics of the online store, that are considered in this thesis: lack of 
physical proximity and risky nature.  

Lack of Physical Presence 
The findings demonstrated that the online shopping environment is poor in creating 

affective responses, while ample research has shown that affect is an important guidance for 
behavior in general (for reviews see Bagozzi, Gopinath, & Nyer, 1999; Cohen & Areni, 1991; 
Gendolla, 2000) and also that immersive, hedonic aspects of the Internet are strong 
predictors of online attitudes (Childers et al., 2001) and intentions to use the Internet (Zhang 
& Li, 2005). This implies that web designers should focus on creating more immersive 
environments: the richer the medium, the better sensorial information is communicated (Daft 
& Lengel, 1984), the more computer-mediated shopping will become a more emotionally 
fulfilling experience. In the sphere of online consumer experience, the trials with marketing in 
virtual worlds are an important step towards the development of more emotional appeal in 
the online environment. 

It seems as online marketers see the problem of lack of physical proximity, and 
therefore try to create more immersive online shopping environments. KLM Royal Dutch 
Airlines, for instance, wants to create an appealing online experience for their online bookers; 
they want to be more than a booking site. KLM pursues to enrich the online booking process 
by behavioral targeting. More specifically, KLM attempts to provide the online consumer 
with personalized booking information and flight offers on the basis of the consumers’ 
online surfing behavior. Moreover, in the near future KLM wants to enrich the website by 
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creating an online experience, for example by providing more information on the flight 
destination. In April 2007 Albert.nl, the online shop of the big Dutch grocery store Albert 
Heijn, launched a new website to create an online shopping experience that is more similar to 
shopping in the physical outlet of Albert Heijn. By making dinner suggestions, creating theme 
shops for different shopping purposes (e.g. BBQ, kids party, birthday party), and creating a 
tool for personalized grocery lists, the website tries to inspire online consumers to create 
more impulse purchases. Although big store chains seem to concentrate more and more on 
stimulating affect and providing consumers with richer online experiences, these 
developments are still in their infancy.  

In creating a richer online experience, or a more emotionally evocative online 
shopping context, online marketers could also increase the online retailers’ presence 
(Hassanein & Head, 2006, 2007), by for instance implementing online commercial chat on 
their websites. Research by Van Dolen, Dabholkar, and De Ruyter (2007) demonstrated that 
chat sessions on commercial websites have a positive effect, they increase customer 
satisfaction and subsequently increase purchases intentions and the intention to promote the 
online retailer’s services. Another possibility to increase the online retailers’ presence on 
websites is using socially rich product descriptions and pictures or by taking into account 
design factors of websites that can evoke feelings as individuals interact with homepages 
(Kim, Lee, & Choi, 2003). Furthermore, online marketers could try to increase the sensorial 
information transmitted by online product representations, by for instance providing a zoom 
function so that consumers can have a close look at materials (see eshop.Mexx.com). 
Additionally, launching outlets in a virtual world or creating virtual meeting places for 
consumers can create more immersive online shopping environments. In the virtual world 
Second Life companies test their new strategies to gain experience with this new way of 
marketing. Companies are either just present or promoting or they are actually selling their 
products and services. Nike and Reebok sell sneakers, Nissan and Toyata offer test rides, 
ABN AMRO has a virtual office, and Randstad even offers virtual jobs. Linking real life jobs 
with the virtual world, McKinsey and Randstad recently organized recruitment events 
(Randstad, 2007; www.vvc.mckinsey.com) in Second Life. Thus, several companies are 
exploring different ways for creating a richer online experience by simulating the real world 
on the Internet. 

As long as more immersive online stores do not or only scarcely appear, online 
generated affect cannot fully guide online consumer behavior. However, anticipated emotions 
might still play an important role in the online purchase process. The findings of Wiener et al. 
(2007), for instance, indicate that anticipated affect (i.e., how it feels to make or not make a 
purchase before deciding whether to use a credit card) influences credit card purchasing. 
They showed that individuals who imagined feeling good after buying items and feeling bad  
after not buying items, were more likely to use their credit cards than those who imagined 
feeling bad after buying and good after not buying (i.e., refers to a bad feeling not to a 
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subjective judgment about the severity of a risk as in risk perception). Creating the illusion 
that one will feel good after purchasing an item (i.e., enhancing anticipated positive affect), 
might be easier for a marketer or an online retailer, than influencing affective responses to a 
website since these anticipated feelings can be communicated and influenced via other media 
like television commercials.  

Risky Nature  
The findings demonstrated that the online shopping context initiates a prevention 

focus and that prevention-focused consumers are more sensitive to information that is 
relevant for this focus. Therefore, online retailers can enhance consumer welfare by providing 
online consumers with information that is catered to the consumer needs for safety and 
security. On the basis of the findings that demonstrate the persuasiveness of safety cues, it 
can be argued that web designers should not focus on the customer experience and on more 
immersive websites (as argued in the paragraph above). On the contrary, these results clearly 
imply that website designers should excel in providing clear risk-relieving information that is 
highly significant for online consumers.  

Without denying the potential positive effects of an immersive online shopping 
environment, merging the need for safety information and the need for an emotional 
fulfilling shopping experience might be the best solution. Live help interfaces, embodied by 
humanoid avatars with a computer-generated voice, could bring the need for information on 
security and the need for a more emotional appealing online shopping environment together. 
In this line Qui and Benbasat (2005) already showed that the presence of a text-to-speech 
voice increases consumers’ trust toward customer service representatives (see Nass & Brave, 
2005 for more general responses to interactive voice technologies). Another way of merging 
the need for safety information and emotional appeal is creating websites with a personality 
(i.e., e-brand personality) through the visual design. In this line, the findings of Park, Choi, 
and Kim (2005) are promising. They demonstrated that different visual website attributes are 
perceived differently related to personality. For example the attributes contrast, density and 
regularity can be used to create a website that has an analytical personality, and that might fit 
the need for information on safety and security. 

From the perspective of the profile of the future online consumer, it will remain 
important in the future to meet the need for safety information. Research has shown that the 
percentage of online users that use the Internet to shop online will increase in the following 
years from approximately two-third in 2005, to three-quarters in 2010 (Jupiter Research, 
2006). Therefore, online retailers will confront difficulties in converting consumers into 
online consumers, and Internet users into Internet buyers. As a consequence, online retailers 
will rely heavily on existing online shoppers. Considering this tendency, it becomes 
increasingly important to offer consumers what they are searching for, to give them a 
successful experience in order to retain the online consumer. In conclusion, based on the 
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results in this thesis, it becomes more and more important to offer information that fits the 
prevention focus.  

Limitations 
Although the results in this thesis have shed some new light on consumer self-

regulation in online shopping environments, the studies have some methodological problems. 
Only experimental designs were used to test the relationships. Although all hypotheses were 
bases on theories and prior research, the results cannot preclude the possibility of reciprocal 
relationships. For example, in this thesis it was argued that the risky nature of the online 
shopping environment initiates prevention-focused self-regulation (see Chapter 3) and it was 
demonstrated that this type of self-regulation moderates the effect of type of online 
information on risk perceptions (see Chapter 4). This might imply a reciprocal relationship 
between regulatory focus and risk perception.  It would be interesting to test this reciprocity 
in future longitudinal research. Another important methodological limitation of the research 
in this thesis is that scenario-based experiments were used. Although both general and more 
specific shopping scenarios were used across the studies, scenario-based experiments may not 
fully represent the shopping situation in the field. It is impossible to capture all the nuances 
of the shopping environment in a scenario. Therefore, the results of these studies can only 
partly be attributed to the two central differences between the brick-and-mortar and online 
store. Furthermore, this thesis considered only two important characteristics of the online 
shopping environment, the perceived risky nature and the lack of physical presence, in 
examining the effects on consumers’ self-regulation. Earlier research showed that these are 
two key characteristics of the online shopping environment. First, risk perception is the most 
studied variable in the domain of online shopping (Chang et al., 2005), and research 
demonstrated that perceived risks are the main impediment for online shopping (Cho et al., 
2006; Liebermann & Stahevsky, 2002). Furthermore, this thesis showed more evidence that 
risk perceptions are an important aspect in e-commerce, because risk perceptions fully 
mediated the effects on self-reported prevention focus (see Chapter 3). Second, lack of 
physical presence is an obvious distinctive characteristic of e-commerce and also an 
important characteristic. For example, Childers et al. (2001) demonstrated that increasing the 
substitutability of personal examination of product information obtained via the online store 
increases perceptions of the usefulness of the media. Furthermore, lack of physical presence 
reduces the fun of shopping, while hedonic motivations to shop (i.e., shopping for fun) are 
important predictors of online shopping (Childers et al., 2001), and consumers still think that 
shopping is more fun in the real world (Jarvenpaa & Todd, 1996). However, other elements 
and distinctive aspects might also be important in explaining differences in online and offline 
consumer behavior and in explaining consumer behavior within the online shopping 
environment. For example, another distinctive characteristic of Internet shopping is that the 
consumer is highly in control of the situation, since the Internet is highly interactive (i.e., a 
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consumer can obtain relevant information real time), and therefore experiences freedom 
while shopping (Childers et al., 2001) and interactivity is also an important feature of the 
online store. However, we would like to stress that our choice was not arbitrary: we have 
deliberately chosen the key features that differentiate online from conventional shopping 
contexts, rather than features that may be unique to online shopping in their own right, but 
are less differentiating.  

It is a common practice to measure attitudes and intentions to predict behavior, yet 
a limitation of this research might be the use of self-report measures for attitudes and 
behavioral intentions in Chapter 4 and for impulse buying tendencies in Chapter 2. Although 
research, also in the online shopping domain, has shown that attitudes are predictive for 
intentions (e.g., Crisp et al., 1997; Hsu et al., 2006) and intentions for actual behavior, prior 
research has shown that a certain gap between self-reported attitudes and ultimate behavior 
does exist. To examine the attitude-behavior gap, Glasman and Albarracín (2006) conducted 
a meta-analysis that examined the influence of factors present at the time an attitude is 
formed on the degree to which this attitude guides actual future behavior. Their findings 
indicated that attitudes are more strongly correlated with actual behavior when these attitudes 
were easy to recall and stable over time. Research has also shown that behavioral intentions 
and patterns are not always univocally consistent with attitudes. Vermeir and Verbeke (2006) 
for example, have shown that intentions to buy sustainable food may remain low, despite 
positive attitudes. Reversely, they showed that social norms could influence intentions to buy 
sustainable food, despite personal negative attitudes. Furthermore, it is a common 
observation that individuals do not always act in accordance with their reported intentions. 
Obviously, in the online shopping there might also be a gap between online consumers’ 
attitudes (i.e., toward the retailer, the advertised product and the website), their behavioral 
intentions (e.g., intention to return to the website and intention to conduct an online 
purchase in the future) and their actual future behavior (e.g., actual return to the website and 
actual purchases). However, recent research on the predictive power of attitudes for behavior 
in the online shopping domain demonstrated that attitudes are significant predictors of online 
buying behavior. Yang, Lester, and James (2007) showed that both positive and negative 
attitudes are predictors of making any purchase online and of online shopping for individual 
products. Thus, although there might be a gap between attitudes or intentions on the one 
side and behavior on the other side, these results confirm that attitudes are predictive for 
behavior in the domain of online consumer behavior. Furthermore, despite the possible 
attitude-behavior and the intention-behavior gap, the findings in this thesis support the 
hypothesis that a fit between the consumers’ prevention focus and the online information 
influences ultimate behavior, since the effects on attitudes and behavioral intentions were 
very strong. Moreover, the effects on risk perception showed the same pattern. 

Considering the effects of lack of physical proximity, a limitation of this thesis is 
that the effects are examined on one moment in time. The effects of the online shopping 
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environment, that is very limited in communicating sensorial information in comparison to 
the sensorial rich physical store, might disappear over time when advancements in technology 
are able to create a more immersive online shopping context. When a store made out of 
pixels becomes able to tingle our emotions and stimulate our senses as a physical store is able 
to, the demonstrated effects of the online versus the conventional shopping context might 
fade out. However, at this moment it is hard to imagine that the digital marketplace will meet 
or even beat the levels of physical proximity in the conventional store. It will probably still 
take a while until we are able to smell fresh baked bread through our computer screen. 

It should be noted that the generalizability of the findings is limited to the usage of 
the Internet as a shopping medium. Future research might profitably explore the extent to 
which the current findings can be extended to include other domains of Internet behaviors, 
such as online auctions, online gaming, and online social networking. In this thesis, online 
consumer self-regulation is examined on the basis of two distinctive characteristics of the 
online shopping environment: lack of physical presence and the risky nature. Although these 
characteristics might apply to many other online environments, different characteristics may 
be considered more important in other contexts, such as presence in and perceived realism of 
the game environment (e.g., Wood, Griffiths, Chappell, & Davies, 2004) and identification 
with the game characters in violent games (Eastin, 2006; Konijn, Nije Bijvank, & Bushman, 
2007). Furthermore, research on online auctions has shown that diverse factors as rivalry, 
social facilitation, time pressure, and the uniqueness of being first can fuel feelings (i.e., 
arousal), and consequently influences decision-making (Ku et al., 2005). Ding, Eliashberg, 
Huber, and Saini (2005) for example demonstrated that bidding behavior is a function of 
anticipated feeling of excitement of winning an auction and the anticipated feeling of 
frustration of losing an auction. Thus, feelings are an integral component of consumer 
behavior in online auctions and the findings of this thesis may not apply to that specific 
domain of e-commerce. 

Research Opportunities 
An important extension of the research reported in this thesis would be to show 

that regulatory fit between the online consumers´ prevention focus and web content 
influences actual online shopping behavior. An important limitation regarding Chapter 4 is 
that the effects of regulatory fit were only examined on risk perceptions, multiple attitude 
measures and behavioral intentions. Effects on actual online behavior, on behavior unrelated 
to online shopping, and on other consumer responses such as emotions were not examined. 
However, ample research on RFT and more specific on the principle of regulatory fit has 
shown that different regulatory foci affects consumer behavior throughout the entire 
purchase process (Pham & Higgins, 2005). It would be interesting to show that regulatory fit 
between consumers´ prevention focus and online information not only affects risk 
perceptions, attitudes and behavioral intentions, but also guides actual online behavior. 
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Additionally, the research could be extended through more testing of post-purchase 
behaviors, such as return rates to the websites, word-of-mouth occurrence, consumer review 
reports. 

The findings of this thesis also raise new questions for future research on 
information processing under conditions of regulatory fit. In line with earlier findings, the 
results of Chapter 3 demonstrated that a task that fits the prevention-focused regulatory 
focus results in a better performance (i.e., performance on an anagram task). Furthermore, 
the findings of Chapter 4 demonstrated that online information that fits the consumers’ 
prevention focus (i.e., safety cues) positively influences consumer responses. However, it 
remains unclear how individuals processed the regulatory-focus compatible information. 
Aaker and Lee (2006) discuss the boundary conditions of regulatory fit and argue that 
regulatory fit effects are more likely to occur when people are not motivated to process 
information carefully. With respect to the online shopping domain, one would expect that 
individuals are motivated to process information that is compatible with their prevention 
focus (i.e., information about security that helps to prevent negative outcomes), since the 
findings of this thesis demonstrate that online consumers feel exposed to higher levels of risk 
and it is likely that consumers’ feel highly motivated to prevent these risks. Therefore, the 
current findings indicate that regulatory fit also occurs under higher levels of motivation to 
process information. Further research is needed to examine the conditions under which 
consumers engage in systematic information processing when they make decisions in product 
evaluations, but also in choosing a store (i.e., online versus conventional or between online 
stores). 

An intriguing question that follows from the presented research in this thesis is 
whether the online shopping context is more influential than the initial self-regulatory goal, in 
determining online consumers’ self-regulation. What if consumers enter the online shopping 
environment with a promotion goal, is the online shopping context then still initiating a 
prevention focus? The findings in Chapter 3 showed that Internet environment initiates a 
consumer prevention focus. Although consumers sometimes might have a conscious explicit 
promotion goal when entering the online shopping environment (e.g., score the newest 
edition of a CD, or buying a perfect evening dress with a huge discount), the Internet remains 
a risky environment. Therefore, it is likely that despite the initial promotion focus, a 
prevention focus will still be (unconsciously) initiated and consequently will influence the 
online purchase process. However, the results in Chapter 4 contradict that the shopping 
context is more influential than the initial self-regulatory goal, in determining the type of self-
regulation. In the experiments, regulatory focus (prevention vs. promotion) was manipulated 
before individuals evaluated a website and the results demonstrated that the online 
information that fits a prevention focus, was most persuasive for individuals who were 
primed with a prevention focus. This indicates that in these experiments the online shopping 
environment (i.e., a website of a music store and travel agency) was not more influential in 
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determining the self-regulatory goal. This also suggests that promotion-focused goals might 
still be salient in the online shopping context. Future research could investigate to what 
extent online consumers can still be persuaded by promotion-oriented stimuli. 

Consumer involvement might play an important role in the relative impact of the 
online shopping context, compared to the initial consumer shopping goal, on prevention-
focused self-regulation. In the current experiments individuals had to evaluate a website, but 
did not really have to conduct a purchase. Probably, if there is more at stake for the 
individual or if individuals are more involved (e.g., have to conduct a purchase), the online 
shopping environment overrules the initial promotion-focused purchase goal. It would be 
interesting to examine, whether or in what circumstances the Internet is so strongly perceived 
as risky that regardless of the initial regulatory goal (i.e., the goal before a consumer enters the 
Internet) it will initiate a prevention focus.  

Another central topic in future research should be the relationship between the 
experience with Internet in general or online shopping in particular and risk perceptions in 
the online shopping context, since findings are inconclusive. The results in Chapter 3 and 4 
show that individual background variables like Internet access and usage, prior online 
purchase behavior, perceived and actual Internet knowledge, and perceived digital knowledge 
do not correlate with consumers’ risk perceptions. In prior research the effects of either 
Internet-experience or online shopping experience on risk perceptions were ambiguous. 
Bhatnagar, Misra, and Rao (2000), for example, showed that individuals who spent more time 
online do perceive more online financial risks. In line with these results, Liang and Huang 
(1998) demonstrated that experienced online shoppers are more concerned with the 
uncertainty in electronic shopping. However, Kuhlmeier and Knight (2005) demonstrated 
that frequency of Internet use is not particularly important as an antecedent of perceptions of 
online risks. Also, Kim, Cho, and Rao (2000) found that the effect of an Internet-oriented 
lifestyle on perceived online risks is not significant. Thus, the findings reported in this thesis 
do consistently demonstrate no correlation between background variables related to online 
behavior and online risk perceptions, and findings in prior research show either a positive or 
negative correlation.  Does this incoherence derive from the different ways in which risk 
perception was operationalized? Is there an overall tendency in the results so far, or is the 
relationship really unclear? Possibly, a meta-analyses on the research conducted so far would 
help to answer these questions. Then, for future research on online consumer behavior it 
would be more clear which background variables related to online shopping (e.g., Internet-
usage, Internet-experience, online shopping experience) are of importance in examining 
online consumer behavior.  

An extension of this research would be to examine how online consumer behavior 
affects shopping in the physical store over time. Whereas both online and offline consumer 
behavior were dependent variables in this thesis, in such an extension online consumer 
behavior would be considered as independent and offline consumer behavior as dependent 
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variable. As online shopping continuously grows, online consumers become more and more 
experienced and probably develop particular shopping behaviors. It would be interesting to 
study how these online behaviors influence the evolvement of offline shopping behaviors. 
For example, as shopping increasingly shifts to the information-rich Internet where prices are 
easy to compare, it is conceivable that also in the offline shopping environment consumers 
become more and more price conscious in general. However, one could also argue that the 
Internet will become the shopping medium for price bargains and large stock products, and 
that consumers in the street are more and more searching for specialists and boutiques. 
Furthermore, the online access to any information on any product could create a more 
demanding consumer that is getting used to control and manage his or her choices. 
Eventually, these more demanding consumers could be harder to satisfy and may be less 
loyal, and will thereby influence marketing strategies and the online shopping environment. 
At this moment, we can only speculate on the possible long-term effects of online on offline 
shopping processes.  

Another important question considering the effects on (Chapter 3) and of (Chapter 
4) prevention focus is whether these effects are temporal or enduring over time. First, it is 
unclear how long an initiated prevention focus will be active during an online purchase 
process. The findings already showed that the prevention focus, initiated by thinking about 
an online shopping environment, influences behavior unrelated to online shopping (i.e., an 
anagram task). These findings imply that a prevention focus, once engendered by the risky 
nature of the Internet, is relatively enduring, and that effects of this prevention focus occur 
during the entire purchase process and possibly also after conducting an online purchase. 
Second, it is unclear for how long the Internet will be perceived as risky. One might argue 
that on the longer run, when consumers are more used to the Internet as a shopping medium 
and when consumers have more and more positive experiences with the it, the Internet might 
be perceived as less risky. Taking on the perspective of the Diffusion of Innovation theory 
(Rogers, 1995), for individuals who adopted the Internet as a purchase channel and who had 
positive experiences with online purchasing the perceived relative advantage of online 
shopping (over conventional shopping) increases. As a consequence, the majority will follow 
based on the positive experiences and perceptions of the early adopters. In other words, the 
majority will perceive less risk, because their perception of the relative advantage of online 
shopping is based on the perception of others. From that point of view, the effects of the 
online shopping context on consumer’s prevention focus and the effects of consumers’ 
prevention focus on online shopping behavior might be relatively short-term effects. Just as 
consumers were at first sceptical towards paying with plastic cards instead of paying with real 
money, towards getting money out of an ATM instead of walking into a bank office, and later 
on gained trust in these technologies and systems, the next generation of consumers might 
completely rely on payment by credit card or other online payment tools. It might well be 
that the trust in the system Internet will increase over time, and that consumers will become 
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confident about online shopping. Following Tan and Thoen (2000), the level of consumers’ 
trust in online transactions is determined by the sum of the trust in the other party (i.e., 
online store) and trust in the system (i.e., Internet). Thus, if consumers’ trust in the system 
Internet increases, there is a chance that the effects of the online shopping environment on 
risk perceptions and prevention focus will fade out. However, financial risk is only one of the 
dimensions of risk perception. Product or performance risk is another key dimension of risk 
perception in the online store. Since online physical presence is lacking, consumers cannot 
personally examine the product and therefore perceive the risk that the product will not 
completely meet one’s expectations upon delivery (e.g., Gupta et al., 2004). This dimension of 
risk will remain as long as the virtual representation of products does not resemble real 
representations.  

An answer to the question whether the effects on risk perception and prevention 
focus will remain over time can also be derived from RFT itself. From the perspective of 
RFT it can be claimed that an individual tends to use a strategy towards a goal that proved to 
be successful. Applied to the domain of online shopping, this indicates that once an online 
purchase (i.e., the goal) is conducted with a prevention focus, and the purchase turned out to 
be successful (e.g., the product did not arrive late, no additional costs were surcharged, credit 
card information was not misused), future online purchases will also be conducted with a 
prevention focus. From this point of view, the reported findings cannot be considered 
temporary and the fit between consumers´ prevention focus and online information becomes 
increasingly important. Moreover, even if a prevention strategy did not result in a successful 
online purchase, but resulted in a negative experience (e.g., the product did not arrive, the 
product did not meet ones expectations), this still might cause a stronger focus on preventing 
negative outcomes in following online purchases. While in adopting a promotion strategy to 
achieve positive outcomes, one action (e.g, book a flight with an early bird discount) might be 
enough to reach the goal (e.g., book a cheap flight), in adopting a prevention strategy (e.g., 
book a flight and not paying too much) there are often countless possibilities to try to 
prevent a negative outcome. For example, one could try to be early with the booking, search 
for a cheap flight booking site, compare prices with a price comparison agent, be sure about 
additional taxes, read the booking and cancellation conditions, and so on. Therefore, after an 
unsuccessful online purchase conducted with a prevention focus, an online consumer might 
try even more ways (i.e., prevention strategies) to prevent the negative outcome in future 
online purchases. This indicates that also an unsuccessful online purchase might even cause a 
stronger prevention focus in following online purchases. Thus, from the perspective of RFT 
effects on prevention focus will become more significant in the future, both after positive 
and negative experiences with online shopping. Moreover, as effects on prevention-focus will 
gain significance the reported regulatory fit effects reported in Chapter 4 will also remain 
important.  
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Probably the most captivating question for future research, following from the 
research presented in this thesis, is how experienced affect and prevention focus interact in 
online consumer behavior. The findings of Chapter 2 on the one hand and of Chapter 3 on 
the other hand, are consistent and coherent in the sense that the findings demonstrated that 
online consumers regulate themselves differently than consumers in the physical store. 
However, the practical implications following from these results might not be that coherent. 
Findings in Chapter 2 showed that online consumers experience less affect and as a 
consequence they are better at regulating their impulses to buy. In Chapter 2 it is discussed 
how important feelings can be for consumer decision-making and it is therefore suggested 
that future research and online marketers should focus on how to stimulate affective 
responses within the online shopping environment, to create a more favorable online 
shopping experience (i.e., to create online consumer welfare). However, the findings in 
Chapter 3 possibly indicate that it might not be that sensible to create a more immersive 
online shopping environment. The findings in Chapter 3 demonstrated that the online 
shopping environment induces a prevention focus and Avnet and Higgins (2006) showed 
that if prevention-focused consumers use feelings in choice decisions, it decreases the 
amount of money they are willing to pay. Additionally, prevention-focused consumers are 
willing to pay more money for products if they make the choice decision based on evaluative 
reasons. These findings are in line with previous findings that show that prevention-focused 
consumers tend to rely on substantive, but not affective, information (Pham & Avnet, 2004). 
Thus, relying on evaluative reasons, or substance, creates value for prevention-focused 
consumers, relying on affective information does not. In that sense it might not be desirable 
for online consumer welfare to stimulate a more immersive and emotional appealing online 
shopping environment. Therefore, a holistic view on the different findings of this thesis and 
the derived practical implications from these findings indicates that future research should 
focus on the interaction effects of affect and prevention focus in online consumer behavior. 
How to combine the need for information that fits the prevention focus, and the need for a 
more rich online shopping experience? How can online shopping contexts be created that 
both give an emotionally fulfilling shopping experience and the feeling that ‘there is nothing 
to lose’? 

Conclusion 
The overarching research question in the thesis was: Will unique features of the 

‘clickable’ online shopping context as compared to the ‘brick-and-mortar’ conventional 
shopping context affect a) the extent and b) the nature of consumer self-regulation, and 
subsequently c) the online shopping process? Two unique features of the online, as compared 
to the conventional, shopping context are considered in answering this question: lack of 
physical presence and perceived risky nature. The results from the experiments presented in 
this thesis consistently show that online consumers regulate themselves better and differently 



Chapter 5 
 

99 

from consumers in the conventional brick-and-mortar store. First, addressing the first part of 
the research question, the results reported in Chapter 2 demonstrate the online consumer 
behavior is more regulated. In other words, online consumers have a more reflective buying 
behavior style: they are better at regulating their urges to buy and in conducting planned 
purchases. Second, addressing the second part of the question, the results in Chapter 3 
demonstrated that online consumers’ self-regulation is prevention-focused in nature. Online 
consumers are more focused on preventing negative outcomes. Third, addressing the last part 
of the research question, the findings in Chapter 4 demonstrated that a prevention-focused 
self-regulation affects the online consumers’ shopping process, i.e., information preferences. 
Online consumers are more sensitive to information that fits the prevention focus.  

The insights that emerge from these findings shed new light on online consumer 
self-regulation and show that shopping in the clickable online store is qualitatively different 
from shopping in the brick-and-mortar conventional store. For online retailers the question 
remains: how to regulate online consumers’ self-regulation?  
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Appendix A 
 
 
 
 
 

Online purchase scenario with a successful frame 
You are shopping on the Internet, and you are searching for a birthday present. You 

committed yourself to buy this present for a friend, on behalf of yourself and your closest 
friend. You need to have this present the next day. In your search for a present you find the 
perfect present in an online shop, it satisfies all your expectations. You’d like to buy it 
immediately and want to pay it electronically, after all you need to have it pretty quickly. The 
website informs you that al the payment stages are successfully completed, your payment 
succeeded. You succeeded in buying the product online. You accomplished your goal; the 
birthday present will be delivered.  

Online purchase scenario with an unsuccessful frame 
You are shopping on the Internet, and you are searching for a birthday present. You 

committed yourself to buy this present for a friend, on behalf of yourself and your closest 
friend. You need to have this present the next day. In your search for a present you find the 
perfect present in an online shop, it satisfies all your expectations. You’d like to buy it 
immediately and want to pay it electronically, after all you need to have it pretty quickly. The 
website informs you that your payment failed. Your payment cannot be accepted. You failed 
in buying the product online. You did not accomplish your goal; you will not get a birthday 
present delivered. 

Conventional purchase scenario with a successful frame 
You are shopping in a shopping street and you are searching for a birthday present. 

You committed yourself to buy this present for a friend, on behalf of yourself and your 
closest friend. You need to have this present the next day. In your search for a present you 
find the perfect present in a conventional store, it satisfies all your expectations. You’d like to 
buy it immediately and want to pay it at the cashier, after all you need to have it pretty 
quickly. The cashier hands over the receipt, your payment is succeeded. You succeeded in 
buying the product. You accomplished your goal; you walk out of the store with a present. 
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Conventional purchase scenario with an unsuccessful frame 
You are shopping in a shopping street and you are searching for a birthday present. 

You committed yourself to buy this present for a friend, on behalf of yourself and your 
closest friend. You need to have this present the next day. In your search for a present you 
find the perfect present in a conventional store, it satisfies all your expectations. You’d like to 
buy it immediately and want to pay it at the cashier, after all you need to have it pretty 
quickly. The cashier informs you that a cash register interference occurred. It is impossible to 
pay for the present. You failed in buying the product. You did not accomplish your goal; you 
walk out of the store without a present. 
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Appendix B 
 
 
 
 
 

Self-reported Prevention Focus Scale a 

When I shop online / in a conventional store, 

I am focused on preventing negative outcomes  
I worry that I will fail to accomplish my goals 
I am more oriented toward preventing losses than I am toward achieving gains  
I think about how I can prevent failures  
Preventing negative outcomes is important to me 
I am anxious that I will fall short of my responsibilities and obligations  
I imagine myself experiencing bad things  
My most important goal is to fulfill my obligations 
a Measured on a scale from 1 (not at all true of me) to 5 (very true of me). 
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Samenvatting 
 
 
 
 
 

Tegenwoordig is het internet sterk geïntegreerd in bijna elke dagelijkse activiteit, van 
het lezen van een krant tot het regelen van bankzaken en ook het doen van onze aankopen 
(CBS, 2006b). Iedereen die wel eens een online aankoop heeft gedaan, zal erkennen dat het 
winkelen in een ‘bakstenen’ conventionele winkel wezenlijk anders is dan het winkelen in een 
‘klikbare’ online winkel. De online winkelomgeving is ontegenzeggelijk anders dan de 
conventionele winkelomgeving (Alba et al., 1997). Het doel van dit proefschrift is om te 
onderzoeken of specifieke verschillen van de online winkelomgeving in vergelijking met de 
conventionele winkelomgeving effect hebben op consumentengedrag. De effecten op 
consumentengedrag worden bestudeerd vanuit het perspectief van zelfregulering. De 
overkoepelende vraag in dit proefschrift was: 

 
Hebben unieke kenmerken van de ‘klikbare’ online winkelomgeving in vergelijking met de 
‘bakstenen’ conventionele winkelomgeving effect op a) de mate en b) het type van zelfregulering en 
vervolgens op c) het online aankoopproces? 
 
Twee primaire en unieke kenmerken van de online winkel, ten opzichte van de 

conventionele winkel, werden verondersteld een verschillend en belangrijk effect te hebben 
op de mate en de aard van zelfregulering van consumenten: het gebrek aan fysieke nabijheid 
en de risicovolle aard. Vanwege de fysieke nabijheid van sensorische informatie (e.g., geur, 
kleur, smaak, pasvorm) in een conventionele winkel, kunnen we de sfeer in de winkel en de 
producten die we kopen direct met onze zintuigen evalueren. Het verwerken van sensorische 
informatie kan leiden tot een intensere affectieve beleving (e.g., Donovan & Rossiter, 1982; 
Spies et al., 1997) en tot een verstoring in de zelfregulering, welke uitgedrukt kan worden in 
impulsaankoopgedrag (e.g., Beatty & Ferrel, 1998; Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991). In de online 
winkelomgeving daarentegen is sensorische informatie minder nabij, daarom kan een online 
winkelomgeving leiden tot een minder intense affectieve beleving en tot minder 
impulsaankoopgedrag.  

In Hoofdstuk 2 is onderzocht of het gebrek aan fysieke nabijheid invloed heeft op 
de mate van zelfregulering (deelvraag a), in termen van impulsaankoopgedrag. Meer specifiek 
is onderzocht of de online winkelomgeving, gekenmerkt door gebrek aan fysieke nabijheid, 
leidt tot minder intense affectieve responsen en minder ongereguleerd impulsaankoopgedrag.  
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In Hoofdstuk 3 werd onderzocht of de risicovolle aard van de online 
winkelomgeving effect heeft op het type zelfregulering (deelvraag b). Ondanks dat het 
internet verweven is met tal van dagelijkse bezigheden, wordt het kopen op internet toch nog 
als risicovol beschouwd (e.g., Forsythe & Shi, 2003). Consumenten bekommeren zich 
bijvoorbeeld over gevaarlijke computer virussen, mogelijke creditcardfraude en over of het 
bestelde product aan alle verwachtingen zal voldoen op het moment dat het bezorgd wordt. 
Vanwege de risico’s die gepaard gaan met het kopen op internet werd vanuit de Regulatieve 
Focus Theorie (RFT: Higgins, 1997) beargumenteerd dat de risicovolle aard het type 
zelfregulering van consumenten beïnvloedt, dat consumenten in een online winkelomgeving 
zich primair richten op het vermijden van falen (e.g, het voorkomen van een miskoop, het 
kopen bij fraudelente online aanbieders, misbruik van de creditcard gegevens), in plaats van 
op het behalen van succes. Het type zelfregulering dat gericht is op het vermijden van falen 
wordt een preventiefocus genoemd en heeft te maken met de aan- en afwezigheid van 
negatieve uitkomsten, verplichtingen en verantwoordelijkheden. Daar tegenover staat een 
promotiefocus, zelfregulering gericht op het bereiken van positieve uitkomsten. Het type 
zelfregulering beïnvloedt verschillende gedragsprocessen, zoals informatie zoekgedrag, 
informatieverwerking en besluitvorming (Pham & Higgins, 2005) en is daarom ook van 
belang voor het aankoopproces. Het type zelfregulering zorgt er namelijk voor dat 
consumenten selectief aandacht besteden aan en vertrouwen op informatie die past bij hun 
focus (Pham & Avnet, 2004). 

In Hoofdstuk 4 werd onderzocht wat de effecten zijn op het online aankoopproces 
(deelvraag c) in termen van de voorkeur voor informatie, aangenomen dat online 
consumenten een sterkere preventiefocus hebben. Verwacht werd dat online consument 
meer worden overtuigd door online informatie die aansluit bij hun preventiefocus, zoals 
informatie over de veiligheid van de online betaling, de online winkel of het product. 

Samengevat werd in de drie empirische hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift 
onderzocht of het gebrek aan fysieke nabijheid in de online winkel leidt tot minder affectieve 
responsen en of dit leidt tot meer gereguleerd, i.e., minder impulsaankoopgedrag (Hoofdstuk 
2), of de risicovolle aard van het Internet leidt tot een preventiegerichte zelfregulering 
(Hoofdstuk 3) en wat de invloed is van deze preventiegerichte zelfregulering op de 
overtuigingskracht van online informatie (Hoofdstuk 4). 

Hoofdstuk 2: Meer Zelfregulering door Gebrek aan Fysieke Nabijheid in Online 
Winkelomgeving 

Het doel van Hoofdstuk 2 was de effecten van het gebrek aan fysieke nabijheid in 
de online winkelomgeving op de mate van zelfregulering van consumenten te onderzoeken. 
Er werd beargumenteerd dat, vanwege het gebrek aan fysieke nabijheid, de online 
winkelomgeving minder in staat is sensorische informatie over te brengen dan een 
conventionele winkelomgeving. Tevens werd beargumenteerd dat de sensorisch gebrekkige 
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online winkelomgeving minder in staat is affectieve responsen te initiëren en de drang tot 
kopen te stimuleren. Daarom werd verondersteld dat online winkelgedrag gekenmerkt wordt 
door een hogere mate van zelfregulering, of andersom, dat online consumenten relatief 
minder geneigd zijn tot ongereguleerde, impulsieve aankopen. De resultaten lieten zien dat 
online consumenten minder intens positief en negatief affect ervaren en dat online 
consumenten minder geneigd zijn impulsieve aankopen te doen. 

Eerst werd in een pilotstudy getoetst of de online versus conventionele 
winkelomgeving minder affectieve responsen ontlokt en of het minder de geneigdheid tot het 
doen van impulsaankopen stimuleert. In deze pilotstudy deden alleen participanten mee die 
eerder online aankopen hadden gedaan. Hen werd gevraagd in hoeverre ze conventionele 
aankopen en online aankopen impulsief of gepland doen. Daarna werden de deelnemers 
toebedeeld aan een online of conventionele winkelconditie, door ze te vragen een online of 
conventionele winkelomgeving voor te stellen, en werd gemeten in welke mate ze positief 
affect ervoeren. De resultaten toonden aan dat online aankopen als relatief minder impulsief 
worden aangemerkt. De deelnemers in de online winkelconditie lieten daarnaast lagere scores 
op ervaren affect zien. Deze voorlopige bevindingen duidden erop dat een online 
winkelomgeving minder in staat is positief affect op te roepen en dat online aankopen meer 
doordacht en minder impulsief zijn.  

Door het lezen en inbeelden van een aankoopscenario werden in Experiment 1 
deelnemers toegewezen aan een online of conventionele winkelomgeving en vervolgens aan 
een succesvolle of niet succesvolle aankoopsituatie. Hierna werden positief en negatief affect 
in reactie op het aankoopscenario gemeten. De resultaten toonden dat deelnemers in de 
online winkelconditie minder differentiëren in het ervaren van positief en negatief affect in 
reactie op een succesvolle of niet succesvolle aankoopsituatie. Online consumenten toonden 
dus minder intense positieve en negatieve affectieve reacties.  

In Experiment 2 werden deelnemers aan een online of conventionele 
winkelomgeving toebedeeld door ze te vragen zich voor te stellen ofwel in een winkelstraat te 
lopen en te winkelen in een conventionele winkel, ofwel op het Internet te browsen en te 
winkelen in een online winkel. Daarna werd de neiging tot het doen van impulsaankopen 
gemeten, in termen van ‘de drang om te kopen’ en ‘het kopen volgens plan’ (cf. Verplanken 
& Herabadi, 2001). Om het type winkel constant te houden werden ze vervolgens gevraagd, 
binnen de conditie waarin ze waren toebedeeld, een specifieke winkel (i.e., boekenwinkel) in 
gedachten te nemen en deze te beschrijven. Hierna werden verschillende belangrijke 
indicatoren van impulsaankoopgedrag gemeten: hoeveel tijd de deelnemers zouden willen 
doorbrengen in de winkel, in hoeverre ze bereid zijn aandacht te geven aan speciale 
aanbiedingen en of het besluit om een aankoop te doen in deze winkel meer met het gevoel 
of het verstand wordt genomen. De resultaten van dit experiment toonden ten eerste dat 
deelnemers in de online winkelconditie minder geneigd zijn tot het doen van 
impulsaankopen, ze ervaren minder de drang om te kopen en kopen meer volgens plan. 
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Verder waren de deelnemers in de online winkelconditie minder geneigd om meer geld uit te 
geven en meer producten te kopen dan van tevoren gepland was. Ten tweede lieten de 
resultaten zien dat deelnemers in de online (vs. conventionele) winkelconditie minder tijd 
door willen brengen in de winkel en minder bereid zijn aandacht te schenken aan speciale 
aanbiedingen. Bovendien lieten de resultaten zien dat het besluit om een online (vs. 
conventionele) aankoop te doen, meer gebaseerd is op cognitie dan op affect, wat aangeeft 
dat online winkelen meer met het verstand dan op gevoel wordt gedaan.  

De bevindingen in Hoofdstuk 2 ondersteunen de centrale hypothese in dit 
proefschrift, dat het gebrek aan fysieke nabijheid als uniek kenmerken van de online 
winkelomgeving in vergelijking met de conventionele winkelomgeving een effect heeft op de 
mate waarin consumenten zichzelf reguleren. Online consumenten toonden meer gereguleerd 
(i.e., minder impulsief) gedrag dan consumenten in de conventionele winkelomgeving.  

Hoofdstuk 3: Risicovolle Online Winkelomgeving induceert Preventiegerichte 
Zelfregulering 

In Hoofdstuk 3 werd het effect van de risicovolle aard van het Internet op het type 
zelfregulering onderzocht. Het doel was te laten zien dat de online (vs. conventionele) 
winkelomgeving als meer risicovol wordt gepercipieerd en daardoor een preventiegerichte 
zelfregulering initieert, een regulering die gericht is op het voorkomen van negatieve 
uitkomsten. In drie experimenten is het effect van winkelomgeving op risicopercepties en het 
type zelfregulering onderzocht.  

In Experiment 1 werden deelnemers toebedeeld aan een online (vs. conventionele) 
winkelomgeving, door ze te vragen deze winkelomgeving levendig voor te stellen. Vervolgens 
werden risicopercepties (gebaseerd op Jarvenpaa & Todd, 1997) en preventiefocus (gebaseerd 
op Lockwood et al., 2002) gemeten. De resultaten tonen aan dat deelnemers die gevraagd zijn 
te denken aan het winkelen in een online winkel meer risico’s percipiëren. Voorts initieerde 
de online (vs. conventionele) winkelomgeving een preventiegerichte zelfregulering (i.e., 
preventiefocus). Experiment 2 repliceerde deze bevindingen door gebruik te maken van een 
impliciete maat voor preventiefocus (cf. Zhou & Pham, 2004). De resultaten lieten zien dat 
het effect van een winkelomgeving op de preventiegerichte zelfregulering wordt 
overgedragen op gedrag dat niet gerelateerd is aan winkelen, i.e., de prestatie op een 
anagrammentaak. Aangezien de deelnemers in Experiment 1 en 2 niet werd gevraagd een 
specifieke winkel of een specifiek product in gedachte te nemen, kan een alternatieve 
verklaring voor de gevonden effecten op risicoperceptie en preventiegerichte zelfregulering 
zijn dat de deelnemers in de online winkelconditie aan een andere range van producten 
dachten, waarmee meer risico’s gepaard gaan. Het ligt voor de hand dat deelnemers in de 
online winkelconditie niet dachten aan zogenaamde search goods (Nelson, 1970), waarvan de 
kenmerken voor de aankoop beter geëvalueerd kunnen worden in een conventionele winkel 
(e.g., geur, kleur, materiaal). Tegelijkertijd hadden ze misschien voornamelijk producten in 
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gedachte, waarvan de kenmerken alleen geëvalueerd kunnen worden na het kopen van een 
product (i.e., experience good; Nelson, 1970). Vanzelfsprekend zijn de kansen, dat een 
aangeschaft product niet voldoet aan de verwachtingen, groter voor een experience good (e.g., 
wijn) dan voor een search good. Als deelnemers in de online winkelconditie meer experience goods 
in gedachte hadden, dan kan dat voor het ervaren van meer risico hebben gezorgd. Om deze 
alternatieve verklaring te ontkrachten is het type product in Experiment 3 constant gehouden 
en zijn de effecten van winkelomgeving zowel voor een search good als voor een experience good 
onderzocht. De resultaten lieten zien dat de effecten van winkelomgeving op risicoperceptie 
en preventiefocus optreden onafhankelijk van het type product. Deelnemers maakten geen 
onderscheid tussen de aankoop van een search good en een experience good voor wat betreft de 
mate van risicoperceptie en preventiefocus. Hiermee wordt verdere ondersteuning voor de 
bevindingen in Experiment 1 en 2 gegeven en is aangetoond dat ongeacht het product, online 
consumenten meer risico’s ervaren en een sterkere preventiegerichte zelfregulering hebben. 

Concluderend geven de bevindingen in Hoofdstuk 3 ondersteuning voor de 
hypothese dat de risicovolle aard van de online winkelomgeving effect heeft op het type 
zelfregulering. De resultaten lieten zien dat online consumentengedrag getypeerd kan worden 
als preventiegerichte zelfregulering. In Hoofdstuk 4 worden de mogelijke gevolgen van een 
preventiegerichte zelfregulering voor het online aankoopproces onderzocht.  

Hoofdstuk 4: Overtuigingskracht van Online Informatie hangt af van Preventiefocus 
Het doel van Hoofdstuk 4 was de gevolgen van preventiegerichte zelfregulering op 

het online aankoopproces te onderzoeken. Eerder onderzoek toonde reeds aan dat 
preventiegerichte zelfregulering gevolgen heeft voor het verwerken van informatie (Pham & 
Avnet, 2004). Het onderzoek in dit hoofdstuk is daarom gebaseerd op de assumptie dat een 
preventiegerichte zelfregulering een voorkeur creëert voor informatie die overeenstemt met 
dit type zelfregulering, informatie die betrekking heeft op veiligheid, bescherming en 
zekerheid. Online aanbieders maken extensief gebruik van informatieve symbolen die 
zekerheid bieden betreffende de veiligheid van de online winkel, de online betaling, of het 
product. Deze symbolen zijn zogenaamde veiligheidscues, voorbeelden hiervan zijn 
hyperlinks naar privacy beleid, garantielogo’s, klantenrecensies en waarborglogo’s. In twee 
experimenten is aangetoond dat online veiligheidscues overtuigender zijn voor deelnemers 
met een preventiegerichte zelfregulering. In Experiment 1 en 2 werd de zelfregulering 
gemanipuleerd (preventiefocus vs. promotiefocus) waarna deelnemers werd gevraagd een 
website nauwkeurig te bestuderen (in Experiment 1 een website van een reiswinkel, in 
Experiment 2 van een muziekwinkel). In Experiment 1 werd aangetoond dat online 
veiligheidscues de risicopercepties verlagen, maar alleen van de deelnemers met een 
preventiefocus. Experiment 2 repliceerde deze bevindingen en de resultaten toonden 
daarnaast aan dat online veiligheidscues positievere attitudes ten aanzien van de website en de 
online aanbieder genereren, evenals een grotere intentie om de website in de toekomst te 
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gebruiken, maar alleen voor deelnemers met een preventiefocus. De experimenten in dit 
onderzoek waren de eersten die aandacht besteedden aan de overtuigingskracht van online 
veiligheidscues. Deze overtuigingskracht werd vanuit het perspectief van de RFT bestudeerd 
en de resultaten laten zien dat de RFT belangrijk is in het begrijpen van online 
consumentengedrag.  

Concluderend geven de resultaten van dit hoofdstuk ondersteuning voor de 
hypothese in dit proefschrift dat het type zelfregulering effect heeft op het online 
aankoopproces. In aansluiting op Hoofdstuk 3, waar is aangetoond dat een online 
winkelomgeving leidt tot een preventiegerichte zelfregulering, i.e., een preventiefocus, is in 
Hoofdstuk 4 aangetoond dat een preventiefocus leidt tot een voorkeur van online informatie 
die aansluit bij deze focus. Online veiligheidscues hebben overtuigingskracht voor online 
consumenten met een preventiegerichte zelfregulering. 

Conclusie 
In dit proefschrift is beargumenteerd dat verschillen tussen de ‘klikbare’ online 

winkelomgeving en de ‘bakstenen’ conventionele winkelomgeving effect hebben op a) de 
mate van zelfregulering, b) het type zelfregulering en vervolgens op c) het online 
aankoopproces. Twee primaire en unieke kenmerken van de online winkel, ten opzichte van 
de conventionele winkel, werden verondersteld een verschillend en belangrijk effect te 
hebben op de mate en de aard van zelfregulering van consumenten: gebrek aan fysieke 
nabijheid en de risicovolle aard. Voor wat betreft de eerste deelvraag, laten de resultaten in 
Hoofdstuk 2 zien dat, door het gebrek aan fysieke nabijheid, online consumentengedrag 
getypeerd wordt door meer zelfregulering: Online consumenten zijn relatief beter in staat om 
de neiging tot impulsaankopen te controleren. Met betrekking tot de tweede deelvraag, is in 
Hoofdstuk 3 aangetoond dat de risicovolle aard van de online winkelomgeving een 
preventiegerichte zelfregulering tot gevolg heeft. Online consumenten zijn meer gericht op 
het voorkomen van negatieve uitkomsten. In Hoofdstuk 4 werd een antwoord gegeven op de 
derde deelvraag. De resultaten lieten zien dat een preventiegerichte zelfregulering gevolgen 
heeft voor het online aankoopproces, i.e., de voorkeur voor het type informatie. Online 
consumenten zijn gevoeliger voor en raken eerder overtuigd door informatie die aansluit bij 
preventiegerichte zelfregulering, zoals informatie die betrekking heeft op de veiligheid van de 
online winkel, de online betaling en het online geadverteerde product.  

De bevindingen die zijn beschreven in dit proefschrift werpen een nieuw licht op de 
zelfregulering van online consumenten en laten zien dat online winkelen kwalitatief verschilt 
van het winkelen in de echte wereld. Voor online aanbieders rest nu de vraag: Hoe kan 
zelfregulering online gereguleerd worden? 
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‘Wetenschappers leven in een ivoren toren’, verkondigt een collega tijdens de 
vrijmibo. Daarmee wordt natuurlijk niet letterlijk de fysieke werkomgeving van 
wetenschappers bedoeld, maar toch probeer ik het me, met een wodkatonic in de hand, te 
visualiseren. Mijn gedachten dwalen af naar mijn eerste werkdag als promovendus. Het was 
prachtig weer. Vrolijk en vol gezonde spanning fietste ik naar de VU, nieuwsgierig naar wat 
me te wachten zou staan. Even later liep ik door de hal van DBL859. Jan kwam in sportief 
outfit en met de racefiets in de hand de trap af snellen en wenste mij nog net in alle haast een 
goede morgen toe. Er was verder nog geen collega te bekennen, niemand leek op de hoogte 
van mijn komst. Samen met de secretaresse regelde ik een bureau en een ratelende computer 
en ik sleepte mijn eigen bureaukastje door de verlaten gangen. Mijn promotieavontuur begon 
in een pand dat werd getypeerd door muizenlijkjes in de lichtbakken van de entree, 
muizengetrippel over het plafond, een disfunctionerend klimaatbeheersingssysteem en een 
vissenkom als koffiekamer. De verhuizing naar het Metropolitan zorgde niet voor een grote 
verbetering in de werkplek. Koffievlekken sierden daar het tapijt en net als in DBL859 bracht 
ik mijn uren al schrijvend en analyserend door in een kamer van systeemwanden en dito 
plafonds, met TL verlichting boven mijn hoofd. Zijdelings had ik uitzicht op een grauw, 
betonnen Buitenveldert, waar het altijd leek te regenen. Scheen de zon, dan opereerde de 
zonwering autonoom in ongewenste richting. Nog een interne verhuizing zorgde ervoor, dat 
ik de laatste maanden aan de VU doorbracht tussen onuitgepakte dozen en lege kasten, die 
midden in de kamer stonden geparkeerd. Nee, het werken aan dit proefschrift vond niet 
plaats in een ivoren toren, maar de ervaring is goud waard. Velen hebben bijgedragen aan 
deze waardevolle ervaring en deze personen wil ik graag danken. 

In de eerste plaats dank ik natuurlijk mijn begeleidingstrio Jan, Bob en Peter. Een 
drie-eenheid kan ik jullie niet noemen, jullie verschillen immers te veel, zowel in professionele 
zin, qua onderzoeksinteresse, aanpak, perspectief, stijl en (stiekem) ook qua opvatting over 
‘echt’ communicatiewetenschappelijk onderzoek, als in persoonlijke zin. Dat laatste komt 
onder andere tot uiting in de keuze voor vervoer: de eerste rijdt het liefst op een fiets, de 
tweede op een motor en de derde in een gezinsauto. Toch vormde jullie begeleiding een 
harmonieus geheel, de diversiteit kwam mij juist ten goede. Bij aanvang van het 
promotietraject had ik me voorgenomen elk commentaar dat leek op positieve feedback te 
onthouden, ik had namelijk het vermoeden dit schaars zou zijn in een kritische en 
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wetenschappelijke omgeving. Na verloop van tijd stopte ik daar maar mee, jullie 
enthousiasme maakte dat onnodig. ‘Is het al significant?’ en ‘Ik heb het gelezen en daar werd 
ik vrolijk van’ en ‘Goed verhaal! Hier nog wat suggesties to beef things up little’, zijn een paar van 
die typische, enthousiaste en motiverende kreten. Verder waren jullie één in de enorme mate 
van betrokkenheid bij het onderzoek. Niet onbelangrijk voor een promovendus. 

Natuurlijk dank ik ook mijn andere collega’s van gang Noord, want zo grijs en 
smoezelig als mijn werkplek was, zo kleurrijk, energiek en inspirerend waren de mensen die 
daar rondliepen. Veel van jullie waren meer dan een collega, zo werd bijvoorbeeld elk 
buitenlands congres een feest en een culturele ervaring. Guido, Yoka en Lonneke, bedankt 
voor alles wat kamergenoten voor elkaar kunnen betekenen (Guido ook voor het dulden van 
meidengedoe) en Kim voor de reflectieve theeleutmomenten. Dick de Gilder dank ik voor 
het scheppen van het schrikbeeld dat slechts 1/3 van mijn cohort binnen redelijke termijn 
zou promoveren, dat is door de jaren heen een blijvende bron van motivatie geweest. Het 
RFT leesclubje en de PhD-club van NESCoR dank ik voor de inhoudelijke inspiratie. 

Attending the ICPSR summer program has also been very valuable to me. The 
participants of this summer program made the four-week period of courses in quantitative 
methods a great experience. Anna, Gabi and Hanne, thanks for the laughs, BBQs, girl talks, 
cozy lunches and shopping moments. I would also like to thank my dear Krauts Jens, Malte, 
Rico and especially Gunnar for all the fun moments (and especially for the vodka jelly shots) 
during and after this program and of course for the quick ‘cozy’ lunches in the EBS-area. 

Mijn nieuwe collega’s op de UvA, in het bijzonder Marjolijn, Julia en Eva en de 
VUvA collega’s Rens, Mirjam, en David, wil ik bedanken voor de plezierige werkomgeving en 
hun betrokkenheid bij de afronding van dit proefschrift. Het mogen verhalen, vertellen en 
spuien over kleine en grote regeldingen, de ‘ tussenstand’ en dat soort zaken meer, heeft mij 
ontzettend geholpen en gesteund in de laatste fase. De fase die eeuwig leek te duren. 

‘Promoveren is ook maar een baan’, heb ik thuis wel eens geroepen, maar typisch 
voor deze baan is wel: je neemt het mee naar huis. Vandaar dat vrienden en familie hun eigen 
rol hebben gespeeld in het schrijven van dit proefschrift. Vrienden en vriendinnen, bedankt 
dat ik met jullie niet over werk hoefde te praten, voor jullie Guda en niet wetenschapper ben. 
Bedankt voor alle feestjes, theetjes en wodkaatjes en natuurlijk de dansjes!  

Padre en Madre, bedankt voor jullie betrokkenheid, het vertrouwen in mijn kunnen, 
voor jullie trots op mijn kleine successen en eindeloze steun in al mijn lief en leed. Lieve 
zussen en Michiel, bedankt voor al het luisteren naar mijn niet-stilstaande mond, Jeannette 
voor de rust die je uitstraalt en Vera voor het zijn van een voorbeeld door alles net iets sneller 
en beter te doen. Raphael’s spelen en lachen deden door de jaren heen alle 
proefschriftperikelen uit mijn hoofd verdwijnen, daarom een knuffel voor mijn lieve neefje. 
 
 Allen bedankt,  

Guda van Noort 
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